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			PROLOGUE

			WEST OF FRANCE, 1989

			It smells of animal here. Dead animal. Something that has been hung to ripen before cooking. Hundreds of years of fermenting grapes have suffused the earth with odours of yeast and carbonic gas, stale now, sour, a memory retained only in the soil and the sandstone and the rafters. Like all the forgotten lives that have passed through this place, in sunlight and in darkness.

			It is dark now and another life has passed.

			Dust hangs in the pale light that angles through the open door, raised by the act of pulling her dead body from dark concealment to the wash of cold, colourless moonlight that bathes a face once beautiful and animated by youth. A face made ugly now by the blood that has dried in her golden hair, on her porcelain cheek, a tiny river of it following the contour from her temple to her ear. By the eyes that stare in unnatural stillness into the deep shadow that hangs overhead like a shroud. Blue eyes, lit once by the light of life, turned milky and opaque by death.

			His tears fall like the first raindrops of a summer storm to splash heavy and hot on her cold skin. His shadow falls over her as he kneels by her side, and for a moment obliterates the sight of what he has done – a consequence of love and anger, those two most volatile of emotions. To gaze upon her is almost unbearable. But regret is useless, for of all the things in life that cannot be undone, death is the most immutable.

			He reaches into his jacket pocket to pull out the blue plastic bag he has brought to hide his shame. Carefully, as if afraid he might damage it, he lifts her head from the dust and pulls the bag down over her face, hiding at last the accusation, recrimination and the sense of betrayal he imagines in the gaze he cannot bear to meet.

			He ties it at the base of her neck with the short length of plastic string that came with it, and now tears fall on plastic to punctuate the silence. A moment of madness, a lifetime of lament, and he can never tell her now just how much he loved her.

			His hands are trembling as they close around her neck, and he closes his eyes tight shut as his thumbs sink into soft flesh and he feels bone breaking beneath them.

		




		
			CHAPTER ONE

			LOT-ET-GARONNE, FRANCE, 2003

			The cool air that came with the night was dissipating along with the early morning mist. Already he could feel the heat rising up through the earth, and soon the sky would be a burned-out dusty white. Like yesterday, and the day before, and the day before that. He had read in La Dépêche that the death toll was climbing, the elderly worst affected by temperatures now soaring into the mid-forties. Eleven thousand and mounting. This summer heatwave had scorched the earth, killing trees and bushes, burning leaves brittle and brown to tumble like autumn in August.

			It was some months since he had come down to the lake, a primal need to sit in solitary silence with a line in the water, caring not in the least whether the fish would bite – though they usually did. His baby boy was just two days old, and both he and his mother were still in the hospital after a difficult birth.

			He glanced west across a shimmering landscape, seeing the undulations of burned fields and the skeletons of trees beyond, to where the caves in these chalk hills once provided refuge for resistance fighters when the German occupiers came looking for them.

			The slope here was steep, fallen leaves crackling beneath his feet as he made his way through the trees. And then he saw it, shocked for a moment, and stopped. The lake simmered a chemical green in light already thick with heat, and was half or less its usual size. He stepped through dry, breaking undergrowth to his habitual spot, and saw that the water was four metres down, perhaps more. From here, he walked out on to cracked sloping mud, where his line had once snagged fish, and gazed down at the water below.

			All the streams that ran into the lake had long since dried to a trickle, but the farmers, with more need of water than ever, had continued to draw on it, sucking it dry. Unless this canicule broke soon, there would be nothing of it left. And he wondered if the fish it supported would last the summer.

			He started tracking west around the perimeter, a great swathe of exposed lake bed, parched and brown, cut deep into the land like a scar. All manner of detritus was exposed, both natural and man-made. The carcasses of long-dead trees. The skeleton of a pram.

			In all the scorched mud and desiccated slime, a flash of blue caught his eye. Pale and bleached by water and sun, just above the new waterline. He stumbled over uneven ground, drawn by the incongruous flash of colour in all this withered landscape. There were streaks of white in the baked mud around it, and he saw that it was a blue plastic bag. Only half of it was visible, the rest of it set solid in the mud.

			He laid his rod and his bag on the ground and crouched down beside it, curious. There was something inside. The plastic was brittle with age and tore easily beneath his fingers, and he found himself looking down into the black sockets of a skull that had once held eyes. Long, yellowed teeth were exposed in a ghastly grimace, grinning out at him as if amused by his shock. He recoiled at once, and sat down heavily. And it was only then he realised that those white streaks set into the dry lake bed around him were the remaining bones of a human skeleton.

		




		
			CHAPTER TWO

			PARIS, OCTOBER 2011

			In all the years that Enzo had been coming to Raffin’s apartment in the Rue de Tournon, someone, somewhere, always seemed to be playing a piano. Scales and exercises, stuttering renditions of Chopin and Beethoven – those tuneless pieces that music teachers inflicted on their hapless pupils. And, in all those years, the pianist had never improved.

			Enzo glanced distractedly into the inner courtyard below, the huge chestnut at the far side of it dropping big dried leaves on wet cobbles. But his eyes were drawn by an elegant lady in black whose heels clicked on those same cobbles beneath finely turned ankles, and he wondered if the day would ever come when his interest would not be aroused by an attractive woman. After all, he could see sixty now, looming not far beyond the horizon.

