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  Fred Vargas is the pen-name of Frédérique Audoin-Rouzeau, who is an archaeologist by training and formerly worked at the French National Centre for Scientific Research (Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, CNRS) as an expert in the Middle Ages. Her pen-name is based on the character Maria Vargas, played by Ava Gardner (American actress, 1922-1990) in Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s (American director, 1909-1993) 1954 film The Barefoot Contessa. Her twin sister Jo Vargas, a painter, uses the same surname as part of her own pseudonym.


  Vargas has published over a dozen detective novels to date, including The Three Evangelists (1995), Seeking Whom He May Devour (1999) and An Uncertain Place (2008). She is one of the leading contemporary French authors of detective fiction, and a number of her novels have won awards both in France and abroad. She has also written multiple philosophical essays, including Petit traité de toutes vérités sur l’existence (“Little Treaty of Truths about Existence”, 2001) and Critique de l’anxiété pure (“Critique of Pure Anxiety”, 2003).
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  This Night’s Foul Work tells the story of Commissaire Jean-Baptiste Adamsberg’s investigation into the murders of two men who have been found with their throats cut. In the course of the investigation, he is reunited with his former colleague Dr Ariane Lagarde, learns that a dangerous criminal has escaped from prison in Germany and takes an interest in a strange case in Normandy involving some stags, which have been killed and then cut open so that their hearts can be removed.


  Adamsberg also has to deal with his fraught relationship with his ex-girlfriend Camille, the arrival of a new lieutenant who is behaving suspiciously, and a shadowy figure that seems to be haunting the streets of Paris. In the end, he manages to connect the initial murders to the deaths of the stags and solve the mystery of De sanctis reliquis, a medieval book that seems to be the key to the puzzle.


  This Night’s Foul Work won the Trophée 813 (a prize awarded by the Association 813, which was founded in 1979 with the aim of promoting detective fiction) for Best French-Language Novel in 2006.


  SUMMARY


  THE VICTIMS


  Jean-Baptiste Adamsberg, commissaire of the Serious Crime Squad in Paris, is investigating the deaths of two men who have been found with their throats cut. He also meets the new police pathologist, Dr Ariane Lagarde, with whom he has already worked on a previous case.


  Lagarde is an expert in schizophrenic killers, meaning murderers who have two personalities (which she refers to as Alpha and Omega), each of which is entirely unaware of the other. These separate personalities are described as “dissociated”: one of them commits murders, while the other goes about its normal life in complete ignorance of the crimes. Lagarde picks up on a few details that lead her to suspect that the killer is a woman, and notices that they stabbed their victims with a syringe without actually injecting anything into them.


  The Serious Crime Squad is expanding, and one of its new members is lieutenant Louis Veyrenc, whose sole reason for joining the team is his desire to solve the mystery of the attack he survived as a child. He is convinced that his superior, Adamsberg, had something to do with it, and it is hinted that the commissaire did in fact take part in the attack, although the circumstances surrounding it remain murky.


  Meanwhile, Adamsberg’s life takes a turn for the supernatural: his neighbour claims that the house he has just moved into is haunted by Saint Clarisse, an 18th-century nun who murdered women. However, it turns out that she poses no threat to him.


  At work, he feels as though a threat is constantly hanging over him, and he confides in Danglard, his most trusted colleague, about his unease. One possible source of the danger is Claire Langevin, a nurse who is referred to as the “angel of death” because she murdered numerous elderly patients. She was arrested two years earlier but has since escaped, and Lagarde warns Adamsberg that she may want to exact revenge. The commissaire also tells Danglard that he is worried about Veyrenc because of their shared history.


  Veyrenc has been tasked with keeping an eye on Adamsberg’s ex-girlfriend Camille, who could be in danger (this is explored in Vargas’s previous novel, Wash This Blood Clean from My Hand [2004]), although he remains unaware of the relationship between her and the commissaire. Veyrenc gradually falls for her and they embark on a relationship, as Adamsberg discovers later in the novel. In the meantime, Adamsberg accompanies Camille to Normandy, and while he is in a café there he finds out that a stag has been killed and had its heart cut out.


  Just as the squad are starting to feel that their investigation has stalled, Adamsberg follows his intuition and redirects the inquiry to Montrouge, a cemetery in Paris. The watchman confirms his hunch and says that he has seen a shadowy figure wandering around the graveyard. Moreover, the headstone of a woman named Elisabeth Châtel has been lifted, but the grave itself does not seem to have been damaged.


  As he seems to have hit a dead end in his research, Adamsberg calls on Mathias, a friend of his who is an archaeologist specialising in soil. Mathias is able to discern that someone has dug up the soil before putting it back, and when he digs up the grave himself he discovers that the coffin has been cracked. Ariane then arrives at the cemetery, and although she does not find anything that could help with the investigation, she does make one minor discovery: the person who dug up the grave applied wax to the soles of their shoes.


  THE KILLER’S MOTIVE: THE QUEST FOR ETERNAL LIFE


  Adamsberg receives a call from one of the people he met in the café in Normandy, who tells him that another stag has been killed and that someone has seen a shadowy figure skulking around Opportune-la-Haute, a cemetery in the region. Adamsberg, Veyrenc, Mathias, Ariane and Danglard all head there. The commissaire has a hunch that Pascaline Villemot, the woman in the second grave that was disturbed, did not die of natural causes, and is determined to prove it.


  Adamsberg, Veyrenc and Danglard pay a visit to the priest in Le Mesnil, who served as confessor to both Pascaline and Elisabeth, who were from the same region and, as we now find out, were both murdered. The priest has a copy of De sanctis reliquis dating from 1663, which purports to contain the secret to eternal life.


