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  Only he who carries the load knows how much it weighs.




  —ARAB PROVERB




  Man will occasionally stumble over the truth,


  but most of the time he will pick himself up


  and continue on.




  —SIR WINSTON CHURCHILL
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  · PROLOGUE ·
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  Tombs of the Caliphs, East of Cairo,


  March 1928




  The setting sun filtered through an ancient tomb, shining right across its immense structure from one window to the other

  like a red eye, tingeing the stone with a fleeting touch of blood. The necropolis had all the elements of a ghost town: its deserted streets, its structures inhabited only by sand and wind, and its

  increasingly dark shadows.




  The damaged monuments were dotted among more modest tombs. They were disproportionate in size, buildings of several stories surmounted by dizzy cupolas and flanked by silent minarets; they had

  courtyards, fountains that had forever run dry, spacious loggias, and everywhere those darkened openings, accoladed windows or holes designed to play with the light.




  All at once the sand in the streets whirled up and was borne away by the dusk wind.




  Stone remains emerged from the ground, rough stelae toppled by the centuries.




  Several acres of large, majestic tombs, as fine as palaces, waited at the gates of Cairo, like the last hope before the desert. A tardy, forgotten hope.




  Not far to the east, hills danced under the city’s ramparts, like a strangely fossilized sea-swell. Hills not of earth or sand, but of detritus: eight centuries’ worth of debris,

  abandoned here by organized city-dwellers. Heaps of rubble, shards of pottery, fragments of carved stone in a sea of picturesque remains.




  The silhouettes of the last people who had been crouching there, working, moved off in the direction of Bab Darb el-Mahrug, a gate leading into el-Azhar district. A group of three kids were

  squabbling, as was so often the case here, over a piece of enamel that could easily be sold. The question was which of the three had seen it first, lying among the rubble. The eldest was twelve

  years old.




  The children came here every day to dig through the debris, in search of the most insignificant, vaguely historic crumb that might bring a little money if offered to the wealthy tourists who

  swarmed all over Cairo.




  For once the dispute did not result in blows and the eldest child let the other two leave with their trophy, in exchange for a few threats about their future fate if he saw them hunting around

  there again.




  Seleem, who had been watching the scene from the steps of a tomb, finally stood up. He had been there for more than an hour, waiting for them all to leave. He did not want to take the risk of

  being seen.




  His presence in the necropolis was too important for that.




  And secret.




  Now that the sun was setting, Cairo was gradually lighting up, the ocher city progressively gaining color from the modern brilliance of the European-style buildings. A forest of minarets rose up

  above the old city wall.




  Seleem saw his city through the eyes of a ten-year-old boy who had never even crossed the Nile: with the feeling that the center of the world lay at the heart of those narrow alleyways.




  Nothing was more beautiful or more important than Cairo.




  Except perhaps this evening, this meeting.




  He adored legends. And he was on the point of experiencing one. He had been promised.




  It must be time.




  Seleem walked down the steps and along an interminable wall. He walked past the funerary mosque of Bars Bey until he found the place he had been told about.




  A cramped passageway disappeared between two tall mausoleums.




  Splintered wood was strewn across the sand.




  Seleem watched where he was stepping and entered.




  It was dark; the first stars were not enough to light up the narrow passage.




  Seleem walked to the end of what turned out to be a blind alley, and he waited.




  Night had fallen, and now the stars were glittering powerfully above the tombs of the caliphs.




  Seleem let out his first scream.




  The echo of his cry rose up into the empty structures that surrounded him. Instinctively, without rational thought, he had just invented a language, and this cry was the most original definition

  of it.




  It had just given substance to terror.




  Before the ends of his hair had finished turning white, he was able to let out a second scream.




  This time, he spoke the language of pain.




  A stray dog abandoned the old rag it had found and turned its head toward the blind alley. The screams had just stopped.




  The dog opened its mouth and the tip of its moist tongue lolled out. It headed toward the passageway.




  It stopped at the entrance, where the thick shadows began.




  Then it moved toward the source of those screams.




  Its canine curiosity vanished after a few feet, when it scented what haunted the air at the end of this blind alley.




  Its eyes saw through the darkness, making out the stocky figure that was moving above the body of a child.




  The shape unfolded, became tall.




  The smell spread out until it reached the dog’s maw.




  And the animal began to back away.




  When the shape advanced toward it, the dog urinated.




  It urinated on itself.




  The wind raised up its offering of sand and bore it away, far away, into the mysteries of the desert.
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  Paris, November 2005




  Paris was muttering angrily.




  A storm of indignation was shaking the entire city. The thunder of public rallies battered the fronts of Haussmann’s buildings, echoing through the alleyways on the great boulevards, until

  it reached the ministers.




  A leaden sky had lain across the roofs since the scandal began, strangling the capital like a too-tight scarf.




  Never had France known a November like it: so icy and yet so electric.




  The press had been dining out on it for the last three weeks; certain journalists went as far as stating that November 2005 would relegate May 1968 to the ranks of an anecdotal skirmish if

  things continued in the same way.




  The newspaper stands flashed past like milestones in one of the rear windows of the powerful sedan, issuing their information in regular doses, vital for survival in a civilized environment. All

  the front pages gave details of the Affair as they saw it; there was scarcely any room for the rest of the news.




  The sedan was running alongside a large truck.




  Suddenly, the reflection of a face appeared in its rear window.




  Marion flinched imperceptibly as she suddenly came face-to-face with herself.




  Her face was a ghost’s. Her pleasant features were not sufficient today to make her easy on the eye; she had grown too pale, her split lip divided her face like the comma in an eternally

  unfinished sentence, her sandy hair showed a few streaks of white, and, in particular, her eyes had lost all their brightness. The inquisitive, jade-green flame had given way to two dying

  embers.




  She was approaching forty, and life had just presented her with a really great gift.




  The leather squeaked as the man at her side leaned toward the driver and asked him to take a right. Marion blinked in an attempt to forget her face.




  Three males, as virile as they were cryptic, were surrounding her in this silent car. Men from the DST.




  Direction de la Surveillance du Territoire—the French equivalent of the CIA.




  The acronym struck a heavy, slightly terrifying chord.




  Especially for Marion, who had never had any problems with the law, who had only been stopped by the police once in her life for a routine identity check, and whose job as a secretary at the

  Médico-légal Institute and morgue in Paris was the only original thing about her—if indeed it was original.




