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  Prologue — The Fall


At that hour, Monaco looked like a promise someone had learned to keep. The sea beyond the breakwater was a sheet of black glass, and the yachts in Port Hercules sat motionless with their decks lit like floating galleries. Above them, the cliffside buildings leaned out over the water with a confidence that felt engineered, their terraces stacked like tiers in a theatre where the audience never clapped. 
On the eighth floor of Le Rocher View, the terrace doors of a penthouse were open to the night.
The air inside was cool and controlled, carrying the faint bite of chilled champagne and the artificial brightness of a citrus polish that did not belong in a home at five in the morning. The marble floors caught the light and returned it, immaculate and unyielding, as if the room itself had agreed to testify.
Étienne Vasseur stood barefoot on the terrace with a glass in one hand and his phone in the other. He did not look surprised, and he did not look drunk. He looked like a man who had been timed.
Monaco below him was holding its breath before the Grand Prix day began. In a few hours the Principality would be sealed and loud with helicopters, sirens, and the controlled chaos that rich people called excitement, but for now the silence was disciplined. It was the kind of quiet that came from rules, from shutters, from people who knew what they could and could not afford to let be seen.
Vasseur lifted his phone again. There was no signal problem, no missed-call frenzy, no frantic thread of messages. The screen was too clean, the recent history too empty, as if it had been scrubbed while he watched. He lowered it slowly, and for the first time his hand tightened around the device as though he were testing whether it still belonged to him.
He turned his head slightly, listening.
There was someone in the penthouse.
He did not hear footsteps or a door. He did not hear the scrape of a shoe on stone. What he sensed was more basic than sound: the way the air changed when a room stopped being yours, the way the quiet developed a second layer.
A voice came from behind the glass, soft and close enough to be familiar.
“Étienne.”
He did not answer. He set the champagne down on the stone ledge with deliberate care, then placed the phone beside it, aligning the edges like a man laying out items for an inventory. His gaze stayed on the port, where the yachts sat like sleeping animals.
“Do you know what the problem is with your kind of discretion?” the voice asked. “You begin to believe it’s currency.”
Vasseur’s mouth tightened, but he did not turn around. The terrace wind rose off the water and slid across his skin, cool and insistent, as if the sea wanted him to step back inside.
“You think you can hold discretion,” the voice continued, “stack it, invest it, lock it away. Like it belongs to you.”
There was a pause, and in that pause the glass doors reflected Vasseur’s silhouette in the penthouse lights. From inside, he would have been easy to frame and easier to study.
“It never does,” the voice said.
Vasseur swallowed once. He shifted his weight slightly, heel near the edge, and for a moment his posture suggested a man deciding between retreat and refusal.
“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, his voice low and controlled.
“And yet I am,” the voice replied.
A small sound came from inside, the soft clink of glass against glass or a countertop, and then the muted movement of something placed down with restraint. Whoever was in the penthouse knew how to occupy space without announcing themselves.
“Did you bring it?” the voice asked.
Vasseur’s throat moved as if he were measuring what a lie would cost. “No.”
The answer sharpened the air. Even without seeing the speaker, he could feel the change in their attention, the subtle tightening of patience.
“You did,” the voice said, no longer asking. “You wrote it. You kept it. You convinced yourself you were safe because you were useful.”
Vasseur’s empty hand flexed at his side. The instinct to fight arrived late, hesitant, and the delay shamed him. Men like him were trained to solve problems with phones and names, not with bodies.
“People like you always confuse a lock with a wall,” the voice said.
The lights behind the glass shifted as someone moved closer. Vasseur’s reflection fractured slightly in the door, and he caught, for an instant, the suggestion of a figure where there had been only shadow.
He did not have time to turn.
There was no shout, no struggle that would later justify broken furniture, no violence that performed itself for witnesses. The moment was clean and efficient, something between a touch and a decision. It was the kind of harm that left no story behind, only an outcome.
Vasseur’s body pitched forward as if the world had changed its mind about gravity. His fingers reached for the stone ledge, for the phone, for the champagne, for anything that proved he had been standing there, but the edge offered nothing. He went over without sound for the first second, the kind of fall a city like Monaco never claimed to see because it had trained itself not to look down.