  Adamsberg starts to reflect on a series of strange events that have taken place in Opportune, namely the theft of some relics and the castration of a cat, and comes to the conclusion that the killer is trying to gather the ingredients they need for eternal life. The recipe also calls for “the quick of virgins, sorted by three in equal quantities” (p. 240), the meaning of which is later explained by Dr Romain, the pathologist who has been replaced by Lagarde. Adamsberg deduces that Elisabeth and Pascaline were two of the necessary virgins, and that a third woman is therefore in danger.


  Shortly afterwards, Violette Retancourt, a squad member from the same part of Normandy, disappears, and everyone is convinced that she has been kidnapped to get the final ingredient for the elixir of life.


  Adamsberg finds out about Camille and Veyrenc’s relationship and asks one of the lieutenants to wiretap Veyrenc. While he is listening in, the commissaire overhears Veyrenc being attacked by the same assailants as when he was a child. He tells the rest of the squad what is happening and sets out to pursue the attackers.


  The attackers are intercepted; like their victim, they are injured, so they are taken to the hospital. Later on, Adamsberg tells them that they can go if they leave Veyrenc alone, as he knows that his wiretapping was illegal and does not want to deal with any consequences from it. Veyrenc is secretly eavesdropping on the conversation and is stunned when he overhears that his father sold his vineyard many years ago in order to protect him.


  Adamsberg then visits Dr Romain, who is the last person to have seen Violette Retancourt. Romain explains to the commissaire that “the quick of virgins” refers to their hair, which suggest that the killer dug up Pascaline and Elisabeth’s bodies to cut off their scalps.


  Adamsberg is convinced that Retancourt has been kidnapped by Claire Langevin, whom he thinks is looking for a third virgin. He also thinks that Snowball, the cat that the squad has adopted, is the only one who will be able to find her, because she was his favourite person. The officers therefore put a tracker around Snowball’s neck and let him roam around town. The cat finds Retancourt at death’s door in an abandoned hangar, where the officers also discover traces of Langevin’s presence. However, Adamsberg then learns that Retancourt is no longer a virgin, which suggest that their investigation is on the wrong track.


  THE TRAP


  Nonetheless, the squad tries to decipher the recipe provided in the De sanctis reliquis, and discovers that one of the ingredients can be found in a stag’s heart. This provides a new direction for the investigation, and Adamsberg returns to Normandy, where he learns that a third stag has been killed. If the murderer is following the instructions in the book to the letter, this means that another virgin will be killed soon.


  Adamsberg is certain that the third virgin will be close to the place where the next stag is killed, so he asks the locals to keep a close eye out. They manage to identify the third victim, Francine Bidault, and Adamsberg orders his officers to watch her closely. However, the man in charge of watching her is found dead, and Francine is nowhere to be seen. Adamsberg realises that all the clues they have identified so far have been red herrings and begins to suspect Veyrenc of being the killer, so he lays a trap for him.


  Retancourt is still not safe, so Adamsberg, Danglard and their colleague Estalère stay by her bedside, keeping watch. They finally manage to catch the culprit: it is Ariane, whom the commissaire realises is schizophrenic. She is responsible for the murders of Pascaline and Elisabeth, and of the two men who were found with their throats cut: she enlisted their help to dig up Pascaline’s body so that she could cut off her scalp, before getting rid of them.


  The squad interrogate her, but the Alpha (normal) part of her brain denies everything. Ariane tries to drink the elixir, but Adamsberg stops her. However, he plans on sneaking some of it back to her in order to give her some relief from her torment: “And I thought it was probably best in the end that she should swallow it. So that her task is pretty much finished” (p. 398).


  Adamsberg and Veyrenc return to the Béarn, where they are both originally from, to clear the air over the attack that Veyrenc suffered when he was a child. Adamsberg tells his colleague that he was forced to look on helplessly because the real attackers had bound his hands, and the knife bearing his initials that was found on the scene attests to this, as it shows that he tried in vain to free himself to come to Veyrenc’s aid. However, the two men remain rivals for Camille’s affection.


  Once they get back to Paris, the entire squad celebrates Retancourt’s return, and they learn that Claire Langevin, who had been freed by Ariane, is now dead.


  CHARACTER STUDY


  COMMISSAIRE JEAN-BAPTISTE ADAMSBERG


  Adamsberg, commissaire at the Serious Crime Squad in Paris, first appeared in The Chalk Circle Man (1991), and is the hero of a number of Vargas’s novels.


  He is a small man with brown hair, and is described as “a slow-moving bundle of tension, whose face [is] curiously angular and whose clothes and demeanour [are] dishevelled” (p. 21). His unusual appearance and expressive features give him a certain charm that Camille (his ex-girlfriend, with whom he has a son called Thomas) and Ariane are not immune to. He is originally from the province of the Béarn, which he is very attached to and where he goes to recharge his batteries when life is getting him down.


  He is a divisive figure in the world of law enforcement, as some of his colleagues dislike his nonchalant, offhand demeanour and vague, seemingly incoherent way of thinking and investigating, which gives the impression that he does not have any real strategy.


  He is guided by his intuition (as can be seen when he redirects the investigation towards the cemetery at Montrouge) and sometimes focuses on matters which seem unimportant: “’I had an important rendezvous that was fixed a year ago.’ ’With?’ ’With the Spring. She’s touchy’” (p. 63).


  His behaviour also makes him an intriguing character. He attaches little importance to material possessions, sometimes seems to lack social skills (for example, he struggles to remember the names of his colleagues) and can fly into terrible rages, although he can also be empathetic and
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