  She had always felt herself to be identical to the millions of other people she lived with in this country, caught up in the system of work, lifting her head a little higher after each year, so

  she could stay afloat and go on breathing.




  Nothing in her life had prepared her to find herself one day in this car, heading for the unknown.




  Until she’d returned from her holidays, at the start of October.




  Until that morning, very early, when she had entered the cold au-topsyroom. Each detail was engraved on her mind. Even the stuttering of the neon lights when she pressed the switch. Once again she

  saw the flashes of white light reflecting off the tiles, the immaculate stainless steel of the dissection table. Her heels echoed at each step. The antiseptic smell hadn’t completely masked

  the other, more acrid smell of cold meat. The only reason she was there so early that morning was to find Dr. Mendès, who was neither there nor in the adjoining storeroom.




  Marion had turned around to walk back across the room.




  Her eyes fell on it by chance, as though drawn to it.




  It wasn’t very eye-catching, hardly a cartoon strip.




  But it had changed her life.




  Until the DST came to see her and told her she was going to die.




  Probably.




  Unless she agreed to disappear. For a time at least, long enough for things to calm down, for a place to be found for her, for them to rely on her, for a system to be set in motion.




  Everything had been so quick.




  Paranoia is a virus. Transmit it in the right circumstances and it will develop all on its own. From that moment on, Marion had spotted shadows in her wake, individuals spending the night in

  darkened cars in front of the building where she lived, and her telephone sounded strange, as if it had been bugged.




  Then the attack.




  She swallowed, ran her tongue across her lips. The cut was still there.




  A warning.




  Marion had agreed to disappear.




  Before the media discovered the identity of this woman, the initiator of the greatest scandal the Fifth Republic had known; before other people, dangerous in different ways this time, returned

  to attack.




  The man from the DST who took charge of her case had told her just to bring warm clothes, and her most personal possessions, as she wouldn’t be returning home for a long time; it could be

  a month, maybe a year. She knew nothing about her destination.




  The vehicle with the darkened windows passed through La Défense tunnel, heading toward the A13 Autoroute, and in a few minutes disappeared toward the west, evaporating into the anger and

  the gray-white horizon that encircled Paris.




  The smell of the sea gave Marion her first clue, but darkness fell too quickly for her to spot any landmarks as they passed by. She rested her head back against the seat, rolled up her window,

  and confined herself just to following the few lights with her eyes. For now, her future was nothing but a roar in the darkness, a doubt moving at eighty miles per hour, speeding toward the

  unknown.




  She reopened her eyes to find that the car was climbing a forgotten road, with nothing on either side but emptiness. Marion sensed that they were almost there, and pressed her face to the glass

  like an impatient child in need of reassurance. The vehicle slowed down and turned left before coming to a halt beside a stone wall.




  The front passenger immediately got out and opened the door so she could get out. Stiff after the journey, Marion had difficulty straightening her long legs. She stood up gently, numb with

  sleep. They were standing at the bottom of a steep hill.




  Ancient structures rose up from the slope, forming a collection of fortifications and dwellings worthy of a medieval film.




  Then the moon pierced through the low clouds, and trained its silver searchlight on the summit.




  Out of the shadows loomed a colossal tower, dominating the entire bay, its foundations crushing all architectural pretensions for miles around.




  Marion closed her eyes with a sigh.




  Behind her, one of the men had just placed her two suitcases on the ground.




  She had arrived at the bottom of what was going to be her retreat for the weeks, or maybe months, to come.




  Mont-Saint-Michel.




  As fleetingly as it had appeared, the summit sank back into the darkness, as the moon withdrew behind its nocturnal sieve, like an insect slipping away, sheltering from predators.
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  The wind suddenly rose, capturing Marion in its vise; her clothes flapped about in the darkness. One of the men accompanying her turned his head

  toward her. His eyes were cold. Cold like this journey, cold like in bad films, thought Marion. He stared at her and blinked. For a moment she detected the man behind the professional, some

  mercy beneath the austerity. Guessing that she was the intended recipient of this pity hurt her, and her heart felt hollow.




  Beneath a tower close to the main entrance, metallic hinges began to grate. A narrow postern gate opened, creating a hole in the wall.




  A frail silhouette detached itself from the wall and came toward the group. It was holding up a lantern, which glimmered faintly in the darkness as if it were guiding the person and drawing it

  into the blackness. The person was draped in a robe that changed shape as the wind gusted around it with increasing ferocity. Suddenly, he or she lifted a hand to hold down the linen headdress that

  concealed the face. The driver of the sedan approached and they exchanged a few words, which were rendered almost inaudible by the distance and the wind.




  Then he came back to Marion.




  His was the only voice she had heard. He bent forward as he addressed her, so as not to have to talk too loud despite the gusting wind. His eyes only rarely settled on Marion; they swam above

  her, toward the far distance, already preoccupied with a world elsewhere.




  “Anne will show you to your new home. Trust her, she has performed this kind of service for us before. She knows what must be done, so listen to her. Sorry I can’t be gallant enough

  to carry up your cases, but the less time we spend here, the better.”




  Marion opened her mouth to protest, but no sound emerged.




  “You will receive news via Anne as soon as things start moving.”




  “But . . . aren’t you going to . . . I don’t know, search my room or something?”




  A half-smile appeared on his lips. In it she saw a degree of affection for her own naïveté.




  “That won’t be necessary,” he replied firmly. “You have nothing to fear here. Trust me, at least about that.”




  She sensed that he was about to turn away and placed her hand on his arm. “How . . . what do I do to contact you if . . . ”




  “The mobile number I gave you the first time, call me on that if you need to. Now I must go.”




  He watched for her reaction for a moment, then pursed his lips and gave a slight nod. “Good luck,” he added, with more kindness in his voice.




  Then he walked away and signaled to his two companions to get back into the car.




  A few seconds later the vehicle had disappeared onto the jetty, leaving behind it two tiny red marks upon the bosom of the night.




  “Come on, let’s not stay here,” a voice said behind her.




  The voice was calming, gentle. Marion turned around to face it. Under the onslaught of the elements, Anne appeared more vulnerable and fragile than a tender young sapling in the storm. The wind

  had carved myriad deep lines that furrowed her face.




  “Let’s go in,” she said. “I’ll take you home, where you can rest.”




  Home.




