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			Prologue

			Massif Central, France, February 2003

			Dominique slipped the two wooden stakes under her arm and zipped her standard-issue waterproof jacket up to the neck. It was still winter cold. Wet now, although the snow remained thick on distant volcanic peaks. She pushed off up the track through the trees. Pine needles lay thick in the mud, the smell of them filling damp air, a powerful, bitter scent of decay, like the smell of death that awaited her at the end of her climb. She felt the chill anticipation of it in her bones.

			Beyond the treeline the hill rose steeply. The little track, bounded by a crumbling drystone wall, followed its ragged contour before turning sharply to circumvent a stand of dark trees. There it rose again towards the summit where the hill flattened out and stretched away into the misted distance of the high plateau.

			Dominique stopped at the turn and, looking back, was surprised at how far she had climbed. She stood, breathless, for a moment, and saw the blue flashing light of her van at the foot of the track, and the string of parked vehicles that snaked up the narrow road beyond it towards the auberge. She saw a group of tiny figures clustered on the road, an upturned parabole beaming its signal to the gods of some edit suite in Paris where its images, accompanied by some well-chosen sound bites, would be dissected for ease of digestion. A great story! A tragedy! A shock apéritif for prurient consumers of the evening news all over France.

			Wearily the young gendarme turned to face the last few hundred metres of her climb. As she neared the summit she saw, at last, the old ruined stone buron breaking the horizon. It was hard to believe now that such a place had once been inhabited. But only in summer, with the beasts feeding on the great banks of wild flowers and sweet grasses that blanketed the plateau. And maybe then, with its soft estival winds and its unbroken views across the roof of France, it was a good place to be. An escape from the world below. A sense of elevation. Of godliness.

			But today clouds sat low on the peak, drizzling their misery on the world, losing distance in grey mist. And Dominique saw two figures in dark, shiny waterproofs huddled in the shelter of the wet stone, one sitting on broken rocks, bent over, head in hands. The other stood by the opening that led to the shadowed interior of the buron. Its stone roof appeared almost intact, crumbling lauzes that kept out the light but let in the rain, supporting a chimney that had not felt the heat of a fire in years. A second, more dilapidated, roof rose at an angle above it, shelter for the animals when the weather closed in.

			The standing figure stepped forward to shake Dominique’s hand. A familiar face. He was a big man, broad as well as tall, but diminished somehow by grief. His dark blue béret was pulled down low on a furrowed brow, from beneath which grim eyes met hers.

			Dominique glanced at the seated figure, and saw the torment in the woman’s briefly upturned face, before it fell back again into black despair. It was the merest of acknowledgements, but no shake of the hand. The gendarme turned back to the man.

			‘Show me.’

			He nodded and bowed his head to duck beneath the lintel as she followed him into the darkness beyond. Their shadows fell across a mud floor where water lay in pools, reflecting broken light from the doorway. A mess of footprints pitted the mud. Dominique unclipped the torch from her belt and let its beam wander back through the dark until it found the twisted figure of a man in a tracksuit half-lying in a pool of rainwater turned red by his blood. She felt a short, sharp, involuntary intake of breath briefly inflate her chest. Ten years in the gendarmerie and this was her first murder. While she had, in that time, pulled horribly mutilated corpses from car wrecks, nothing had quite prepared her for looking into the dead, staring eyes of a man whose face was known in every household in France. A face marred by a single bullet wound in the dead centre of his forehead. The bullet had passed straight through. She saw the white, grey mess of brain streaked amidst his bloodied hair and felt her stomach heave. She let her eyes follow the beam of her torch around the body, just barely in control. She heard the quiver in her own voice. ‘No gun?’

			‘None that I could see.’

			‘Anything missing?’

			‘He always wore a belt with a pouch to carry his mobile and his Thiers. It’s gone.’

			Dominique glanced at him, and felt a tiny frown settle across her eyes. ‘You think someone killed him for his mobile and his knife?’

			The man shrugged, a helplessness in the slight movement of his shoulders.

			Dominique felt the first flush of nausea subside. She tipped her head towards the door. This was a crime scene. She knew well enough that nothing should be disturbed until the experts arrived. She followed the man outside, and took the stakes from under her arm to hammer them into soft ground with the mallet she had brought from the van. One on either side of the entrance. Then she stretched a length of blue and white tape between them and watched as it flapped and fibrillated in the breeze.

			‘Who found him?’

			‘I did.’ The man turned painfully blue eyes towards the soft brown of hers. ‘He left to go for his run as usual, immediately after the lunch service.’

			‘He went running every day?’

			The man nodded. ‘Always the same route. Down the road from the auberge, then up through the trees to the buron, and along the ridge and back down towards the main road.’ He sighed. ‘When he wasn’t back by four we started to get worried. Elisabeth was scared in case he’d had a fall.’

			‘Wouldn’t he have phoned?’

			‘If conscious yes, I suppose he would.’