			‘Are you listening?’ Raffin’s voice was sharp, admonitory, irritated by Enzo’s distraction.

			‘Of course.’ Enzo turned his eyes back to the table, and the papers and photographs that were strewn across it. Raffin’s book was open at the sixth and penultimate murder of the seven cold cases he had written about in Assassins Cachés. He had slid his clenched fist between the pages, breaking the spine to keep it open at the desired place, and Enzo had drawn breath sharply. He hated to break the spine of a book. It seemed to him like vandalism.

			‘Lucie Martin was just twenty years old when she went missing,’ Raffin said. He always liked to brief Enzo before the big Scotsman embarked on one of the cases from his book. And, for his part, although he had read Raffin’s book many times, Enzo appreciated the briefing. It gave him access to the background research Raffin had done which never actually made it into the text. And he liked to hear the facts, rather than just read about them. Somehow that helped them stick. Raffin reached for the bottle of Puligny-Montrachet, running now with condensation, and refilled each of their glasses. ‘But that was fourteen years before the discovery of her body. Her disappearance in 1989 was inexplicable. She hadn’t run away. Or, if she had, she had left everything behind – her whole life and all that she owned. And, anyway, why would she? She was the loving daughter of doting parents. Her father, Guillaume, was an appeal court judge, her mother a former nurse. There was absolutely no evidence of foul play, and no one, apparently, with any motive for doing her harm.’

			Enzo sipped his wine reflectively. ‘She was still living at home, wasn’t she?’

			‘Only at the weekends. During the week, she stayed at a studio apartment in Bordeaux. She had a job in town working for a charity called Rentrée that helped newly released prisoners reintegrate into society.’ Raffin raised a sceptical eyebrow, and an element of sarcasm crept into his voice. ‘Some kind of religious organisation.’

			‘And that’s where she met Régis Blanc?’

			‘Briefly, yes.’ He was irritated again by the interruption, and Enzo wondered – not for the first time – what it was his daughter saw in him. He was a good-looking young man. Though not quite so young anymore. More than forty now, perhaps. Like Enzo himself, he had aged during their six-year collaboration, and never been the same man again after taking, full in his chest, the bullet that had been meant for Enzo. Vanity was apparent in the careful arrangement of his hair and the cut of his designer clothes. Enzo had never taken to him.

			‘Anyway,’ Raffin continued, ‘she had arrived home for the weekend on the Friday night. Her mother went off to visit relatives on the Saturday, and that afternoon she told her father she was going for a walk.’

			‘The Martins have quite an estate, don’t they?’

			‘About a thousand acres, most of it overlooked by the château at the top of the hill. Well, they call it a château, but really it’s just a very large house, extended to a number of outbuildings. Been in his family for generations. He spent a lot of money restoring it all in the seventies and eighties.’

			‘So she went for a walk on the estate.’

			‘That’s what she told her father. Only she never returned. When her mother got back that evening, Guillaume Martin was in a state.’

			‘But they didn’t call the police immediately?’

			‘No. Not until some hours later. Martin knew the police wouldn’t respond until she’d been missing for a certain period of time. She was, after all, an adult. But it was going through her room that night that her parents found the letter from Blanc.’

			Enzo reached for the photocopy of the letter lying among the papers on the table. He had read it many times, and he cast his eye again over the scrawling, illiterate hand that had striven to convey emotions the man so clearly found difficult to express. He had signed it, simply, Love, R. And something about that suggested to Enzo an unlikely intimacy. It had always troubled him. ‘Of course, they could have had no idea then that Blanc was just about to be revealed as one of France’s most notorious serial killers.’

			‘Quite,’ Raffin said. ‘He was arrested on the Monday for the murder of those three prostitutes and within two months had been sentenced to life at the high-security maison centrale at Lannemezan. Lucie had met him first at Rentrée when he was released from Murat some months earlier, just after he’d completed a nine-month stretch for serious assault. The man was a pimp, and well known for his violent temper. Lucie’s father was convinced that he had also killed Lucie. But there was nothing to link him to Lucie in any way, apart from the love letter. And he has always claimed he wrote that when he was drunk and giving vent to an ephemeral infatuation.’

			‘But there was no doubt about him having murdered the prostitutes?’

			‘None at all. In fact, the defence didn’t even deny it. Just argued that he’d been depressed after the break-up of his marriage and that he’d been under the influence of drugs and alcohol at the time.’ Raffin ran a hand back through light brown hair that was greying at the temples, and perhaps thinning just a little on the crown. ‘Hardly a mitigating factor. And, anyway, no one believed that the calculated way in which he had strangled each of those women, and then dumped their bodies, was anything other than the action of a cold-blooded, entirely sober serial murderer.’

			Raffin’s mobile phone rang and vibrated on the table. He turned it towards him to see who was calling.

			‘I have to take this,’ he said. And he lifted the phone and raised it to his ear as he wandered across the séjour, through double doors and into his study. Enzo heard him say, ‘No, no, it’s alright. Nothing important.’ And then the door closed and his voice became muffled.

			At the same moment, Enzo heard the door of the apartment open, and he stood up, turning expectantly toward the hall. He heard the chortle of a child, the creak of a pram, and then Kirsty came in holding baby Alexis in her arms. She was wearing a long black coat, her chestnut hair and a red scarf draped over her shoulders, face pink with exertion and the chill autumn air. She was momentarily surprised to see Enzo, then her face lit up.