  Marion swallowed with great difficulty.




  Everything was moving too fast, she no longer had any control over anything; and she was submitting to it all with disconcerting neutrality.




  Already Anne was walking toward the postern gate, carrying one of the two suitcases.




  What happened next owed more to the world of hallucinations than to free will. Later, Marion remembered walking up a narrow street, with ancient housefronts made of stone and wood. Then several

  steps and a passageway winding beneath tiny buildings, on the fringes of a sinister cemetery.




  The gate closed again and Anne raised her eyes to look at her. Blue eyes that were smooth and determined, in opposition to the rest of the face.




  “Here is your new house,” she said.




  That and other words, distant words. Words devoid of meaning, logic, life.




  Words that traveled for an instant between the two women before being lost in tiredness. The entrance light was on; it was swaying as though on a ship. It was shining increasingly brightly.

  Blindingly.




  Marion closed her eyes.




  Her legs were trembling from the effort of the climb. Her breath was all spent.




  She remembered nothing more of what happened next.




  Except for the draft of air when the door opened.




  And the low rumbling sound of a man’s voice.
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  A leftover piece of Babel.




  That’s what Mont-Saint-Michel was. A proud finger pointing toward the heavens. Marion saw in it not the marvel of religious devotion, but rather a conceited attempt to get closer to God. A

  gull sniggered as it skimmed the dizzying wall that dropped more than seventy yards. Marion stood bending forward, her hands placed on the low stone wall, overlooking the whole of the mist-drowned

  bay. A milky tide was gradually receding, releasing smoky trails as it licked at the ramparts. The white cloth coated absolutely everything. Nothing escaped: not a single lost mast or distant

  cliff, not even the causeway that provided the link to the mainland.




  The Mount rose up out of this sea, colossal, like the cutting edge of a patiently shaped flint laid upon an immense expanse of mother-of-pearl.




  Marion turned her back to the sight and faced the forecourt of the abbey church, which stretched out at her feet.




  “We are on the western terrace,” explained Sister Anne. “Apart from the lace staircase on the church roof, one cannot enjoy a more agreeable view.”




  Marion confined herself to a brief nod, as she did with all the sister’s comments. Together, they had walked up the main street, then climbed the two “great stairs”—two

  long series of steps leading to the roof of the world—Sister Anne taking on the role of guide for the occasion.




  “I am going to introduce you to our community. They are as impatient to make your acquaintance as they are aware of the need to be discreet regarding your presence among us.”




  Marion cast a last glance at the view. The mist was flowing over the ground as if the Mount and its inhabitants were all drifting away, out to sea.




  She closed her eyes for a brief moment. Drifting. That was the word that best characterized her these past few days.




  Waking up in that strange bed had immediately made her feel sick, gripped by the muted anguish that tightens the chest when a situation seems to be overflowing in all directions, completely out

  of control.




  Anne approached her. She gave a faint, but reassuring smile. The icy wind emphasized the whiteness of her face. Lines lay deep between sections that were completely smooth. It put Marion in mind

  of a folded mask, like the skin of cream on hot milk.




  “I know how you are feeling,” said the nun quietly. She was right beside her now.




  She laid a hand on Marion’s back.




  “Confusion thunders inside here, doesn’t it?” she added, placing an index finger on her brow. “With a little time that will pass. Trust me.”




  Marion gazed at the little woman. “Is this something you’re used to?”




  Hardly had she spoken the phrase when it disappeared, swept away by the tone, the weakness of her voice. She had always hated showing her weak points, her difficulties, or her worries.




  “Not in the way you imagine,” replied Sister Anne. “I have indeed performed this service before. But it isn’t . . . usual.”




  Marion was still staring at her.




  “I’m going to say this to you now, so it is done: I know nothing about the reasons that have brought you here, and that doesn’t interest me. I just want to help you so that the

  time you spend among us is as pleasant as possible.”




  She bore Marion’s gaze without defiance or hardness.




  “For everyone,” she went on. “Pleasant but discreet. Nobody undesirable will come and find you on the Mount, have no fear. It is the ideal place to spend these few weeks, or

  months. Famous all over the planet for its remoteness. You will melt into the background.”




  She rubbed Marion’s back. “I will be with you for as long as it takes you to get your bearings. All will be well. You’ll see.”




  Marion opened her mouth to speak, but could not expel the air. She must look frightful, she thought. With her hair blown all over the place by the gusts of wind, her damaged lip, and her sunken

  eyes. An old harpy, that’s what you are. . . . A harpy rendered decrepit by events. Overtaken by events. Drowned, even.




  “Let’s not linger, everyone here is in turmoil. They won’t have much time to spare for us, with the storm that’s coming.”




  “The storm?” Marion repeated quietly.




  “Yes, you didn’t hear the news. . . . A few days ago, they announced that there’s going to be an enormous storm on the coast, the like of which hasn’t been seen for

  several centuries. Even the army has been mobilized in rural areas to help people prepare their homes and to assist in the event of emergency. Everyone here is busy making the Mount as waterproof

  as possible, and protecting what needs to be protected.”




  Sister Anne scanned the western horizon. “You might think it was going to be fine, that this carpet of mist would lift to reveal a sunny day. But tonight, it’ll be war.”




  Her eyes were shining with excitement. “Anyhow, come, you have work to do. A whole list of names to learn, and the faces that go with them, of course.”




  Marion slid her hands back into the pockets of her woollen coat.




  She fell into step behind Sister Anne and entered the abbey church.




  The eastern sun dissolved in a gigantic and blinding gray puddle, which bathed the high windows of the choir. A long procession of massive columns ran along the central aisle as far as the

  transept. Starting at the entrance, all of the architecture converged on the flamboyant choir in a sort of optical illusion, as if the nave was no more than a prolongation of the earth’s

  entrails, toward the supreme elevation right at the end, below the high windows, before the altar.




  The abandoned feeling lasted only a few seconds, but it was enough for Marion to rid herself of the weight on her chest, like an excess of breath that had stayed in her lungs too long, expelled

  all at once in a spontaneous exhalation. Since it had happened—no! for the last few weeks—Marion had been unable to create a state of emptiness in her mind, unable to avoid

  feeling crushed by the situation. Each of her words, and each of her actions were motivated by—or a consequence of—this escape. And for the first time, she had opened her eyes and

  really looked, without any thought related to her exile.