			‘Why didn’t you phone him?’

			‘I did. There was no reply. That’s why I went out looking for him.’

			‘What made you look in the buron?’

			‘I didn’t at first. When I couldn’t find him I backtracked and checked inside.’ He drew in his lips to contain his emotion. ‘It’s not an easy thing to find your little brother like that.’

			Dominique nodded. She couldn’t really imagine how that must have felt. ‘What about all these footprints?’

			‘There seemed to be a lot of them. Certainly more than he could have made himself. And I guess mine are among them now, too.’

			‘Did you touch the body?’

			‘No. I approached close enough to see that he was dead. I mean, that was obvious. Then I went back down to the hotel and called you people.’

			Dominique let her gaze fall on the forlorn figure of the woman on the rocks.

			The man answered the unasked question. ‘She insisted on coming back up with me. Said she wouldn’t believe it if she didn’t see it for herself. She was very nearly hysterical.’ His mouth settled in a grim line. ‘Catatonic now.’

			Dominique walked towards the edge of the track where it began its descent through the falling gloom towards the smudged line of trees below. The arrival of darkness would make access difficult for the police scientifique. It would be morning before a proper search of the area could begin. The vehicles on the road had their lights on now. She turned back towards the figure of the man to find him watching her. ‘How did the press get here so quickly?’

			A look of sad resignation flitted across his face. ‘They were already here. Marc had invited them all down from Paris. He loved to entertain, to be the centre of attention. And, of course, no journalist in his right mind would refuse an invitation to dine at the table of Marc Fraysse.’

			‘What was the occasion?’

			He hesitated. ‘He was in deep despair. Maybe you were aware of the speculation in the media. That Marc was about to lose a star.’

			‘Would that have been so bad?’

			The man’s smile was wry and sad and filled with disbelief. It conveyed with its simple turn of the lips all the history and sophistication which he possessed, that a country gendarme could never acquire. It verged on the patronising. ‘It would have been everything. Everything he had dedicated his life to achieving. It would have been shocking, humiliating, devastating.’

			Dominique knew that she must appear gauche and guileless to this man, but pressed on. ‘So why did he invite the media?’

			‘He said he wanted to make an announcement.’

			‘Which was?’

			The dead man’s brother laid his open palms before him. ‘He never made it. We’ll never know.’

		


		
			Chapter One

			Cahors, south-west France, October 2010

			He had bearded and washed the scallops, wonderful fat, succulent noix St. Jacques that the fishmonger in the covered market across the street had reserved for him. They purveyed the delicious aroma of the sea without a hint of fish. He had sliced them in half, along the round, with a razor-sharp knife to make medallions, then left them to drain on kitchen paper, their milky sweet juices absorbed by the softness.

			Now he plated up the salad. A few fresh green leaves. Lettuce, baby spinach, rocket and a drizzle of thick, sweet dressing made with a syrupy balsamic, carefully gathered in a corner of the plate. He turned back to the stove. His Calphalon nonstick sauté pan was smoking hot. Tiny pools of bubbling melted butter and shimmering olive oil ran across its surface as he tipped it one way, then the other, before dropping in the St. Jacques. The sizzling sound of searing scallops filled the room along with their sweet smell. Sixty seconds, and then he flipped them over, pleased with the caramelised crust on the cooked side. Another sixty seconds, and he slipped a thin metal skewer through the side of the fattest of them, deep into its centre, before extracting it quickly and raising it to his lips. The merest touch told him that the scallops were warmed to the middle, and therefore cooked. But only just.

			Quickly he arranged five medallions in an elegant heap next to the salad on each plate and swivelled towards the table, one in each hand, to deliver them to the two facing place settings. He had already poured tall glasses of chilled, crisp Gaillac blanc sec from Domaine Sarrabelle. Hélène looked wide-eyed at the plate in front of her and breathed in deeply. ‘My God, Enzo, they smell fabulous. You’d have any woman eating out of your hand if you served up food like this every evening.’

			Enzo grinned. ‘Maybe that’s the idea.’

			Hélène raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Hmmm. If only.’

			‘But in any case, I’d rather you ate them off the plate than out of my hand, commissaire. And quickly. They won’t keep their heat for long in these temperatures.’ No matter how high he had turned up the central heating, the pervasive cold of this early-onset winter weather seemed to fill the apartment. Only the heat of the oven and the gas rings seemed to hold it at bay. As he sat down to slice through a scallop and spear a forkful of salad, he glanced from the French windows across the square towards the floodlit twin domes of Cahors’ gothic Saint-Etienne cathedral. The rain slashed diagonally across his line of sight, and he almost imagined he saw an edge of sleet in it. Which would be unprecedented for late October in this ancient Roman city.

			‘Delicious.’

			He turned his head to find Hélène beaming at him as his St. Jacques melted in her mouth. She washed it over with a sip of blanc sec, then dabbed fine, full lips with her napkin.