			‘Papa! What are you doing here?’ Although born and raised in Scotland, she had started adopting the French informal address for her father.

			He took three strides towards them. ‘Am I not allowed to drop by and visit my daughter and grandson?’ And he kissed them both, eyes filled with love and affection for the six-month-old baby. The child gazed back at him, and his little round face broke into the broadest of smiles.

			‘God!’ Kirsty gasped. ‘Women and babies! They all fall for you, don’t they?’ She caught sight of the mess of papers and photographs scattered across the table, and gave her father a look. ‘And, if I didn’t know better, I might be tempted to think that the real reason for your visit is a briefing session with Roger on the Martin case.’

			Enzo grinned. ‘Oh, that . . . just a pretext.’

			She smiled her scepticism. ‘Here. Hold Alexis while I get out of this coat.’ When she had hung it up in the hall, she took Alexis from his grandfather and laid him in a carrycot by the table, then sat down to pour herself a glass from the remains of the bottle Enzo and Raffin had been sharing. ‘Mmmh,’ she said. ‘This is good.’

			‘It ought to be. It cost an arm and a leg.’

			‘You brought it?’ Kirsty seemed surprised.

			‘Have to keep Roger happy.’ And something in his tone took a little of the shine off her pleasure at seeing him. She knew her father didn’t care much for her fiancé. ‘Set a date yet? he said.

			She avoided his eye. ‘No, not yet.’ They had been going to marry before the baby was born, but hadn’t, and never explained why. She followed his adoring gaze towards his grandson. ‘Does it ever bother you?’

			He looked at her, surprised. ‘What?’

			And perhaps she regretted having started down that road. ‘Well, you know . . . that he’s not your blood.’

			His smile was fond, and he reached out to touch her face with the tips of his fingers. ‘He’s your son, Kirsty. How could I ever think of him as anything other than my flesh and blood?’

			She raised her hand to catch his and held it for a moment.

			He said, ‘Do you ever see Simon?’

			‘No.’

			‘Why not?’

			Her eyes blazed briefly. ‘After the way he broke it to you, deliberately to hurt you . . . well, as far as I’m concerned, he lost all his rights as my real father. I only have one papa, and that’s you.’

			Almost embarrassed, Enzo looked back toward the cot and made some silly baby noises to attract his grandson’s attention. But the boy didn’t respond.

			Kirsty said, ‘We think he has a hearing problem.’

			Enzo turned concerned eyes towards her.

			‘We noticed quite early that sometimes he just didn’t seem to hear things. I mean, if I clap my hands loudly, he’ll turn in response, but quite often when I speak to him, he just doesn’t hear my voice.’

			‘Have you had him checked?’

			‘Oh, yes, we’ve been to several doctors. None of them can agree on anything except that, while he’s not deaf, he does have a problem. My own doctor’s asked for an appointment for us with a consultant who is reckoned to be the top hearing specialist in France.’

			‘That’ll cost a bit.’

			She nodded. ‘Unfortunately the doctor is based in Biarritz. So it’s a bit of a trek.’

			‘Roger owns property down that way, doesn’t he?’

			‘Yes, just south of the town. It was his wife’s family home. She inherited it when her parents were drowned in a boating accident. She and Roger couldn’t live there, but she couldn’t bear to sell it. So she turned it into a kind of exclusive chambres d’hôtes, converting it into several apartments, one of which she kept for their own personal use. Obviously, Roger inherited it when Marie was . . . well, when she died.’

			‘Her family were pretty wealthy, weren’t they?’

			‘Filthy bloody rich, from all accounts. I mean, they bought this apartment for their daughter. Imagine how much that must have cost. Two hundred metres from the Sénat. One of the most prestigious addresses in Paris. Who knows what it’s worth now?’

			‘And I suppose Roger inherited everything from Marie?’ Kirsty didn’t respond. ‘Makes you wonder why he even bothers working.’

			‘Oh, he doesn’t have to. He just wants to. Money’s not every­thing.’

			Enzo smiled. ‘Say people who have lots of it.’

			But Kirsty didn’t return the smile. ‘Anyway, Alexis and I will stay over at the apartment in the Biarritz house when we go down for the appointment. I’ve never been before.’ She clouded a little. ‘It’s just a shame Roger can’t go with us.’ She pulled a face. ‘Work.’

			Enzo frowned. ‘When is it?’

			‘Sometime next week. I’m waiting for them to confirm a day and time.’

			‘Well, why don’t I go with you? Moral support. I suppose there’ll be more than one bedroom.’

			Kirsty’s spirits lifted visibly. ‘Oh, would you, Papa? That would be a great relief. I was kind of dreading going on my own.’

			‘Well, Sophie’s planning a birthday party for me in Cahors next week. If the timing works out, we could go down to Biarritz afterwards.’

			Kirsty nodded. ‘Yes, I know about the party. Sophie’s been in touch. Trying to get the whole family together, she said.’ She hesitated. ‘She wanted me to ask Charlotte to come, and bring Laurent.’

			Enzo stiffened a little. ‘Oh, did she?’

			‘But I’m not going to.’ She seemed determined, and Enzo feigned indifference.

			‘I don’t blame you.’

			‘You should do it.’

			He flashed her a look.