  For an instant, the majesty of the place had washed away her troubles.




  The semblance of a smile appeared on her lips.




  Marion raised her head toward the ceiling. High up, the arches of an ambulatory formed patches of opaque shadow.




  These were not completely still; they turned around and around and stretched out as if long, black silk sheets were moving around each arch.




  Marion watched intently, her nose in the air.




  The door had been left open, and the wind gusted against her back.




  The flames of a few candles danced, faltering dangerously in this ever-stronger breeze.




  Marion heard Anne’s footsteps as she walked away down the nave, paying her no attention.




  She felt as if she was being observed.




  The little hairs on the back of her neck stiffened.




  The more she became aware of it, the more the feeling spread with increasing confidence.




  Her tongue was coated. She knew this searing feeling of paranoia. The past weeks had brought both emotions closer together, turning them into veritable rivals in a fierce competition, in which

  serenity was at stake. An almost daily match. And all that was required to unleash the paranoia was an ounce of anxiety; once it had that, it spread like burning oil on a lake.




  Marion swallowed, forcing herself to curtail all speculation, all imagination, to rid herself of this anguish by refusing it any fuel.




  The sensation grew less acute.




  Sister Anne had disappeared, turning into the northern arm of the transept.




  Marion started walking again, along the rows of cold benches. All the same, she glanced briefly at the dark arches before turning.




  The ambulatory that stretched out behind these mysterious mouths was still just as invisible. And the shadows were still moving.




  Sister Anne was waiting for her at the top of a staircase leading down into the depths of the building. Her eyes scrutinized Marion to assure herself that all was well and the little woman set

  off first down the stairs. They came out at the lower level, in an enclosed chapel, with fewer than ten tiny benches, a handful of lit candles, and a very low, rounded ceiling that reinforced the

  impression of warmth and intimacy. An amber half-light trembled on the walls of the crypt of Notre-Dame-des-Trente-Cierges.




  There, in the dusk of the last bench, seven motionless silhouettes were waiting, their heads bowed beneath masks of fabric. Seven pious statues, as immovable as stone.




  All seven were dressed in religious habits.




  They all wore coarse, inhuman faces, with irregular, clumsy features, distorted mouths, and monstrous eyes, like a group of gargoyles staring at the crypt’s altar.




  Then the Mount’s spell was broken.




  And the stone changed.




  The fabric of a cowl gently folded back.




  And suddenly a hand appeared. It rose to make the sign of the cross, and the fabric mask crumpled as the priest pushed back his hood.
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  There were four men and three women.




  The most striking thing was how similar they all were in shape.




  Apart from one brother who was much taller than the others, the six followers were of the same height, and of a relatively slender build, as though forged from the same mold.




  I can’t help it, it’s my job, Marion thought. Too many autopsy




  reports to draw up properly and file, and you find yourself focusing on people’s external aspects: their physical data.




  It was true, she couldn’t deny it. Her job overflowed into her judgment. When she encountered new faces, she often saw first of all a piece of funereal statistical data relating to their

  appearance. A portly fifty-year-old man with flabby skin who’d clearly enjoyed the high life made her think of heart attacks, while a white neck whose tendons were forever protruding beneath

  the chin because of stress raised the specter of a ruptured aneurysm.




  Whereas others tended to catalog people according to their socio-professional category or in relation to their general cultural background, she did so according to the probable circumstances of

  their death.




  Sister Anne rubbed her hands together as she turned toward Marion.




  “Here is a part of our community,” she said. “Marion, let me introduce you to Brother Damien.”




  The man in question emerged from the group to come and greet the newcomer. He was around forty. His hood was drawn back, revealing cropped gray hair and a full face that contrasted with his

  rather svelte body. There was a certain joie de vivre in his eyes. He greeted Marion with a bow of the head, his eyes constantly on the move.




  Hyperactive, always cheerful, you might say; the type who eats too quickly and swallows without chewing. He’ll probably choke to death when something goes down the wrong way.




  She adored that expression. Dying because something “goes down the wrong way.” So as not to say: “death by suffocation, due to the presence of a foreign body in the

  airways.” The classic story of a Sunday afternoon that turns into a nightmare. Lunch with friends, plenty of wine, everybody eating hungrily and then . . . one mouthful too many, swallowed

  too quickly, without really thinking about it. The food gets stuck in the diner’s throat, and panic grips the impatient eater. You found them each Sunday evening, lined up in the basement at

  the Médico-légal Institute, one behind the other on their aluminium gurneys, while their relatives were howling somewhere that it was impossible, that people couldn’t just die,

  not on such a peaceful Sunday, not like that.




  Marion had seen an awful lot of “impossible corpses” like that, in her ten-year career.




  It was settled. Brother Damien was to be “Brother Wrong Way.”




  Giving free rein to her idiotic little game did her a world of good. She relaxed, became herself again.




  Next was Brother Gaël, a young man of around twenty, with the look of a babe in arms, and by all accounts the son of a good family—the second son of the noble ancien régime

  family, the one who’s destined for the Church—too young to inspire Marion in her guessing game.




  Sisters Gabriela and Agathe had no greater effect on Marion. They were young—around thirty—and at first glance as smooth as a block of polished marble.




  The tallest of the seven was a man approaching fifty, slow in word and deed, pale, and visibly on the verge of breathlessness after welcoming her. Marion opted for “Brother Anemia”

  in place of his real name: Brother Christophe.




  The two last members were Brother Gilles and Sister Luce, two individuals of a highly respectable age, whose eyes were as piercing as they were taciturn; two eagle faces, prominent noses, and

  thin lips, so alike that one might think they shared the same blood.




  Marion had no desire to play with them. It wasn’t funny anymore.




  Brother Gilles stared at her for a long time without saying a word. He merely folded his long, wrinkled fingers upon his belly.




  “I think you know everybody now,” commented Sister Anne.




  Brother Gilles coughed exaggeratedly to indicate his disagreement.




  “Ah, yes! Almost everybody! There is still Brother Serge, the hierarchic leader of our community. He could not get away, but you will meet him a little later.”




  There was an uncomfortable silence. Brother Damien leaned toward Marion. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”




  There was nothing forced or overly charitable about his affability, thought Marion. His sincerity was actually rather touching.




  “Thank you,” she whispered, rather too softly for her liking.