			She was still a handsome woman for all her forty-odd years. Hair normally piled up beneath the hat of her uniform tumbled in luxuriant elegance across square shoulders. Only the sixth woman in the history of the République to be appointed Director of Public Security to one of the country’s one hundred départements, she had never quite seen the joke in Enzo’s refusal to call her by her name. He referred to her always as commissaire, as if it were somehow amusing. She had reflected, more than once, that it might also be a subtle way of his telling her that their on-off relationship was doomed never to progress to intimacy. She popped another St. Jacques in her mouth. ‘I’m afraid there are still no developments in our attempt to identify who’s been trying to kill you.’

			Enzo studied her thoughtfully, distracted by the delicate caramel flavour of the scallops mixing with the sweet, vin­egary flavour of the balsamic, and the crisp, slightly bitter tang of the greens. He prepared his palate for the next mouthful with a generous sip of wine and shrugged dismissively. ‘Well, it’s over a year since the last attempt. So maybe whoever it was is already dead, or behind bars.’ But he knew that was unlikely. With four of Roger Raffin’s celebrated cold cases already solved, and only three remaining, someone out there would be increasingly anxious to stop him.

			Hélène, too, looked less than convinced. But she decided on a change of subject and slipped the last morsel into her mouth before taking a piece of bread to mop up the juices that lingered tantalisingly on her plate. ‘Where’s Sophie these days?’ She glanced around the apartment almost as if expecting to see her suddenly appear.

			‘Ah,’ Enzo said. ‘I’m glad to say I finally persuaded my daughter to resume her education. I was very disappointed when she dropped out of university to go and work at Bertrand’s gym.’

			‘Oh?’ Hélène feigned interest. ‘What’s she studying?’ And she was surprised to detect a hint of evasion in Enzo’s response.

			He leaned across the table to take her empty plate and carried the two of them back to the breakfast bar. ‘Oh, she’s away on a stage. Just a few weeks’ work placement.’ He paused. ‘I’ll be with you in a moment.’

			And he turned his attention to the main course. A filet mignon de porc which he had marinated in a hoisin, five-spice and honey sauce, and then roasted in a hot oven. He removed it now from the tinfoil he had wrapped it in before cooking the St. Jacques, and cut it into moist, tender discs which he arranged on a warmed plate. Over the meat he drizzled a reduction of the marinade, then served the cubed, honeyed roast potatoes which had been crisping in the oven on a bed of rosemary.

			‘Voilà!’ He delivered his plates to the table like a magician presenting the denouement of a complex trick. He grabbed a bottle of red and expertly removed the cork. ‘Some oak-aged Syrah to go with it. Enough strength and fruit in it, I think, to stand up to the sweetness of the pork.’ He poured them each a glass.

			‘Mon dieu, Enzo!’ Hélène surveyed the plate in front of her, breathing in its aromas. ‘Are you trying to seduce me?’

			He grinned. ‘It’s not exactly three-star Michelin quality, commissaire. But anything that can persuade you to slip out of your uniform for the night has to be not bad.’

			She smiled demurely, knowing that his flirtation was empty of intent, but enjoying it all the same. Her knife cut through the meat as if it were butter. A little sauce, a cube of honeyed roast potato. She closed her eyes to savour the taste. ‘You missed your vocation in life.’

			Enzo laughed heartily. ‘It’s just a hobby, commissaire. I’m not at all sure I would have wanted to spend my life slaving seven days a week in a hot kitchen like Marc Fraysse.’

			She regarded his smiling face, his dark hair drawn back in its habitual ponytail, greying now, but not enough to hide the silver streak in it. His eyes sparkled with life and amusement, one brown, one blue, and she thought how handsome he was for a man in his fifties. ‘Is Fraysse the next on your list?’

			His smile clouded a little, and he nodded. ‘Actually, I’m leaving for Puy-de-Dôme in the morning.’ He paused. ‘An early start.’

			Which she took as a hint that he did not anticipate her staying the night. She raised the wine glass to her lips to mask her disappointment.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			A cold rain as fine as mist swept down from the extinct volcanos that ringed this vast plateau at the very heart of the country. The autoroute looped around the grey conurbation that was Clermont-Ferrand, apartment blocks and factories climbing the hills around its northern fringes and vanishing in the fog like so many mirages in an industrial desert. Here, incongruously, was the home of Michelin, the tyre manufacturer that had spawned the world’s most prestigious guide to good eating. The Guide Michelin had been ranking French restaurants since 1933 with one, two and three stars.

			Enzo turned off the A72 which was headed east in the direction of Saint-Etienne, and swung south towards Thiers, one of the five principal administrative towns of the département of Puy-de-Dôme. Dating back to the fifteenth century, this ancient cité was the cutlery capital of France, and home of the Thiers knife. Windshield wipers smeared his vision as the town emerged slowly from the mist and rain, rising up a steeply-pitched volcanic slope towards a ragged summit. Clusters of soiled white and pink houses were built into the gradient, four storeys high at one side, two at the other. From the foot of the hill, the road snaked its way up between them, walls and windows and balconies rising up on either side of it like cracks and ledges in the walls of a canyon.