Then the air rushed back in and the night returned its noise: a distant wave against hulls, the low hum of a refrigeration unit somewhere inside, the faint metallic whine of an elevator motor far below.
On the ledge, his phone lit once. A brief, bright rectangle flared against the stone, and a notification appeared long enough to be read by the wrong person and erased by the right one.
Inside the penthouse, a figure stood by the doors, still enough to be mistaken for part of the room. They watched until the darkness below swallowed everything and the sea reclaimed its silence. Only then did they turn away.
They did not rush. They did not run. In Monaco, haste was a confession.
They walked deeper into the penthouse toward a wall that looked like art: clean lines, brushed metal, a minimal panel that suggested taste rather than security. A fingertip traced the seam with familiarity, and the hidden mechanism yielded with a soft click that sounded almost polite.
The safe was open.
Whatever had been inside was gone.
A voice spoke quietly in French, not to the room but to a device, calm enough to be practiced.
“It’s done.”
A second voice answered in the same measured tone. “And the ledger?”
The first voice did not answer immediately. Something closed with a soft, final sound, like a drawer being seated.
“It’s not here,” they said.
“Then it will surface,” the second voice replied. “And when it does—”
“It won’t,” the first voice said, and the certainty was the most dangerous thing in the room.
They looked once more toward the terrace doors and the stone ledge, where the phone sat like a last witness. Then the lights dimmed with a smoothness that suggested the apartment itself had been trained.
Monaco returned to quiet.
Far below, in the dark space between rock and sea, a body met the world with a sound that nobody claimed to hear.






  
  Chapter One — Grand Prix Morning


Céleste Duval’s phone rang at 05:41, and she knew before she answered that it would not be a normal call. In Monaco, normal problems were managed by assistants, lawyers, and money. When the police called you before dawn, it meant the problem had outgrown the people who usually kept it quiet. 
She reached for the device on the bedside table, blinked herself awake, and listened to the line connect. The voice on the other end was tight with the kind of urgency that tried to sound calm.
“Duval. Sorry for the hour. We need you on scene.”
Céleste sat up, letting the sheet slip to her waist. Beyond the curtains, Monaco was still dark, a few lights smeared across the hillside like deliberate brushstrokes. She had been in the Principality for six weeks, long enough to learn that the city did not simply wake up; it switched modes.
“What happened?” she asked.
“Fall from a terrace. Le Rocher View. Penthouse level.”
“A tourist?”
“No. Étienne Vasseur.”
The name landed with weight. Even if you didn’t know the details, you knew the type. Private banker. Family office handler. The kind of man who did not exist in public until someone needed him to.
Céleste’s grip tightened on the phone. “Is he dead?”
“Yes,” the voice said. “We’ve got an initial assessment coming in, but we need you because of who he is and because of what he does.”
Céleste swung her legs out of bed and stood. The floor was cold beneath her feet, and the chill did its job. “Who’s lead?”
There was a fraction of hesitation. “Santucci is there. He asked for you.”
That, more than the death, told her it was serious. Thierry Santucci was Monégasque, born inside the borders, and he had spent most of his career learning how to investigate without embarrassing anyone important. If he was asking for her, it meant the case had already acquired edges.
“I’ll be there,” she said.
As she dressed, she moved through the familiar checklist with the steadiness of habit: hair tied back, jacket, notebook, credentials. She did not allow herself to think about the view from a Monaco penthouse terrace at dawn, or what kind of person fell from it. She had learned, over years of financial work that turned suddenly physical, that imagining the fall too early made you miss the footprints.
The drive from her small rented apartment near the edge of the Condamine took less than ten minutes, but Monaco had a way of compressing distance. Streets tightened into curves, tunnels swallowed sound, and security cameras watched every turn without blinking. By the time she reached the building, the city felt like it was already preparing its preferred version of events.
Le Rocher View sat on the cliff like a statement. The entrance was understated in the way that only cost could afford to be understated, with clean stone, discreet lighting, and a doorman’s desk that looked more like a private bank reception than a residential lobby.