			‘Papa, Laurent’s your son. And Charlotte . . . well, I don’t know what she is to you anymore. But you must have done something together to make a baby.’

			He made a face at her. The last thing he wanted to do was talk to his daughter about his sex life with Charlotte. And he was rescued from the embarrassment of it by the return of her fiancé.

			Raffin emerged from his study with a purpose of step and what, to anyone else, might have seemed like a smile on his face. To Enzo, it was a smirk of self-satisfaction. He barely acknowledged Kirsty, stooping momentarily as he passed to plant a perfunctory kiss on her head, and completely ignoring his son. The bottle of Puligny-Montrachet was in his hand even before he had sunk into his chair, and he refilled his glass. He sat back and raised it to his lips, sipping appreciatively before smiling at father and daughter. ‘That was Jean-Jacques Devez on the phone,’ he said, adding, quite unnecessarily, ‘the Mayor of Paris.’

			‘Yes, we know who he is, Roger,’ Kirsty said. ‘The question is, what was he after?’ And Enzo got the immediate impression that his daughter was not altogether fond of the Mayor of Paris. Raffin seemed oblivious.

			‘It looks like he’s almost certain to win the UMP nomination for next year’s presidential election.’

			Enzo knew that Raffin, and presumably now Kirsty, saw Devez socially. A friendship between the Raffins and the Devez family that dated back to when the young politician was just embarking on his meteoric rise to political stardom. Marie, apparently, had been friends with Devez’s wife from some private school they had both attended.

			Kirsty said, ‘The papers have been predicting that for months.’

			Raffin sipped a little more of his Chardonnay. ‘Yes, but I think he must have had the nod from the powers that be. There’s to be an announcement within the next two weeks. And when it’s made public, he wants me to be his press secretary.’

			Neither Kirsty nor Enzo knew quite how to respond. If he accepted, and Devez were to become president, it would put Raffin at the very heart of power and influence in France. And there was no doubt that his family, along with Enzo’s mission to solve the cold cases in his book, would take second or even third place.

			‘And?’ Kirsty said.

			But Raffin just shrugged, as if it were a matter of indifference to him. ‘I haven’t decided yet.’

			Enzo said, ‘Well, I hope it’s a decision you’ll take in consultation with Kirsty. After all, it’s going to affect you both.’

			‘Of course!’ Raffin flicked Enzo a look of irritation, and everything about his tone said, It’s none of your damn business! He pulled his open book towards him. ‘Now, where were we?’

			‘The lack of any real link between Blanc and Lucie,’ Enzo prompted him.

			‘Ah, yes . . .’ Raffin sifted through some of the papers in front of him until he found what he was looking for. ‘But here’s the strange thing.’ He ran fingertips over a colour photograph of the spot in the lake bed where Lucie’s skeleton had been found. ‘The girl’s body would have been reduced to bones very quickly, all flesh and soft tissue almost certainly eaten by the fish in the lake. Apparently there are carp, roach, rudd and catfish in those waters. They would have made pretty short work of her. Her skeleton would have disintegrated quite early on, and you would expect there to be some missing pieces. Not least those three tiny bones that make up the U-shaped hyoid in the neck. At twenty, they would not yet have fused into one single piece. We are usually thirty-five or older before that happens. The likelihood of recovering them after fourteen years in the water would have been very remote. Only, for some reason, her killer had tied a blue bin bag over her head, and the hyoid bones were caught up in the plastic.’

			He pulled another photograph towards him. The three pieces of the hyoid bone were laid out separately on a sheet of grey paper. The main body of it at the base of the U, and the two horns on either side. One of the horns was broken. Raffin stabbed at it with his forefinger.

			‘This one was fractured.’ He dropped the photograph back on the table. ‘Blanc’s modus operandi was strangulation. So violent that the hyoid bones were separated in all three victims, and actually broken in one. So it would appear that Lucie Martin was murdered in exactly the same fashion.’

			Kirsty said, ‘So why wasn’t Blanc charged with her murder as well?’

			Raffin sat back and quaffed more wine. ‘Because there was no evidence at all to connect him to it.’

			‘Apart from the letter,’ Enzo said.

			‘Apart from the letter,’ Raffin conceded. ‘But he was nowhere near Duras or the Martin family estate the day she went missing. He had a cast-iron alibi. And he was arrested for the other killings within thirty-six hours of her disappearance. The authorities never took the idea very seriously.’ He washed the Puligny-Montrachet around his gums, and drew it back over his tongue with an intake of air through pursed lips. ‘So what do you think, Enzo?’

			Enzo sighed. ‘I think, of all the cases we’ve addressed so far, we’ve never had quite as little as this to go on.’

		




		
			CHAPTER THREE

			It was almost dark by the time Enzo got to the Rue des Tanneries. The narrow street was deserted. This was a commercial and industrial rather than residential area, in a corner of Paris once famous for its Gobelin tapestries and the tanneries that polluted the River Bièvre. The nearby market, ‘La Mouff’, in the Rue Mouffetard, derived its name from the word mouffettes, a slang term describing the putrid exhalations of the river. But the smells and dyes and the pollutants from the tanneries were long gone, and it was here, in a former coal merchant’s, that Charlotte had made her home and set up her cabinet, dispensing wisdom to those wrestling with their inner demons.