			Narrow streets turned off left and right, up and down, leading away into the shadowed heart of the medieval city, where centuries-old cantilevered houses overhung cobbled squares.

			As he neared the top of the hill, the town opened out into a balustraded square with a spectacular view over a jumble of red-tiled roofs towards the valley below. Homes clung precariously to rocky outcrops among the trees on the far side of a ravine that cut deep into the hillside. Enzo found parking for his beloved, mud-spattered Citroën 2CV below the square and walked up past an ugly, modern building that housed the Hôtel de Ville. A line of blue gendarmerie vehicles stood nose to tail along one side of the street.

			The gendarmerie itself, next to the Café Central, lay on the other side of the square, a handsome building of yellow brick and white stone, inlaid with patterns of red. Enzo climbed a short flight of steps and walked through a tall, arched doorway into the reception area. A middle-aged gendarme behind the desk wore a dark blue pullover with a single white stripe across chest and upper arms. He looked up. Whatever he might have expected to see, it certainly wasn’t this tall, ponytailed Scot in baggy cargo trousers, hiking boots, and khaki anorak, a large canvas satchel slung over one shoulder. Curiosity raised a single eyebrow as Enzo gave him his best smile.

			‘I’m looking for Gendarme Dominique Chazal.’

			Curiosity gave way to mild suspicion. ‘Are you?’

			‘I am.’

			‘And who should I say is looking for her?’

			‘Enzo Macleod.’

			The gendarme hesitated for a long moment, as if reluctant to submit to the notion that he might actually be a public servant rather than simply a wielder of power over the populace. Then he turned and disappeared briskly through a door behind him. It was less than a minute before the door opened again and a young woman in uniform emerged, wide-eyed and smiling. She reached across the counter to shake Enzo’s hand.

			‘Monsieur Macleod.’

			Enzo tipped his head in acknowledgement, impressed by the warm firmness of her handshake.

			‘I’ve been expecting you for quite some time.’

			*

			Enzo followed her blue van north on the D906 towards Vichy, where the collaborationist régime of Marshal Pétain had once set up government during the Nazi occupation. Several kilometres out of Thiers they turned off east towards the small village of Saint-Pierre, a clutch of houses gathered around an indulgent church built from the local rusted ochre stone. The village nestled in the fold of a valley between two impressive volcanic crags, and just beyond it, a private road turned off to the right, flanked at its entrance by two stone blocks, each bearing a grey marble plaque chiselled with the monogram, MF.

			The road climbed through a pine forest that rose darkly above it on both sides. After a couple of hundred metres, Dominique pulled off into a beaten-earth parking area where a dirt track headed up through a fire-break in the trees. She was already out of her van and standing at the foot of the track before Enzo could get out of his driver’s seat. ‘The Auberge Fraysse is at the top of the road, about a kilometre further up the hill. Marc used to go running every day in the afternoon. He came down the road to this point, and then followed the track up through the woods to the plateau.’

			Enzo slammed the door of his 2CV shut and peered up into the gloom. ‘And came back down the same way?’

			‘No, the track skirts the edge of the plateau and comes back down the south-facing elevation to the main road. He would follow the road back round here, then on up to the auberge.’

			‘He inherited the hotel and restaurant from his parents, didn’t he?’

			‘He and his brother, Guy, yes. But Guy only got involved after Marc got his third star.’

			Enzo tipped his head towards the opening in the trees. ‘You’d better take me up.’

			It was steep, and hard going, roots and ruts making the track beneath the pine needles uneven and treacherous. Enzo could not imagine running up it. After a few dozen metres he was breathing hard. He looked up to see Dominique striding confidently ahead of him. She was a slim girl, somewhere in her mid-thirties he guessed, and the sway of her hips, and the alternate tensing of taut buttock muscles in tight-fitting uniform trousers, combined to spur him past his age-induced pain threshold. Only the gun in its black holster attached to her white leather belt gave him pause for thought. Women with guns were not to be messed with.

			Although the rain had stopped, the mist still hung in wreaths and strands among the trees like smoke, while rainwater slow-dripped from a million pine needles, soaking them as they climbed. As they emerged, finally, from the woods, Dominique turned to face him, barely out of breath. Enzo, red-faced and trying to control his gasps, struggled the last few metres to catch her up.

			‘Want to take a rest?’

			‘Nooo, no, I’m fine,’ Enzo lied. And then, casually, ‘Is it much further?’

			‘We’re about a third of the way up.’

			His heart sank. He smiled. ‘I’m right behind you.’ And inwardly he cursed the stubborn male ego that refused to admit that he wasn’t as young as he used to be.