Two police cars were parked with the kind of care that suggested they had been instructed not to inconvenience anyone. Officers stood near the doors, and a small cluster of people waited under the overhang: a man in a tailored coat too expensive for the hour, a woman with her arms folded tightly across her chest, and a building manager whose face held the nervous politeness of someone who knew the wrong kind of attention could ruin a career.
Céleste showed her badge, signed in, and stepped inside.
The lobby smelled like perfume that had settled into marble over decades. Everything was quiet and controlled, including the murmurs. A uniformed officer nodded at her and pointed toward the elevators, where Thierry Santucci stood waiting, hands in his coat pockets, his expression set in the neutral mask he wore when he didn’t want his thoughts stolen.
“Duval,” he said.
“Santucci,” she replied. “Give me the version they want us to believe.”
His eyes flicked toward the building manager, then back to Céleste. “They want us to believe he stepped out for air and lost his footing. They want it tidy.”
“And the version you believe?”
“I believe the terrace is too clean,” Thierry said. “And I believe someone has already begun rewriting the morning.”
The elevator doors opened. They stepped inside, and Thierry pressed the button for the top floor. As the car rose, the numbers climbing with smooth inevitability, Céleste felt the familiar tightening in her chest that came when a case moved from theory to flesh.
“You have the body?” she asked.
“Below,” Thierry said. “Sea wall. He landed on a service ledge before he reached the water. It kept him visible, which is already inconvenient.”
The elevator chimed softly as if it were announcing a dinner reservation. When the doors opened, the corridor beyond was carpeted thickly enough to silence shoes. Lighting glowed from hidden fixtures, and a faint smell of cleaning product lingered like an afterthought.
A uniformed security guard stood outside the penthouse doors, posture rigid. Next to him was a concierge in a suit, his face composed in the way that rich buildings trained their people to be composed. He looked at Thierry and Céleste with equal caution, as if both were threats to the building’s reputation.
Thierry showed credentials. “We’re going in.”
The concierge nodded too quickly. “Of course. We are cooperating fully.”
Céleste’s gaze moved over him. “Who found him?”
“A resident on the lower level heard something,” the concierge said, then corrected himself. “Not exactly heard. He saw… movement. He called security. Then we located—”
“You located the body,” Céleste finished.
The concierge swallowed. “Yes, madame.”
Thierry opened the door. The penthouse beyond was large, bright in all the wrong ways, and still. In the middle of its expensive quiet, the air carried that same citrus polish Céleste had smelled in too many staged scenes. It was the scent of a room being prepared.
“Who’s been in here?” she asked.
The concierge hesitated, and in the hesitation Céleste saw the truth trying to put on gloves.
“Security,” he said finally. “Building staff. The emergency response.”
Thierry’s voice stayed level. “Names.”
The concierge gave them, and as he spoke, Céleste noted the way he avoided specifics, the way he tried to make the list sound shorter than it would be on paper.
They moved toward the terrace.
The doors were open. The view was breathtaking, and the danger of that was immediate. A view like this made people sentimental. It made them speak in clichés about accidents and tragedy, and it let them forget that human beings did not simply disappear from a balcony without leaving behind something ugly and true.
Céleste stepped out onto the terrace and let the wind hit her face. The stone under her shoes was cool and dry, and the ledge was wide enough that a careful person would not have fallen easily.
On the ledge, a champagne glass sat half-full. Beside it, a phone lay facedown, positioned too neatly to be accidental.
Céleste pointed. “Don’t touch that.”
An officer near the doorway paused mid-step. Thierry nodded once, confirming.
Céleste crouched, not close enough to contaminate, just close enough to see. The phone’s screen was dark. No cracks. No obvious damage. The champagne bubbles had thinned to a faint fizz, suggesting it had been poured earlier than the call had suggested.
“How long until forensics?” she asked.
“They’re on their way,” Thierry said. “But this building is already nervous about how long we stay.”
Céleste stood and looked back through the glass. Inside the penthouse, everything was orderly, but something about the order felt wrong, as if the room had been reset by someone who understood what police expected to see.