			He had not called in advance, because he did not want to give her the opportunity to tell him she was busy, or had company, or was simply somewhere else. And so he was taking a chance on catching her at home, alone and off guard.

			He pressed the button on the door-entry system and waited to hear her voice.

			‘Oui?’

			‘It’s Enzo,’ is all he said. There was a long silence, and he could almost hear her thinking, before the buzzer sounded and the lock on the door disengaged.

			It was cold in the little downstairs entry hall. A door off to the left, he knew, led to the indoor garden, with its tiny stream and paths and trees and bushes, a glass roof thirty feet overhead that let light flood in during the day. It was where she practised her skills as a psychologist, conducting séances with her patients in an incongruous and wholly unexpected environment.

			He felt the cold retreating as he climbed the staircase to her apartment, and then the rush of warm air as she opened the door to let him in. To his relief, Janine, Laurent’s nanny, had left for the day and Charlotte was on her own. He looked around for some sign of Laurent, and Charlotte said, ‘I’ve already put him down for the night.’ Which Enzo took as being her way of telling him he couldn’t see his son.

			‘I’ll just go and take a look,’ he said, mounting the steps from the tiny kitchen to the living room, then down on to the grilled metal gallery that ran beneath the glass roof to the bedrooms at the far end.

			He heard her hurrying along behind him. ‘It’s really not convenient,’ she said.

			He kept walking, his footsteps clattering on the grille. ‘It never is.’

			A light glowed beyond the glass walls of Charlotte’s bedroom, where Laurent still slept in his cot.

			‘Enzo . . .’ Her voice was shrill.

			He turned and put a finger to his lips, softly shushing her, and pushed open the door to the bedroom. The sight of her bed, still unmade, made his stomach flip over. How often had he made love to her between those sheets? How often had they lain talking in the dark, overheard only by the imagined ghosts of the Italian soldiers killed and buried in the cellar by the previous owners on the liberation of Paris? It was the bed where Laurent had been conceived, and a bed Enzo had not slept in for more than two years.

			He quickly turned his attentions towards the cot and the sleeping child. Laurent was twisted up in his woollen blanket, lying on his side, his thumb in his mouth. The gentle rasp of his breathing seemed to fill the room.

			Enzo gazed down with unglazed love at the son he hardly ever saw, luxuriant black hair curling around the boy’s ear, and he leaned over to brush his head very lightly with soft lips.

			When he stood up and turned around, Charlotte was standing almost silhouetted in the doorway. Tall and willowy. Long curling black locks, shot through now faintly with silver, tumbled over square shoulders. She was dressed simply in a long-sleeved black T-shirt, jeans and sneakers. And, even without a trace of make-up, he still thought her beautiful, black eyes like polished coals reflecting light in the dark.

			A flick of her head towards the gallery made it clear she wanted him out. He pushed past her into the light, and she pulled the door shut, following him then back along the walkway to the steps that took them up to the living room. Computer screens set on a work desk displayed video of the garden below from cameras mounted on the walls. She recorded all her sessions for later review. She closed the door. ‘What the hell—?’

			‘I have a right to see my son.’

			She controlled her anger and her voice by clenching her teeth. ‘You call me first.’

			‘Oh, sure. To be told that, well, you’re busy. Or you’re just about to go out. Or you’re not at home. You’re at a conference somewhere with Janine along to look after Laurent. Or – and I’ve had this a few times – it’s just not convenient.’

			‘Well, given how rarely you’re in Paris, it’s hardly surprising that I can’t just drop everything at a moment’s notice simply because you’re in town. If you really were interested in seeing your son, you might have thought about moving to the capital.’

			‘You know I can’t do that.’

			‘Oh, no, of course. I forgot.’ Her words oozed sarcasm. ‘They can’t do without you at Toulouse. A big fish at a silly little university.’

			Enzo was stung. ‘The forensics department at Paul Sabatier is the biggest in the south-west.’

			‘Like I said, big fish, small pool. How was it they described you in their brochure? Scotland’s leading forensics expert? Specialist in blood pattern and crime-scene analysis?’ She laughed. ‘Scotland? Well, now, the pools don’t come much smaller, do they? And when was the last time you practised any of these dark arts? As far as I’m aware, you’ve been teaching biology to giggling girlies for the last twenty-five years.’

			Enzo kept his voice low and steady. ‘I’ve resolved five out of Roger’s seven cold cases. The best efforts of the French police failed to crack one of them.’

			‘Yes, well, you know what I think about the French police.’ She swanned past him and dropped into an armchair by the huge window that overlooked the street below. ‘But don’t flatter yourself, Enzo. You’ve had Roger, and me, and several others to help you on more than one. And you still have two to go before you win your silly bet.’

			There must have been something in his expression, and he saw realisation dawn suddenly on her face. ‘That’s why you’re in Paris. Roger’s been briefing you on the Lucie Martin case.’

			It irked him that he should be so transparent. But then, Charlotte and Raffin had been lovers at the time Raffin was writing his book, and so she was intimately acquainted with each of the seven cold cases, and had followed the resolution of every one with more than a passing interest. For some reason that Enzo had never quite understood, Charlotte and Raffin had remained confidants, even after the fractious break-up of their affair, and it was probably true that, these days, she was closer to Roger than to Enzo. Something that seemed to Enzo even more extraordinary in light of the warning she had once given him: There is something dark about Roger. Something beyond touching. Something you wouldn’t want to touch, even if you could.