			It took them another fifteen minutes to reach the summit, and Enzo several more minutes to recover. He stood with one foot resting on the rock on which Marc Fraysse’s widow had sat seven years earlier when Dominique first arrived at the scene. As he tried to subdue his breathing, he looked around. The buron was half hidden by the cloud that lay across the plateau. Here the mist swirled in pools and eddies that followed the contours of the breeze stirring among the tall wet grasses. Enzo let his eyes wander over the half-collapsed structure. ‘What was this place?’

			‘A buron. It’s where a farmer used to bring his family, June through September, when he took his sheep or cattle up to the plateau for the summer grazing. You find them all over the Auvergne.’

			Enzo nodded. ‘In Scotland, they’re called shielings. But it’s the same thing.’ He stood up. He had been over the details provided by Raffin’s account of the murder many times, but he wanted to hear it from the young gendarme herself. After all, Dominique Chazal had been the first law officer on the scene. ‘Tell me what you saw, Dominique, when you first arrived.’ And he listened intently as she took him through the events of that bleak February afternoon in 2003. The media parked up in the road at the foot of the hill. Guy Fraysse, and Marc’s widow, Elisabeth, waiting for her by the buron. The body lying in a pool of rainwater inside, blood turning water red.

			He watched the earnest concentration in her face as she worked to recall every detail. And he couldn’t help but think that although it was not a pretty face, it was attractive in its plainness, devoid as it was of make-up. And that there was a beautiful serenity in the deeply warm brown of her eyes.

			He followed her into the buron. ‘It was pretty much like this then too. Rainwater lying in pools in the mud. Only there was a mess of footprints.’

			‘Which you identified?’

			‘There were five sets in total. Marc Fraysse himself. His brother. His wife. And two others that we were never able to identify. Presumably belonging to the murderer, or murderers.’

			‘Or to anyone who might have taken shelter earlier in the day, long before Marc got here.’

			Dominique shook her head. ‘The forensics people didn’t think so. They felt that the footprints were fresh, or at least made at the same time as the others.’

			‘Casts were taken?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And the body was where, exactly?’

			Dominique stepped deeper into the gloom. ‘Right here. Lying at right angles to the wall.’

			‘Face down?’

			‘More or less. His head was turned to one side. The police scientifique found traces of blood and brain tissue on the back wall, and from the way the footprints were configured, it seemed as if he had been knocked back by the blast, banging against the wall, before tipping forward.’

			‘You’ll let me see the autopsy report? And the photographs?’

			‘I can show you a copy of the autopsy report, and pics of the crime scene. But the pathologist still has the originals of the photographs he took at the post mortem.’

			Enzo nodded then stepped back out into the mist, screwing his eyes up against the light. Was it getting brighter, or was it just the contrast with the dark interior of the buron? Whatever, it felt better to be out. There was a strange, pervasive presence within the tumbledown building. Enzo had felt it before at crime scenes, almost as if a victim’s spirit could not rest, but haunted the place until the killer had been found. However, he knew that this was just the product of an over-active imagination.

			He turned to find Dominique looking at him appraisingly. ‘Did you know him?’ he said. ‘Marc Fraysse.’

			‘I’d met him, yes. He was a local celebrity.’

			‘He was celebrated all over France.’

			‘And the planet. Chez Fraysse was voted the fifth best restaurant in the world the year before he died. But he was a local boy, born and bred. So he was ours. We felt that sense of pride in him that you would feel for a member of your own family. Marc, Guy, Elisabeth . . . everyone knew them.’

			Enzo smiled. ‘You were very fortunate to have a restaurant like that on your doorstep.’

			Her sudden laughter, and the patent amusement in it, took him by surprise. ‘Oh, I never ate at Chez Fraysse!’ She punctuated her words with more laughter. ‘The cheapest menu was a hundred and fifty euros back then, Monsieur Macleod. Do you think I can afford that on a gendarme’s wages?’

			‘Surely a woman like you has a man who would be prepared to spend that on her?’

			Her smile faded a little, and he saw her eyes cloud like cataracts. ‘Never knew one who would,’ she said. She struggled to rediscover her smile. ‘If you’re finished here, we should go back down the hill.’

			But Enzo stood his ground. ‘One last thing.’ He glanced around, as far as the mist would allow him to see. ‘His belt and pouch were missing, yes?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘And never found.’

			‘No.’

			‘Did you search for them?’

			‘We did. A dozen officers combed an area of about five ­hundred square metres around the buron, and the whole length of the track. We found nothing. Not even a cigarette end.’

			He turned his gaze back on her, and found her looking at him, head dipped slightly so that she appeared to be looking up from below her finely arched brows. Her eyes were wide and shining again, and full of warmth. He said, ‘This is the first time in any of my enquiries that I’ve had this kind of cooperation from the police.’

			She grinned. ‘Just don’t tell my superiors.’

			‘Why? I mean, why are you being so helpful?’