“Where’s the safe?” she asked, and watched the concierge’s face tighten before he could stop it.
Thierry followed her gaze to the subtle wall panel near the artwork. He moved toward it and examined the seam.
“The victim had a safe?” Céleste asked.
The concierge’s voice was careful. “Many residents do. It is normal.”
Céleste kept her eyes on the panel. “Normal is a word people use when they want something to stop being interesting.”
Thierry glanced at her. “We’ve already checked. It’s open. Empty.”
Céleste did not react outwardly, but she felt the case take shape in her mind with a clarity that was almost physical. A dead private banker. A terrace that offered opportunity and theatre. A phone placed like a prop. A safe opened and emptied before the police arrived.
“Empty of what?” she asked.
Thierry’s expression stayed neutral, but his eyes sharpened. “That’s the question.”
Céleste turned back to the terrace ledge and stared down at the line where stone met air. Far below, Monaco’s lights trembled on the water, and beyond them the horizon was beginning to pale. Daylight was coming, and with it, spectators. Grand Prix week would flood the city with noise and cover, and whoever had done this had chosen the timing with the same care they had chosen the method.
She looked at the phone again. “He was erased,” she said quietly.
Thierry’s voice was lower when he answered. “Or he tried to leave something behind and someone beat him to it.”
Céleste straightened and turned to the concierge. “I want the building logs. Door access, elevator access, visitor entries, staff schedules, cleaning schedules, and security camera retention for the last forty-eight hours. I want it copied and preserved now.”
The concierge’s polite mask slipped just enough to show fear. “Madame, that is a great deal of sensitive—”
Thierry’s tone hardened. “Now.”
The concierge nodded, too quick again, and walked away as if speed could make the request less real.
Céleste took out her notebook. “Before we go downstairs,” she said, “tell me about Vasseur. Not the official bio. The truth.”
Thierry exhaled once, a controlled release of impatience with the world Monaco insisted on maintaining. “He handled money that wasn’t meant to be handled,” he said. “He knew who was lying, who was laundering, who was bluffing, and who was about to be ruined. And he managed all of it while smiling.”
“That’s not enough to kill a man,” Céleste said.
Thierry looked at her. “In Monaco, it is.”
Céleste’s pen hovered over the page. “And what’s the one thing a man like that keeps that can’t be deleted?”
Thierry’s eyes flicked once toward the open safe and then back to her. “A record,” he said.
Céleste nodded slowly as the word settled into place. “Then we’re not investigating a fall,” she said. “We’re investigating the theft of a truth.”






  
  Chapter Two — The Missing Object


The service staircase delivered them into a corridor the residents would never see. The walls were painted a functional off-white that made no effort to flatter anyone, and the air smelled faintly of detergent and warm electronics. A building like Le Rocher View could afford beauty everywhere, but it still kept a spine of utility running beneath the marble, and that spine felt honest in a way the penthouse never would. 
Thierry moved with the familiarity of a man who had spent enough years in Monaco to understand its hidden routes. He pushed through a fire door into a back-of-house lobby where two building staff stood together, hands clasped in front of them, their expressions disciplined into something close to neutral. Both looked up at the same time, as if they had been warned to expect more police and to offer as little as possible.
A uniformed officer waited near a maintenance elevator with a clipboard held against his chest. He nodded to Thierry and gave Céleste a careful glance, registering her as the person who would ask the questions that created paperwork.
“They’ve secured the area,” he said. “It’s along the service ledge by the sea wall. He didn’t reach the water.”
Céleste kept her voice level. “Any civilians?”
“None. Security has held the perimeter since the call.”
Thierry looked at her briefly, and she understood what he was not saying. Holding a perimeter in Monaco was less about preserving evidence and more about preserving reputation. The same action could serve both purposes, and the city preferred to pretend the second purpose did not exist.
They stepped out through a restricted access door and into the open air.
The wind was stronger here, coming off the water and carrying the smell of salt and fuel. Down at the port, the yachts remained still, their decks lit with the soft glow of early-morning crews. Above them, Monaco’s stacked buildings watched the water like a jury that never delivered a verdict.