			Enzo was defensive. ‘I have other reasons for being here, too.’

			But she wasn’t interested in those, at least not for the moment. ‘So what do you think?’

			He frowned. ‘About what?’

			‘The Lucie Martin case, of course.’

			And he recalled what he had said to Raffin. ‘There’s not much to go on.’

			‘No.’ She ran long, elegant fingers back through her hair to take the fringe out of her eyes. ‘A skeleton stripped clean by fish. Death by strangulation. A broken hyoid. The signature of a serial killer who was nowhere near the scene of her disappearance at the time. And not a single suspect. Is that about right?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘So where will you begin?’

			He was annoyed by this digression. They were in danger of straying well away from the purpose of his visit. ‘With the family.’

			‘You’ll go to see the Martins?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And then?’

			He shrugged. ‘I have no idea.’

			She smiled. ‘Well, that sounds like a promising start.’

			He decided to take back the initiative. ‘I want you to come to Cahors next week. And bring Laurent.’

			The sudden change of tack caught her off balance. ‘Why?’ Perhaps if she’d had more warning, she might have been able to lie about a previous engagement, or a trip to Angoulême to see her parents, or some other such concoction.

			‘Sophie’s organising a birthday party for me. Originally it was supposed to be a surprise. But – you know Sophie – she can never keep a secret. She’s trying to get the whole family together.’

			Charlotte frowned. ‘It’s not your sixtieth, is it?’

			‘Fifty-sixth.’

			‘Yes, I didn’t think you were quite that old.’ She paused. ‘It’s not a particularly auspicious birthday. Why the party?’

			He shrugged. ‘Sophie turned twenty-five this year. I paid for a big bash for her and Bertrand. I guess she’s just trying to return the favour.’

			She smiled. ‘Except, of course, you’re the one who’ll be picking up the tab.’

			Enzo was unable to prevent a wry smile crossing his lips. ‘Of course.’

			‘So, what other reasons?’

			Which took him by surprise. ‘What?’

			‘You said you had other reasons for being here in Paris – other than Roger’s briefing and asking me to your birthday party.’

			He shrugged. There were no other reasons.

			‘Perhaps you have a secret lover you’re not telling me about. Some child, half your age, beguiled by the Celtic charm she hasn’t yet seen through.’

			He hid his hurt. ‘There’s no one else in my life, you know that.’

			‘I know nothing of the kind. All I know about is the succession of younger women you have somehow persuaded to share your bed. Star-struck students and God knows who else.’

			His voice was raised in anger for the first time. ‘I have never had a relationship with any of my students. And you know perfectly well that, if you hadn’t pushed me away, I would never even have looked at another woman.’

			‘You can tell yourself that all you like, but I know you, Enzo. And I know you are not fit to be the father of my son. Grandfather, maybe. At a stretch. But, even then, what kind of example would you set? A drinking, womanising old hippy who left his wife and child in Scotland and never had a serious relationship in his life.’ She quickly raised a hand to pre-empt his protests. ‘And don’t tell me about Pascale. I’m sick of hearing about how Sophie’s mother was the love of your life. If only she hadn’t died in childbirth . . . How long do you think the relationship would have lasted if she hadn’t? Really. I mean – be honest, Enzo – your track record’s not that great.’

			Enzo felt the cold blade of her cruelty slide between his ribs and into his heart. And he remembered again the awful night that Sophie was born. Climbing the hill above his hometown in south-west France and weeping in the dark. It was for Pascale that he had left Kirsty and her mother in Scotland and come to France to begin a new life. A life, it had seemed to him then, that ended the day she died. Charlotte had been the first woman in twenty years to touch his heart, and now she was turning her blade in it. Deliberately inflicting pain. And she wasn’t finished.

			‘So, next time you want to come and see Laurent, you call me first and I’ll tell you if it’s okay.’

			‘I have a right to see my son!’ He repeated his refrain of earlier.

			‘Your son? Is he?’ Her words struck him like bare-knuckled fists swinging out of the dark.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I mean, how do you know I wasn’t seeing someone else?’

			His heart seemed to be trying to escape through his mouth. ‘Were you?’

			‘Actually, I was. But then, you wouldn’t have known, would you? You were never around.’

			‘Are you saying—?’

			‘I’m not saying anything, Enzo. I’m telling you. Don’t take anything for granted.’

			He stood, gazing at her, filled with pain and uncertainty. Thoughts flashed through his mind like the frames of a movie spooling backwards. Words, pictures, memories. All too fast to catch and register. He felt sick.

			She stood up. ‘And I’m afraid Laurent and I won’t be able to make it to your birthday party. We’re much too busy.’

			*

			The Métro was full of Parisians out for the evening, heading for cafés and restaurants and to queue at cinemas. Enzo pushed his way through them, up the steps and into the Boulevard Saint Germain. He bumped and jostled shoulders as he ploughed west, head down, oblivious to the protests of people around him. But no one was seriously going to challenge this big, ponytailed man with a white stripe through his greying dark hair. He was well over six feet, and built like a man who had played rugby in his youth – which he had, at Hutchesons’ Grammar School, in Glasgow. His cotton jacket was open and flew out behind him, tangling on one side with the canvas satchel slung from his left shoulder. His cargoes were crumpled and gathered around heavy brown lace-up boots, his stride lengthening with every step, fuelled by the anger that simmered inside him.