			She shrugged with a kind of casual innocence. ‘When I took the call from Guy Fraysse to say that his brother had been murdered up here on the hill, I was twenty-eight years old. It was my first murder.’ She smiled. ‘And last.’ She paused. ‘I hope. Anyway, although I was nominally in charge of the case, being the first officer on the scene, it was really taken out of my hands. Marc Fraysse wasn’t just a chef. He was a celebrity. France’s favourite son. I had procureurs and juges d’instruction and commissioners of police descending on me. This was far too important a case to be left to some hick gendarme.’ He detected the merest hint of bitterness in her tone. ‘But for all the high flyers who arrived in Thiers in the days that followed, not one of them was able to throw any light on the murder. And when the publicity finally faded away, so did they.’ She drew a deep breath. ‘I would like to know who murdered him, Monsieur Macleod. And if you can’t find his killer, I don’t think anyone ever will.’

			*

			By the time they got to the bottom of the track the cloud, if possible, had settled even lower across the hilltops, and the buron had vanished from view, almost as though it had never existed, and the murder of the most celebrated chef in France had been the figment of someone’s colourful imagination.

			Dominique opened the door of her van. ‘Do you want to take a look at the evidence and reports?’

			Enzo nodded. ‘Yes, I do. But not now. I want to go and check in up at the auberge and meet the family first. I want to get a feel for the place. And the man.’

		


		
			Chapter Three

			On the road up to the hotel, Enzo passed a group of workmen hammering in snow poles. They stopped and watched as he drove by. One of them nodded when Enzo caught his eye. A big man, unshaven, with dark, haunted eyes. Their pick-up was parked at the roadside a few metres further on, and beyond that the road suddenly opened out on the left, the ground falling away steeply, fifteen or twenty metres to a stream in spate at the foot of the gully. A low, white-painted wooden fence acted as a barrier. A little further on the land rose sharply, and a waterfall dropped sheer from the rocks to a pool of bubbling, frothing effervescence that fed into the stream.

			It was through the trees above the waterfall that Enzo caught his first glimpse of the auberge, home to Chez Fraysse, one of the world’s most celebrated restaurants. As he rounded the bend in the road, it swung into full view. Enzo’s initial reaction was one of disappointment. He had not been sure what to expect, but the square, stolid stone house with its steeply-pitched lauze roof did not quite measure up to his image of a three-star Michelin establishment. But then, for most of its life it had just been a rural auberge, an étape on the road for the travelling salesmen who had once plied their trade along the old D2089 between Clermont-Ferrand and Saint-Etienne. It wasn’t until he pulled into the paved parking area beneath plane trees that spread their branches to offer summer shade that he realised how deceptive that first impression had been.

			The stonework of the house had been sand-blasted to its original rusty yellow, and meticulously re-pointed. Graceful conservatories had been appended to the south and west, with tasteful stone-faced extensions built out to the north and east. The east-side extension linked up with an L-shaped out-building, converted to guest rooms, forming three sides of a courtyard shaded by a huge chestnut tree shedding brown leaves on to shiny cobbles. There were more bedrooms in a converted barn on the west side of the car park, with beautifully manicured terraced gardens descending to an outdoor swimming pool. High-end guest rooms for a three-star restaurant so remotely located were a must. Not only to provide overnight accommodation for those who wished not to drink and drive, but in combination with the restaurant to maximise the high-income stream which would mean survival in a tough business.

			As he followed the path around to the front of the house, Enzo saw why Marc Fraysse had chosen to stay here and remodel the property he had inherited. It sat proud on an outcrop of rock, the land falling away sharply below it to the forest and a spectacular panorama across what seemed like the entire Massif Central. Even on a day like today, you could see all the way across to the snow-capped mountain ranges of the Auvergne and the dominating shadow of the Puy de Dôme 
volcano, pushing almost five thousand feet up into the clouds. Both conservatories provided unfettered access to the view, and it was behind their protective glass that Marc Fraysse had established the restaurant’s two dining rooms, even at the risk of distracting from his cuisine. The view alone would have been worth the money. In summer their glass frontages could be removed to provide a real sense of dining al fresco.

			The main entrance was now at the front side of the east extension, and Enzo found himself sucked through its revolving door into a brightly lit reception area with glass on three sides. A thin, attractive woman in her mid-forties, sitting behind the reception desk, offered him a welcoming smile.

			‘Can I help you?’

			‘I believe Madame Fraysse has reserved me a room.’ He saw the merest flicker of a shadow momentarily mar her smile.

			‘Ah, Monsieur Macleod. Yes, we’ve been expecting you.’ She reached beneath the desk and produced an electronic key card, slipping it into a shiny holder embossed with the initials MF, beneath which his room number, 23, was printed in curlicued gold. ‘It’s on the first floor. To your left at the top of the stairs. One of our suites.’

			Enzo took the card. ‘Thank you.’

			‘Shall I send someone to get the luggage from your car?’

			Enzo raised his canvas overnight bag. ‘This is it, I’m afraid. I travel light.’