A service ledge ran along the base of the cliffside, a narrow band of concrete tucked between rock and sea. Two officers stood there, their posture rigid with the strain of looking down at something they were not trained to feel. A third officer held a portable barrier, angled to block any view from the adjacent walkway.
The body lay further along the ledge, partly sheltered by an overhang of rock. The distance made it harder to see details, but not hard enough to avoid the reality of the shape. Étienne Vasseur looked smaller than he should have, his limbs arranged by impact and gravity rather than by intention. His suit jacket was still on him. His shirt had torn at the shoulder. There was blood, but not the kind that suggested theatre. It was the dull red of physics.
The medical examiner was already there, kneeling beside the body. He was a lean man in a dark coat, his gloved hands moving with professional economy. He looked up as they approached, his eyes brief and assessing.
“Santucci,” he said. “And you brought someone.”
Thierry gestured toward Céleste. “Duval. Financial crimes. Secondment.”
The examiner’s expression shifted into a mild curiosity that did not quite reach interest. “Laurent,” he said to Céleste. “You’re early.”
“In my experience, deaths don’t schedule themselves politely,” she replied.
Laurent’s mouth tightened into something that might have been a smile, and then he looked back down at the body as if sentiment were a luxury item he refused to purchase. He pointed with two fingers, gloved, toward Vasseur’s head and the angle of the shoulders.
“The fall is consistent with height,” he said. “The injuries are consistent with impact against the ledge. He would not have been conscious after landing. That part is straightforward.”
Céleste watched his hands. “Any signs of struggle before the fall?”
Laurent shook his head. “Not that I can see here. But the primary scene is above. You know that.”
Thierry’s gaze stayed on the body, but his voice was aimed at Céleste. “He didn’t end up in the water. That’s good for evidence and bad for privacy.”
Céleste looked up at the cliffside. The penthouse terrace would be somewhere above, hidden behind glass and stone and the illusion of distance. The thought of the fall travelled down her spine like a cold line. A city could dress death in elegance, but gravity didn’t care where it happened.
An officer approached Thierry and spoke quietly, as if loud words might echo upward and stain the terrace.
“The building manager is here,” the officer said. “And the concierge. They’re asking how long.”
Thierry’s expression did not change. “Tell them we stay until we’re finished.”
The officer nodded, but he looked doubtful in a way that suggested he had been trained to consider not only the investigation but the discomfort of people who paid enough to have discomfort removed.
Céleste stepped closer to Laurent and lowered her voice. “Any defensive wounds?”
Laurent gave her a quick, clinical look. “You’re asking the right question too soon,” he said. “I can’t confirm without full examination. But if your banker fought, he didn’t fight long.”
Thierry exhaled through his nose, a controlled frustration. “If it’s an accident, it’s an expensive one.”
Céleste did not respond. She studied the clothing, the placement of the arms, the angle of the torso. Even from here, she could see that the shoes were missing. Bare feet, she thought. On a terrace at that hour. That alone could mean a dozen things, but in her line of work, it most often meant familiarity. People removed their shoes when they believed they were safe.
A man in a tailored coat appeared at the edge of the cordon, escorted by two building staff. He was the same man Céleste had seen in the lobby earlier, the one who looked too expensive for dawn. He carried himself like someone accustomed to entering rooms where other people stood up.
Thierry’s posture stiffened slightly. “Who is that?”
The officer beside the cordon answered. “He says he represents the victim’s interests. Legal. He insisted.”
The man raised a hand in greeting that did not quite qualify as polite. His voice carried easily over the wind, trained for boardrooms and private dining rooms.
“Detective Santucci,” he called. “I’m Maître Renaud. I understand there has been an incident involving Monsieur Vasseur.”
Thierry walked a few paces closer, stopping short of the cordon. “This is an active scene,” he said. “You should not be here.”
Renaud’s smile was smooth and practiced. “I appreciate that,” he said. “I’m here to assist, not obstruct. Monsieur Vasseur’s clients will be concerned about exposure.”
Thierry’s eyes narrowed. “His clients are not our priority.”
“They will be someone’s priority,” Renaud replied, still calm. “That is how Monaco functions.”