			He barely registered the young people sitting under canopies outside cafés, smoking and drinking coffees and cognacs, or the restaurants, full and noisy behind steamed-up windows, or the lights of a Carrefour Contact spilling out into the Rue Mazarine, late shoppers buying last-minute items to eat at home.

			His mind was full of a dread fear. That Charlotte had not just been idly bating him. That Laurent really wasn’t his son. He could hardly bring himself to entertain the thought. It had never before occurred to him that Charlotte might have had a relationship with someone else. Who? She had never given any indication. And yet, how would he have known? He was in Toulouse, she in Paris. Although, how different that might have been if only she hadn’t constantly kept him at arm’s length. She valued her independence too much, she had said. She simply didn’t want another relationship – it was too demanding. And now she was telling him there had been another man. Hurtful enough, but with its inherent implications regarding Laurent’s paternity, Enzo felt wounded.

			He turned into the Rue Guénégaud. The Café le Balto lay in unexpected darkness, and he pushed open the door to the neighbouring apartment block, climbing wearily to the first floor, fumbling to get his key in the lock. This tiny studio was where he always stayed in Paris. An apartment owned by a very elderly man passing his final days in a residential care home, and loaned to Enzo by friends in Cahors. When their uncle died, they would have to sell to pay the inheritance tax. Enzo wished he had the money to buy it, and, not for the first time, hoped that the old man would live forever.

			The studio smelled of old age and was full of souvenirs collected during years spent travelling the world. All that remained of a life almost spent. Light fell in from the streetlamp outside and Enzo opened the windows for some fresh air. He let his bag fall to the floor and dropped heavily into a worn leather armchair.

			He remembered Charlotte coming to him on the Île de Groix to break the news that she was pregnant. She had made it clear then that she did not want Enzo to have any part in her child’s life, and threatened abortion if he made legal demands. Might that have made some kind of twisted sense to her, if she had known that Enzo was not the father? Try as he might, he could not see the logic in it. Because, just as suddenly, she had relented. She would have the baby, and she would allow Enzo access, but wanted complete control of his upbringing. And most confusingly of all, she had called the child Laurent. The French equivalent of Lorenzo. Of which ‘Enzo’ was a shortened form. A name that owed its own origins to his Italian mother.

			Enzo sat in the dark, feeling confused, and hurting like an old injured stag. Why would she have called him Laurent if he were not Enzo’s child?

			He reached for a bottle of whisky on the table, pouring himself a stiff measure into the glass he had used the night before, and drizzled liquid gold back over his tongue. The only certainty on this dark autumn night was that the bottle would be empty by morning.

		




		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			It was like therapy being back in Cahors, this ancient Roman town set into a loop of the River Lot in south-west France where he had raised Sophie on his own for all these years. If there was anywhere on this earth that he could call home, this was it.

			Soft sunlight washed over him as he stepped from the train and felt the air warm on his skin. Autumn was not yet so advanced in the south, and the plane trees on the road outside still held their leaves. Diners lingered over lunch beneath para­sols on the terrace of the Hotel Terminus, and Enzo wished that life might be that simple for him, too.

			He walked the fifteen minutes through town to the Rue Georges Clemenceau. The covered market opposite his apartment was shut for lunch and there were tables still occupied on the pavement outside the pizzeria. He glanced up at the red-brick facade of his apartment block with its brightly painted blue shutters, geraniums in late bloom cascading from flower boxes hung along the wrought-iron balustrades outside his windows. And he ached to hold Sophie in his arms. Comfort and reassurance in the certain knowledge that she really was his daughter.

			But he was disappointed to find the apartment empty. He threw his overnight bag into his bedroom and pushed open glazed double doors to the séjour. Sunlight angled in from the square outside, and he saw the twin domes of the cathedral shimmering in the warm afternoon. He threw open the French windows to let in air and the sound of life from outside, and breathed deeply. When he turned back into the room, he saw the letter lying on the table. He recognised her handwriting immediately and crossed quickly to tear it open.

			Dear Papa,

			Sorry not to be here to welcome you back.  Bertrand and I decided to take an apartment at Argelès sur Mer for a week to profit from this lovely Indian summer we are having. The late-season prices were a real bargain and we couldn’t resist – don’t worry, Bertrand’s paying.  We’re right on the beach, so I’m bound to have a perfect tan for your birthday. We’ll be back in plenty of time for the party. Nicole’s promised to set things up in my absence. I’ve told her she can have the spare room. I hope that’s okay.

			Love you,

			Sophie

			Enzo groaned audibly. Nicole was the last thing he needed. And it was just typical of Sophie that she should decide to have a party, then disappear and let everyone else do the work. All his warm feelings towards her quickly dissipated. And his heart sank as he heard the door opening out in the hall. A familiar voice called, ‘Monsieur Macleod?’

			He sighed. ‘Through here, Nicole.’

			Her breasts preceded her as she emerged from the dark of the hall into the sunlit living room. Enzo blinked and tried not to look. She undoubtedly regarded them as her best asset and was never shy about displaying them. Today they were encased in a clinging, low-cut cotton top. Nicole was a large girl, of sound farming stock. She was endowed with what Enzo’s mother would have described as good child-bearing hips. She had a pretty face and long, silken brown hair that cascaded over broad shoulders, and was Enzo’s star pupil in the forensic-science department at Paul Sabatier University. Now in her final year, she had been an invaluable assistant to him in solving several of Raffin’s cold cases, particularly when it came to use of the internet.