  Sister Gabriela, who had the face of a porcelain doll, laid a hand on her arm. She had not pushed back the fabric headdress that hid her hair, and this gave her an even more angelic

  appearance.




  “You will get used to this place very quickly, you will see,” she confided in a musical voice.




  “On that subject,” interrupted Sister Anne, “we thought it would be best to organize some way for you to pass the time during the days to come. For today, that will take the

  form of a tour of the Mount, which will acquaint you with your new environment. After that, Friday and the weekend will be a little strange, with the storm. . . . And next week, Brother Damien

  suggested he might take you with him to the library in Avranches, to classify some books in the reserve collections, if that appeals to you. . . . ”




  Marion nodded without great enthusiasm. She noted that every eye was on her.




  “Don’t worry,” Sister Anne said finally. “Here, within these walls, you will spend a winter . . . like no other.”




  Marion froze. No, she wasn’t going to spend the winter here. It would only be a matter of weeks, perhaps months, one or two, in the worst case, but not a whole season. She swore to herself

  that she would be home for Christmas.




  “Soon our faces will be familiar to you,” continued the nun. “These halls will be like a series of drawing rooms for your soul; you will enjoy strolling through them. Give

  yourself a little time. That is all the Mount demands of you: a little time. It will do the rest.”




  “Very well said,” Brother Gilles said abruptly, in a rough voice.




  Marion observed him. Thick gray and black hairs peeped through his withered skin. His face was marbled with numerous fine red veins and white creases, like a crumpled garment. He looked back at

  her without blinking, the keen brilliance in his eyes bearing witness to a fierce stubbornness.




  “We shall leave you with your protégée, Sister Anne,” he continued. “We shall all have time to get to know her better; right now, the storm demands all our

  attention.”




  Marion could not take her eyes off him.




  He didn’t like her. Her or her presence among them, that was obvious. In other circumstances, she would have allowed herself a cutting remark on the pointlessness of welcoming someone if

  that welcome was a chore in his eyes, but she was hardly in the mood. And she had only just arrived; one could begin the introductions better than that.




  Bit by bit, she was regaining consciousness. And her sodden character was awakening, she noticed.




  Everyone left by the little door at the far end, taking their leave of her with a swift wave of the hand. The majority seemed nice, even pleased that she had come.




  When they were alone, Sister Anne turned to her. “I am sorry if Brother Gilles seemed a little less than—”




  “That’s not important,” interrupted Marion. “In any event, I think we shall have to get along together during the weeks to come.”




  She managed to crack a friendly smile. “We’ll get used to each other, don’t you think?”




  Sister Anne nodded with pleasure. “I am happy to see you smile at last.”




  Me too, Marion almost said. She caught herself as she drifted with the tide for a moment, as she took in what was happening to her with a benevolent sense of fatality.




  “A long guided tour awaits us, are you ready?”




  “Lead on.”




  Sister Anne took the same door as her comrades and they slipped into the Mount’s limbo.




  They passed through the Devil’s Dungeon, a modest room at the end of a staircase leading from the church level, which provided access to the Merveille.




  A long corridor dotted with pillars stretched eastward: the promenade. At its far end, in the half-light, Brother Gilles was conversing in a low voice with another monk, whose identity could not

  be discerned because he had his back to Marion.




  Brother Gilles noticed her from a distance and his gnarled hand rose suddenly from beneath his robe to grab hold of the other monk and lead him into the darkness, where they disappeared.




  Marion sighed softly.




  She had only been there twenty-four hours, and already internecine strife was becoming apparent.




  The time spent on this granite mountain was going to be long.




  Behind her, Sister Anne turned a heavy iron key in an age-old lock, which grated as its catch sprang back.




  Then the door opened with a creak.
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  They spent all morning there.




  Sister Anne moved about between these corridors with bewildering ease. In Marion’s eyes, it was as if she had grown up here.




  The two women carried out their tour to the sound of hammer blows, nailing plywood planks to the most fragile windows. Several times they encountered a brother or a sister in the midst of

  sealing a narrow window with the aid of large pieces of damp cardboard. The preparations were moving on apace. The storm that was rolling in their direction must be a monster to arouse so many

  fears.




  Beyond a general impression that there were staircases everywhere, chambers in every nook and cranny, and convoluted corridors, Marion managed to retain a few essential facts.




  First of all, the structure of the abbey could be divided into three levels, even if a multitude of intermediate rooms and slopes did swiftly truncate this point of reference. The upper level

  was that of the immense abbey church. The middle level contained the crypt of the Thirty Candles and a large number of small side chapels. Then the lower level, the one with the dungeons, had held

  Marion’s amused attention, especially the one that provided easy access to the exterior of the north side, through the abbey’s gardens. And then there was the Merveille. A fabulous

  construction on the northern slopes and adhering to the rest, which could also be divided into three levels: the vast storeroom with the chaplaincy at the bottom, in the middle the formidable Salle

  des Chevaliers with its powerful columns, next to the Salle des Hôtes, and finally the refectory and the cloister, which left Marion speechless.




  The hanging garden and its calming greenery were surrounded by covered galleries, whose magical, staggered rows of columns, arcades, and carved crockets offered an endless approach to

  contemplation and meditation. The western slopes opened onto a triple picture window, which emphasized the fact that three elements mingled here: the earth for a foundation, the sea for life, and

  the air for the spirit.




  Sister Anne explained that when there was high, thick mist, the cloister garden was reflected in it, creating the illusion of an accessible Eden, brought to the eyes of men by the breath of the

  angels.




  Marion noted that the majority of the rooms they encountered had heavy, locked doors, whose passkeys Sister Anne kept with an almost ridiculous bunch of twenty keys, which were huge and clinked

  loudly. When the sister took her imposing key ring from a fold in her robe, Marion had the impression that it was far too heavy for those apparently delicate wrists. But Sister Anne seemed hewn

  from rustic leather, resilient and capable of being stretched at will.




  And her limpid blue eyes pierced through everything they looked at.




  The Mount in its entirety was divided into two parts: the village on the one hand, climbing up the southwest flank from the causeway to the south, and the abbey itself, on the summit, with the

  Mer-veille stowed away to the north. After walking up the rue Grande and a whole succession of steps known as the Grand Degré Ex-térieur, the great outer staircase, you eventually

  reached the barbican, the dividing point between the village and the abbey. The latter, which was gigantic, was guarded in its southern part by a very tall building: the abbot’s residence;

  while the Grand Degré Intérieur, the great inner staircase, ran along the foundations of the abbey church and climbed as far as the forecourt: the western terrace.