			Her eyes blinked at the bag and back at him, but her smile never faltered. ‘Of course. I’ll let Madame Fraysse know you’ve arrived. She’ll receive you in her private rooms. The double doors at the far end of your hallway. She’ll call you when she’s ready.’

			*

			Madame Fraysse was a strikingly handsome woman in her late fifties. Fine silken hair the colour of brushed steel was drawn back from a delicately featured face and arranged in an elaborate bow of black ribbons at the back of her head. She had the palest of green eyes and full, lightly coloured lips that stretched back across perfect white teeth as she smiled her welcome. She oozed class and money, and Enzo thought that her taut, wrinkle-free complexion, and too-perfect teeth, probably owed much to cosmetic and dental surgery, betraying a certain vanity indulged by wealth. She offered him a firm handshake and ushered him into her private apartment.

			Enzo said, ‘I very much appreciate you giving me this kind of access, Madame Fraysse.’

			She waved him into an oxblood leather armchair, and lowered herself into another one opposite. ‘I would do anything, Monsieur Macleod, to find out who murdered my husband. The police have been worse than useless. And your reputation goes before you.’

			Enzo glanced around the sitting room. There was a spartan quality to it. The hard, cold shine of varnished floorboards; plain walls hung with frameless modern abstracts which no doubt had cost four- and five-, perhaps even six-, figure sums; an unyielding leather suite; Venetian blinds on curtainless windows. Polished pieces of antique furniture stood around the room like staff awaiting instructions that would never come. There was no fireplace, and although the room was heated, there was something of a chill in the air. ‘I don’t want to raise your expectations too high, madame. There seems to be very little evidence to go on in this case. And a complete absence of apparent motive.’

			‘But you have already solved four of the seven cases in Roger Raffin’s book, haven’t you?’

			‘More or less, yes. But of all the cases he wrote about, this seems to me to be the most puzzling. Why would anyone want to kill a man who seemed to be universally loved?’

			There was an awkward silence.

			‘Are you asking me?’

			‘I suppose I am.’

			‘Then I have to tell you that I haven’t the faintest idea, Monsieur Macleod. In many ways Marc was a weak man. He wanted people to love him. He needed their love. And he would do almost anything to win it. But he was funny, and generous, and never had a harsh word for anyone. He hadn’t an enemy in the world.’

			‘I read that he was prone to depression.’

			She pursed her lips a little. ‘He was, yes.’ Enzo detected a reluctance in the admission. ‘Marc was a man of extremes, you see. Extreme ambition, extreme hard work. And extreme depression when things went wrong. But that was rare. Mostly he was up, extremely amusing, and extremely gregarious. And, of course, extremely talented. Not only was he a unique and wonderful chef, but he was a wonderful motivator of people. Everyone who worked for him would have followed him to hell and back. And there were times, monsieur, as he fought for recognition, and toiled to create Chez Fraysse, that we spent more time in hell than anywhere else.’

			‘Your husband inherited the auberge from his parents, didn’t he?’

			‘Yes. Both he and his brother, Guy.’

			‘So it’s jointly owned.’

			‘Yes, although it was barely worth a thing when his parents died. Passing trade had virtually dried up with the opening of the A72 autoroute. Business had been dwindling for years, and the property was in a poor state of repair. It was only Marc’s growing reputation, with the awarding of the stars, that saved us from complete obscurity. And then, of course, the winning of the third and final star raised us to another level altogether. Everything seemed possible, then.’ She waved an arm vaguely around her. ‘All that you see here was only possible because of Marc’s brilliance in the kitchen.’

			‘Guy never cooked?’

			‘Oh, he and Marc trained together, yes. Both of them had learned at their mother’s apron, but it was their father who sent them for formal training. Which was ironic, since he never worked in the auberge himself. It didn’t make enough money, you see. Just provided the family home and a supplementary income. Old Monsieur Fraysse travelled around France selling shoes. And it was in a restaurant in Clermont-Ferrand, where he had eaten regularly for years, that he obtained apprenticeships for his sons in the kitchen of the Blanc brothers.’

			Enzo nodded. The Blanc brothers had, at one time, probably been the best-known culinary siblings in France, even more renowned than the Roux brothers, or les frères Troisgros. Sent by their father to train under the best chefs in the country, they had returned to Clermont-Ferrand to elevate the family kitchen from its humble origins offering cheap meals for working men and women to a three-star Michelin restaurant that had brought the food critics salivating all the way down from Paris.

			Almost as if she read his mind, Madame Fraysse said, ‘I think Papa Fraysse thought he might follow in Monsieur Blanc’s footsteps, and that Marc and Guy would return like the Blanc brothers to transform the fortunes of the auberge.’ She sighed deeply, something approaching amused melancholy in her eyes. ‘He must have been bitterly disappointed when Guy dropped out to go off and train as an accountant. And, of course, he never lived to see any of Marc’s stars.’