			Her face lit up when she saw him. ‘Monsieur Macleod!’ And she kissed him enthusiastically on both cheeks before standing back to look at him. ‘You’ve lost weight. Have you not been eating?’

			‘Yes, Nicole. I’ve been eating. And drinking. And doing all the things you warn me against.’

			She pulled a face. ‘Well, it’s a good thing I’m here to take care of you now. Honestly, I don’t know what Sophie’s thinking. A few good square meals and we’ll get you back up to optimum weight in time for your party.’ Nicole invariably saw people like farm animals in need of fattening. She twinkled. ‘Sophie’s got a little surprise planned for you, and we want you looking your best.’

			‘I’m afraid I’m not staying, Nicole.’ It was a spur-of-the-­moment thought.

			‘Why ever not?’

			‘I’ve started work on the next case.’

			Her eyes opened wide. ‘The Martin girl?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Well, that’s great. I can help!’

			‘Nothing for you to help with yet, Nicole,’ Enzo said, and he saw her face fall. ‘I’m just about to call her parents and arrange to drop by and see them. And I might take the opportunity to visit some of the other locations involved in the case, primarily in Bordeaux. So I may be gone for a few days.’

			‘I could come with you,’ she said hopefully.

			He shook his head solemnly. ‘I wish you could. But Sophie’s relying on you to set everything up for the party . . .’ He held out open palms, indicating his helplessness in resolving the situation. ‘Sorry.’

			Nicole glowered.

		




		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Château Gandolfo stood on a hilltop in rolling country just east of the small town of Duras, on the very edge of the Bordeaux wine-producing area of western France. The commune had its own appellation, Côtes de Duras, producing wines with which Enzo was unfamiliar. He was better acquainted with the reds of Saint-Emilion, just a few kilometres further west, but had to confess that the gently undulating hills and green forests of this stunning part of the Lot-et-Garonne were much more interesting than the endless fields of vines that shimmered in the distance across the Saint-Emilion valley.

			He was in Aquitaine now, that whole slice of western France which had once been a part of England before finally being annexed by the French at the end of the Hundred Years’ War. The influence of the English was still apparent everywhere. In the names and the architecture, the religion and even the culture. As Enzo knew from his Scottish upbringing, it was not an easy thing to erase the pervasive traces of the English.

			The single track that turned off the main road wound its way through trees in red, gold and yellow autumn splendour, deep into the hills, before Enzo took a steep chalk track that cut its way up the slope to the château at the top of the hill.

			It had been dry for several weeks, and a plume of dust rose up in his wake. Impossible to approach without being seen. The château itself seemed comprised of three separate buildings, with shallow-pitched, red roman-tiled roofs. Two towers stood at one end, and Enzo assumed that they had originally been pigeonniers, providing nourishment for the fields from their guano, and meat for their owner’s table from a plentiful supply of pigeons. Four tons of meat a year, the average pigeonnier was calculated to produce.

			The two storeys of the main building stood centrally between the others, its white stonework betraying a history of renovation and extension that probably went back centuries. Shutters were painted a faded blue, and half the building had been taken over by various vines and creepers that burned dazzling red and purple now, as summer transitioned to winter.

			Enzo turned into a gravelled parking area near the lowest of the three buildings. A pergola stood on the terrace outside arched and glazed double doors, but Enzo couldn’t see beyond them because of reflections. The building itself had almost vanished beneath red and green creeper with white flowers.

			As he stepped out of his carefully restored Citroën 2CV, a voice in perfectly accented English said, ‘That’s my office. Or used to be. It’s my den now – my escape from life.’ A chuckle. ‘And the wife.’

			Enzo turned to see an elderly man walking down the tiled path from the main house to greet him. He was of medium height and build, unstooped by age as he extended a confident hand to shake Enzo’s warmly. Piercing blue eyes were set in a face that was tanned and deeply lined, contrasting starkly with the thick silver hair that grew in such abundance above it. He wore moleskin trousers that gathered around sturdy walking boots, and a quilted vest over a chequered shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He might easily have stepped straight out of a country estate anywhere in England.

			He smiled at Enzo’s surprise. ‘My ancestors were Italian and English. There’s very little about me that’s French.’ He grinned. ‘Except, of course, for my entire cultural upbringing. And my name.’ He paused. ‘Guillaume Martin. And you’re Enzo Macleod, I presume.’ He looked Enzo up and down. ‘A Scotsman.’ It sounded more like a statement than a question.

			‘The last time I looked.’

			‘And how is your French?’

			‘I’ve lived here for twenty-five years, monsieur,’ Enzo said in French. ‘I have taught science to university students and raised a daughter who is as French as frogs’ legs.’

			Martin tipped his head in acknowledgement. ‘Then let us speak French. I am always more at home in my native tongue.’

			They walked up to the main house. Martin said, ‘There used to be a Roman road running along here, between the watermill at the foot of the hill and the windmill at the top.’ He waved his hand across half an acre of neatly trimmed lawn towards an infinity pool built into the hill and looking out over the view
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