  Lunch was served in a shared room at the abbot’s residence. Marion was struck by the simplicity of this room designed for living. Here there were no historic furnishings, nothing but

  exposed stone walls and Formica tables. She even stifled a grin as she picked up her stainless-steel knife, worthy of a school cafeteria; this was a long way from the mystical image she had

  retained from her morning visit.




  With the exception of Sister Agathe and Brothers Gilles and Gaël, all the members of the community who had been introduced to her that morning were present at the table.




  “It is my turn to serve,” declared Brother Christophe.




  He spoke with a disconcerting slowness. She hadn’t been mistaken in nicknaming him “Brother Anemia,” thought Marion.




  Ravioli and cheese were served in a large pan.




  “As you will notice, there are days when we have less time to prepare the meals and others when we are more . . . indulgent.”




  Marion, whose face was buried in her plate, easily recognized the sweet, singsong voice of Sister Gabriela. The young woman was looking at her with a degree of anxiety at the thought that the

  newcomer might be put off by their lunch.




  “This suits me very well,” she reassured the nun. “I’m no great cook myself, and I don’t often have the time, either.”




  Brother Wrong Way jumped at the opportunity. “And what do you do, if that’s not indiscreet?”




  Marion had no time to open her mouth. Sister Anne reprimanded her colleague’s jovial curiosity in a scathing tone, “Brother Damien! Your question is inappropriate—”




  “No, it’s okay,” cut in Marion. “It’s not a problem.”




  She turned toward the forty-year-old man, who had just lost his jovial air. “I am . . . or I was”—she sighed—“a secretary at the Médico-légal

  Institute, in Paris.”




  With amusement, she scanned the faces as the idea of what her daily duties might entail sank into each of their minds.




  “The Médico-légal Inst—” began Sister Gabriela.




  “Yes, that’s right. The place where corpses are stored before autopsies.”




  Eagle-faced Sister Luce raised her eyebrows. The old woman gazed fixedly at the food she was calmly ingesting.




  “Don’t be alarmed, the secretary isn’t based in the dissection rooms, although that may have happened to me. My work is clearly less . . . incisive, if I can say

  that.”




  “But you have relatively direct contact with death?” emphasized Sister Gabriela.




  “In a way, yes.”




  “Isn’t that too heavy a burden to bear?”




  “It’s . . . at the start, I admit it’s hard. Then as time progresses you get used to it. I think over the months and years, the sheer volume of deaths reduces the dramatic

  element.”




  “The notion of the mortal individual becomes lost in a generic, less personal, more distant death?” suggested Sister Gabriela.




  “Yes, that makes me think of that saying,” interjected Brother




  Damien, laying down his fork and raising an index finger. “If you kill a man you are a murderer, but if you kill several you are a conqueror.”




  Marion blinked. She knew an additional part to this maxim: And if you kill them all, you are a god. The place and company weren’t perhaps ideal for this extension.




  “In a way,” she eventually conceded.




  “It’s a little crazy all the same,” the brother went on. “In the end, one becomes more moved by the death of a single individual than by genocide! If you look, one murder

  close to where we live makes the front page of the newspapers, but they’re completely silent about what’s going on in Africa, for example—”




  Sister Luce put down her glass too quickly, and it almost shattered. “I do not think ruling on a dramatic scale of death is a very pious attitude, Brother Damien,” she reprimanded

  him, in a voice as sharp as a billhook.




  “No, of course not. I am simply saying that death does not merit different degrees of feeling. It is always tragic without discrimination, it—”




  “That is enough.”




  The monk remained openmouthed for a brief moment, disappointed not to be able to correct this mistake. His gaze slid toward Marion.




  Soon there was nothing left but the clinking of plates to lighten the atmosphere. Marion finished her food and addressed Sister Luce, “What does your daily life consist of?”




  “That depends on the day. At the moment it involves preparing the Mount to withstand the coming storm. In fact, if you will kindly excuse me, there is still a great deal to do.”




  Sister Luce collected up her cutlery and her plate, stood up to put everything on a tray, and left the room.




  Marion nervously tapped her glass with her index finger. “That’s a good start,” she muttered.




  Sister Anne’s look told her that she had sensed her uneasiness.




  “Marion,” began the sister, “will you permit me to call you Marion? This afternoon, I shall show you round the village and—”




  “I think there are more urgent matters,” she cut in. “If this storm is so fierce and there are so many things to do all over the place to protect the Mount from it, perhaps we

  could help?”




  Marion then hastily added, with a hint of malice, “I think Sister Luce would appreciate it. And I must admit that a little activity would do me good.”




  Sister Anne remained openmouthed for a moment, then agreed. Farther off, Sister Agathe burst out laughing and swiftly put a hand over her mouth.




  Marion observed the sky through the window.




  It was gray, a uniform gray, without relief.




  If the storm was approaching, it was doing it very gently, crawling along like a predator preparing to pounce suddenly on its prey.




  For three hours they dug in the northern garden to remove plants or shrubs, which they transplanted into terra-cotta pots before storing them in the Merveille’s vast storeroom for a few

  days. Marion had tied back her hair with an old elastic band and spared no effort to get as much work done as possible. When the light began to fail, she could no longer feel her fingers.




  From time to time she raised her head to scan the abbey’s ramparts, looking for signs of life, but never distinguished more than a furtive shape. Mont-Saint-Michel had all the appearance

  of a wrecked ship. With no one left on board.




  An arrogant yet divinely beautiful wreck.




  The sole sign of the approaching storm was the wind, which was now blowing harder. A stubborn wind, which eventually numbed the skin and bit into the flesh.




  Marion entered and placed the last pot in the row of previous ones, then allowed herself to sink onto a bench, facing the door of the storeroom.




  Outside the light was ashen, tarnishing the garden’s last colors. Sister Anne joined her, tools in hand, and sat down beside her.




  “Well, another bit saved,” she said finally.




  “As you say.”




  Sister Anne nodded toward the outside. “I hesitated to tell you when we were there, but now. . . . Did you know that we were digging the soil of the ‘jardin de pleine mer,’ the

  garden of the open sea, and that before it was given that name, it was known as the ‘monks’ cemetery’?”