			‘So the restaurant is only worth what it is today because of Marc?’

			‘Marc’s cuisine, yes. But Marc had no head for figures. It wasn’t until he won his third star that the fabric of the building itself was really transformed. That’s when Guy came to join us, and it was Guy who achieved that transformation.’ She stood up, then, and wandered towards the window. She wore black slacks that stopped several inches short of the ankle, and black leather boots beneath them. Over her white blouse she wore a long black shawl that she gathered around her now, as if cold, folding her arms and gazing from the window at the view of the Massif. ‘We had worked hard, with limited resources, to turn the auberge into a place that would impress a Michelin inspector, but it was Guy who really made the difference. He has a wonderful business sense, Monsieur Macleod. He used Marc’s reputation to raise the money needed to turn us into a hotel-restaurant that would one day be rated fifth in the whole world.’

			Enzo heard the pride in her voice, and saw it in her eyes as she turned back to look at him, arms still folded imperiously across her chest.

			‘And the multi-million-euro business it is today,’ she added, almost as an afterthought.

			‘Do you have children, Madame Fraysse?’

			‘Two, yes. A boy and a girl. Both away at university.’

			‘Training to follow in their father’s footsteps?’

			Her laugh betrayed genuine amusement. ‘Good God, no! They grew up seeing first hand just what a damned hard life it is running a hotel and restaurant. It’s much more than a career, you see, monsieur. It’s your life. And no escaping from it.’ She laughed again. ‘And like most of the younger gener­ation today, my children don’t really want to work at all. They’ll probably be perfectly happy to fritter away the next few years in education before inheriting a business that will keep them in the style to which they have become accustomed. No doubt they will either sell up or get others to run it for them.’ She met Enzo’s gaze directly. ‘Do you think me very cynical?’

			Enzo gave a tiny shrug of his shoulders. ‘You know your children better than I do, Madame Fraysse.’ Yet he couldn’t help wishing that he had been able to persuade his own daughter to finish her degree rather than go to work in a gymnasium. Generalisations were dangerous things. ‘But I think that in order for me to make any real progress in this investigation, I am going to have to get to know your husband as well as you did.’

			‘Not an easy thing, when he has been gone seven years.’

			‘That’s why I have to rely on you. And Guy, of course. How did you first meet Marc?’

			She smiled, and her eyes glazed over with distant mem­ories. ‘We were just kids, really. I think I was seventeen, and training to be a nurse at a hospital in Clermont-Ferrand. Marc and Guy were in the middle of their apprenticeships with the Blanc brothers, and having a pretty hard time of it from all accounts.’

			For a moment, Enzo felt as if she had left the room, transported back in time to relive those precious memories of a youth long lost. There was a lengthy silence, but he didn’t dare break it. Then she smiled again, as if returning from a journey that had taken only seconds in reality, but hours in her mind. She was back.

			‘Some of the other girls and I used to sneak out of the nurses’ home at night to meet up with the boys from the restaurant. They all lived in the hotel in some horrible cramped rooms up in the attic, and they had to sneak out, too. There was a park near the university, Jardin Lecoq, and an old boat shed on the lake. That’s where we used to meet up and have secret meals. The boys always cooked for us. Best food we’d ever had.’ She laughed. ‘There were a lot of teenage hormones being given free rein in those days. But Marc was hopeless. So shy. Guy was much bolder, much more sure of himself. But it was Marc I always had the soft spot for.’

			‘You were married young, then?’

			‘Good heavens, no! We all went our own ways, and it was some years before Marc and I met up again. I was over thirty when we got married.’

			‘And Guy? Did he end up marrying one of the nurses, too?’

			But Madame Fraysse just shook her head. ‘No. Guy never married. I don’t know why. Just never met the right woman, I suppose.’

			Enzo scratched his chin thoughtfully. ‘Would you say that Guy dominated his younger brother?’

			Madame Fraysse thought about it for a moment. ‘In many ways I suppose he did. In the old days, certainly. He was older, more outgoing, never short of confidence. Marc must have aspired to be like him. But in the end, it was Marc who had the talent and the drive to make the most of it. Guy would probably still have been working in some grey accountant’s office, wasting his life counting other people’s money.’

			For some moments, Enzo was lost in thought. Memories he hadn’t entertained for years flickered on the periphery of his consciousness, like an old black and white movie seen out of the corner of the eye.

			‘Monsieur Macleod?’

			He looked up, surprised.

			‘Are you still with us?’ Her smile was a little forced.

			‘I’m sorry. Just running some thoughts through my head.’ He made himself focus again. ‘What did Marc do when he wasn’t in the kitchen?’

			Madame Fraysse laughed again. But there was no amusement in it this time. ‘When was he not in the kitchen?’ She perched herself on the edge of the armchair opposite again. ‘When Marc got his third star, Guy got the money to build him his dream kitchen. You’ll see it shortly. Extended
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