Céleste watched the exchange without stepping in. She had seen this type before: the legal custodian of other people’s fear. Men like Renaud didn’t arrive early because they cared. They arrived early because time was the only thing they could still control.
Renaud’s gaze shifted and landed briefly on Céleste. He looked her up and down without shame, as if reading a résumé he had not requested.
“And you are?” he asked.
“Duval,” she said. “You said you were here to assist. What do you know about the victim’s last hours?”
Renaud’s smile held. “Very little. That is the point of discretion. But I know he had a secure storage arrangement in the penthouse, and it would be prudent to confirm that its contents are protected.”
Thierry’s eyes flicked to Céleste, then back to Renaud. “We are handling the scene.”
“Of course,” Renaud said. “Then you will have secured the ledger.”
The word landed between them with the weight of a dropped object.
Céleste felt Thierry’s attention sharpen instantly, and she did not look away from Renaud. She let her face stay neutral, even as her mind shifted into a more ruthless gear. A ledger. Not “documents,” not “papers,” not “assets.” A ledger was specific, old-fashioned, and oddly intimate. It was not the kind of item a lawyer should reference casually unless he had been told to do so with precision.
Céleste kept her voice even. “What ledger?”
Renaud blinked once, and in that blink she saw the first hint of recalculation. He had expected compliance, not resistance.
“Monsieur Vasseur kept a private ledger,” he said, smoothly recovering. “I’m sure you’ve seen it. He was… old school.”
Thierry’s voice cooled. “How do you know that?”
Renaud’s expression did not change, but the muscles around his mouth tightened slightly. “I advise a number of individuals and entities in Monaco,” he said. “I know how certain people operate. It is not unusual.”
Céleste stepped closer to the cordon, close enough that her voice could be low without being lost to the wind. “It is unusual that you came here before sunrise and used a specific word about a specific object,” she said. “If you are wrong, you will have embarrassed yourself. If you are right, you have just told me something I did not know.”
Renaud’s eyes hardened, just for a moment. Then the smoothness returned. “Detective, I am trying to protect reputations,” he said. “Including yours.”
Thierry shifted his stance, a subtle warning. “Threaten her again and you’ll be explaining yourself somewhere less comfortable than this sea wall.”
Renaud raised his hands slightly, palms out, as if the gesture itself could erase what he had implied. “No threat,” he said. “Only reality. A public financial scandal during Grand Prix week will not be tolerated. Not by the Palace, not by the banks, not by the people who keep this place functioning.”
Céleste held his gaze. “Then you should choose your words carefully,” she said. “Because you just gave me my first real question.”
Renaud’s smile returned, thinner now. “If you are investigating a fall,” he said, “then I am irrelevant. If you are investigating a ledger, then you will find that many people become relevant very quickly.”
Thierry’s voice stayed flat. “Go home.”
Renaud hesitated, weighing the cost of defiance against the benefit of presence. Then he nodded once, as if granting them a favour, and stepped back from the cordon. He did not leave immediately. He waited just long enough to make it clear he could return whenever he pleased.
When he finally walked away, Céleste felt the air around her loosen slightly, as if the scene itself had exhaled. She looked at Thierry.
“He shouldn’t have said that,” she said.
Thierry’s jaw tightened. “He said it because someone wanted him to. Or because he’s trying to get ahead of the story.”
Céleste glanced back at the cliffside above. The terrace doors, the neat phone, the open safe. A ledger. A missing record. A private banker who handled secrets as if they were inventory.
Laurent stood and peeled off one glove with a practised snap. “If you’re done having political conversations,” he said, “I need to move him. The longer he stays out here, the more this becomes theatre.”
Thierry nodded. “Do it.”
As Laurent signalled to the officers for the stretcher, Céleste stepped aside and opened her notebook. She wrote the word carefully, as if the act of writing it could make it real.
Ledger.
She heard Thierry speak quietly to an officer, ordering a sealed evidence team to attend the penthouse immediately, and to restrict access until forensics arrived. The officer nodded, but his eyes flicked toward the building staff and then toward the city above, as if he was already imagining the phone calls he
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