  “That’s nice . . . ”




  “Nonjuring priests were buried here during the Revolution. They are still there,” added the nun, with a restrained laugh. “And the administrator of the Mount wants to organize

  cocktail parties and wedding breakfasts here, can you imagine?”




  “All in the best possible taste.”




  “Indeed.”




  Marion almost remarked upon the apparent vitality of the plants that grew there, accompanied by a sordid joke about their roots, but decided against it; bad taste was decidedly in the air.




  She contemplated the rows of pots, which ran for several feet. “Sister Luce will be pleased,” she commented. “We have spared her an additional job.”




  New laughter lines appeared at the corners of Sister Anne’s mouth. “Don’t hold her slightly distant manner against her, she wasn’t trying to hurt you. We are a small

  community here, we have our customs, and your arrival necessitates a few alterations to everyone’s perceptions, like an old bachelor who finds he suddenly has to live as one half of a couple.

  It’s very positive for everyone. And if she seems a little . . . sour-tempered at first sight, Sister Luce is a remarkable woman at heart, you will see.”




  “If it requires you to make an effort, why did you agree to take me in?”




  Sister Anne’s smile grew less broad but did not disappear. “It’s a little peculiar. . . . We are tenants here. The Mount belongs to the state, and is managed by an

  administrator. We pay rent, and provide certain services. As we did today, running about all over the place preparing for the storm—”




  “Or as you do when you agree to hide people whom the state entrusts to you. It’s imposed on you—”




  Sister Anne shook her head gently. “Nobody is imposing on us. The question was asked four years ago, and after discussing it among ourselves, we agreed to provide this service. The Mount

  is our retreat, not our shrine.”




  Marion lowered her eyes to her hands. They were covered in soil and scratched all over.




  “Come along, I’ll take you back to your house, where you can warm up and have a wash. I’ll call for you this evening, so we can go to dinner—”




  “I would prefer to remain alone this evening, if you don’t see any problems with that. It’s . . . getting my bearings. I’ve only just arrived.”




  Sister Anne nodded. “Of course, I understand. We have filled your refrigerator, so you’ll find something to eat. And if you need us, our telephone number is on the entrance

  table.”




  They walked back via the north and the east, but Marion couldn’t quite work out where she was. They walked back down rue Grande as far as the little parish church, behind which lay a

  staircase, which one must climb in order to walk around the edge of the cemetery. Opposite the headstones stood a row of tiny, one-story houses. Sister Anne patted Marion warmly on the back, by way

  of goodbye, and walked off, leaving her protégée to enter her new lair.




  Marion pushed the door shut and leaned back against it.




  She let out a long breath before opening her eyes again.




  The entrance hall was narrow, flanked by a staircase that led up to the bedroom. This was her home.




  She must get used to that idea. For a few weeks, minimum.




  She hadn’t yet taken the time to really explore, to get the measure of the place, and that was going to be her program that evening.




  She placed the key on the hall table, walked past the wall of the kitchen, and entered the living room, her living room.




  A long, tall window ran almost the entire width of the room, right at the back, divided vertically by slender beams that gave it a medieval feel. A sofa stood at a right angle underneath,

  opposite a cabinet hiding the television and hi-fi system. The place had clearly been fitted out as a not always successful compromise between an ancient house and modern comfort. But the view was

  pleasant. The pointed slate roofs and the redbrick chimneys led down in a gentle slope to sea level, toward the south and the entrance to the Mount, toward the causeway that led off into the

  distance, cleaving the gray expanse until it finally rejoined the land.




  The attics and the pointed windows of the lofts were all dark. One lone ribbon of white smoke rose from a chimney lower down in the village, and was immediately dispersed by the wind.




  Marion laid her coat on the sofa and sat down beside it, her hands folded behind her head. Noticing that she was covered in soil, she got up again rather quickly, clicking her tongue against the

  roof of her mouth in annoyance.




  It must be around six. She wasn’t hungry, just in need of warming up. There was a bath upstairs, a chance to relax, and why not take the time to take a little care of herself? How long was

  it since she had done that? Taken two hours in one evening for herself, for her body, to smooth cream over her blemishes, exfoliate with the aid of gel, wax away excess, slather, rub, sound out,

  and improve its appearance so she felt good? Make herself a new skin.




  Yes, that was what she needed, in order to find herself again.




  Marion leaped to her feet and climbed the steps, which creaked under the carpet that covered them. The staircase led directly into the bedroom, which had no door; a double bed, a sofa with a low

  table, a wardrobe, a few shelves, and a dressing table were sufficient to fill it. Three mansard windows opened up, two to the south onto the same view as the picture window downstairs, and the

  other to the north, onto the little cemetery.




  The two suitcases were lying on the ground, underneath the shelves, waiting to be emptied. Marion crouched down to take out a pair of clean underwear and her dressing gown, then headed for the

  bathroom.




  She turned her head as she got up, her eyes sweeping the room very swiftly. From right to left, linking the pieces of information with a blurring sensation.




  Sofa . . . low table . . . lamp . . . pile of magazines, placed there through Sister Anne’s good offices . . . beige carpet . . . bedside table . . . night-light . . . bed . . . sheet of

  paper . . . other bedside table . . . other wardrobe . . . carpet . . . and the door leading to the bathroom.




  Marion had already taken two steps when she stopped.




  Sheet of paper?




  This time her attention was drawn back to the bedspread.




  It wasn’t a sheet but a vellum envelope bearing a single word: Mademoiselle.




  Her heart started thudding in her chest, and she opened her mouth to breathe. What message lay inside?




  She closed her eyes, immediately reassuring herself. Those who wished her ill in Paris were the type to strike, not leave her an envelope.




  Marion’s fingertips felt her split lip.




  If they had found her, she would no longer be standing.




  It was Sister Anne or one of her companions who had left this. Nothing more.




  Marion nervously pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. She didn’t like the attention. The envelope hadn’t been there when she woke up; she had made the bed before leaving and could

  swear to it. If she must spend the coming weeks here things must be made clear: That they gave her shelter, so be it, but she would demand a certain privacy, beginning with the place she lived. She

  didn’t want people to be able to come in here behind her back.




  She picked up the envelope and opened it.




  Inside she found a piece of cardboard on which was written in beautiful black handwriting:




  

    

      Do you like playing games?




      45 35 51 43 22 11 12 43 24 15 32/41 24 15 43 43 15 25 11 51 34 15




      I shall say only one thing to help you: There are twenty-five of them, although one may add another, which would be the double of its predecessor, aligned in a square, 12345 across and

      12345 down.




      Yours.


    


  




  Marion blinked and reread the note.




  “What is this bullshit?” she murmured.




  Her first reflex was to lift her head and look through the curtains to see if anyone was spying on her from the cemetery opposite. It was built on a terrace, which brought it up to the same

  height as the upper floor. The house was separated from it only by an enclosed alleyway between the buildings and the cemetery wall.




  Nobody.




  It was particularly dark outside.




  Marion lit the lamp beside the bedroom sofa and sat down on the cushions.




  What did this mean? All these figures . . .




  “Fine, okay . . . you want to play. . . . What is this? A kind of welcoming ritual? Hazing?”




  Marion had spoken out loud.




  Her heart started to calm down.




  She placed the card on the low table.




  What now?




  Her eyes scrutinized the succession of numbers.




  It’s a bloody riddle. A coded message . . .




  And she had always loved this kind of mystery, ever since she was very small. Even crosswords fascinated her. In a certain way they were, in her eyes, semantic riddles, divided up.




  So these few figures here . . .




  Yes, she had to admit it: This intrigued her.




  And so?




  “And so, shit! If it occupies me,” she declared, getting up to fetch a notepad and pencil from her bag.




  Whether this was the idea of Sister Anne or one of the brothers, that had no importance in itself.




  “Let’s see . . . ”




  They didn’t look like coordinates, more like a coded message.




  The figures were all grouped in pairs. One pair could designate one letter rather than one word; that seemed like the most logical explanation.




  Marion closed her eyes to try and remember that word she had learned as a teenager. . . . It had haunted her mind for years. . . . A word with an o in it. . . . God, it was something

  everybody knew. . . .




  “Esarintulo!” she exclaimed.




  The order of the letters most used in the French language. First the e, then the s, the a, and so on. She could try to link the most commonly recurring figures with the most

  used letter.




  “That gives us . . . ”




  Marion counted. The forty-three and the fifteen appeared the most, four times each. E and s probably. The fifteen was in the middle and ended the message, whereas two forty-threes

  succeeded each other in the center. Two letter es in the middle of a word? Unlikely. On the other hand, two instances of s were feasible. Marion opted for s as forty-three and

  e as fifteen.




  Next, eleven and twenty-four appeared twice.




  An a and an r?




  Marion wrote down her first deductions in her notebook, leaving a cross for the unknown letters:




  

    

      xxxSxAxSREx/xRESSExAxxE


    


  




  Nothing obvious. Eleven letters in both words, she noticed. It was very short. Perhaps too short for Esarintulo to work properly.




  On the spur of the moment, the sentence supposed to be a clue had seemed incomprehensible to her and she hadn’t included it in her reasoning; now it was time to reintegrate it into the

  equation.




  

    

      There are twenty-five of them, although one may add another, which would be the double of its predecessor, aligned in a square, 12345 across and 12345 down.


    


  




  Twenty-five what?




  Marion ran her tongue over her lips.




  She drew a rectangle in her notebook. Starting at the top left-hand corner, she wrote 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 at equal distances apart, following the horizontal axis, as for a graph. She repeated the

  operation with the vertical, the y-axis.




  [image: ]




  “And now?”




  There were indeed twenty-five boxes to fill, but with what?




  There are twenty-five of them, although one may add another, which would be the double of its predecessor.




  Her hand fell, hitting the sheet of paper. “What bullshit!”




  She tried to replace figures with letters. “The alphabet!”




  Double its predecessor was the letter w . . . a double v. And from twenty-six you then went to twenty-five.




  She filled the square in ascending order, the most logical.




  [image: ]




  Then she went back to the series of figures.




  45 35 51 43 22 11 12 43 24 15 32/41 24 15 43 43 15 25 11 51 34 15




  All she had to do was intersect the columns. One vertical and one horizontal coordinate gave a letter.




  Following this method, the first, forty-five, that is four and five, could give either t or y. Since few words began with y, the first figure in each number must indicate

  the horizontal, the second the vertical. She started replacing each pair with its designated letter.




  Her nails were black and the soil emphasized each crease in her fingers. Dark particles sometimes came away and soiled the paper.




  TOURGABRIEL/PIERREJAUNE
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  A bluish light was falling on the bedroom now that the sun had vanished. All that remained was an amber-colored circle around the sofa and the

  little lamp.




  “Gabriel tower, yellow stone,” Marion read.




  She rested the notepad on her knees.




  What exactly did they want from her? To drag her outside on a treasure hunt?




  She lifted her eyes to the window. The cemetery had aged three centuries with the advent of darkness, its crosses becoming menacing, its lichen taking on the unpleasant appearance of sticky

  flesh, flowing from stone to stone. Far above, the abbey’s mass sat atop its rock and watched over the little house.




  Marion went and fetched the map Sister Anne had given her that morning, and unfolded it on the low table.




  The Gabriel Tower was a structure that stood a little apart, on the western flank of the Mount.




  A round tower, beside the water, which could be reached by two paths. One was impractical at high tide. It necessitated a circuitous route, leaving the village by the main gate to reach the

  fortification. The other was a little more complicated for a neophyte. It meant climbing to the top of the village, to the path that circled the abbey, then going down again by the one called

  “la montée aux Fanils” in order to reach the Gabriel Tower.




  Nevertheless, with the aid of a map it shouldn’t pose any problems.




  Marion refolded the map and went down to get her coat.




  Of course she was going to go, now that her curiosity had been aroused. What would she do otherwise? Take a bath and ponder for an hour on the reasons behind this little game? Pointless.




  Pointless and irritating.




  She adjusted her warm coat, swallowed a glass of water in a single gulp, and went out, taking care to lock the door firmly behind her.




  The narrow street was as dark as a sewer. It resembled a sordid medieval alley: the wall of the cemetery’s foundations on one side and the row of little houses on the other, old stone

  everywhere, and in lieu of a lamppost an unlit lantern made of wrought iron, which creaked softly in the wind. Marion realized that she didn’t have a flashlight to light her way or even allow

  her to keep an eye on the map. Fortunately, she had a reasonably clear idea of which way to go. It was pointless to consider taking the lower route; she had seen the sea rising during the

  afternoon, and by now it must be licking the ramparts.
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