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1. AT A TOP-FLOOR HOTEL SUITE IN PARIS
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The window of the suite looked out on the junction of two boulevards, possibly the St. Germaine and Raspail.

It was a relatively quiet residential neighborhood. There was a metro station at one of the corners, a little green square another, and a solitary café two doors down from it.

A homely woman, wearing a robe, a towel wrapped around her head, got out of the shower. After glancing briefly at the tall window, she turned her eyes on the wheeled cart that had been delivered to the suite earlier.

On the cart: a wine bottle, two glasses, and three plates covered with aluminum cloches. She lifted one of those, revealing the beef stew underneath.

There were napkins and silverware as well.
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Satisfied, the woman was about to move over to the window to enjoy the view of the boulevards below when the bell rang. She turned and headed for the door.
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2. AT THE CAFÉ SITUATED DIAGONALLY ACROSS THE STREET FROM THE HOTEL
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An imposing couple – a young woman of endearing understated beauty and a young man in an impeccable suit, were savoring their coffee at one of the sidewalk tables under the sign of “The Prefect’s Concubine.”
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The man said:

“This is one dull neighborhood, wouldn’t you say?”

“It’s nice.”

“Nice, right. These bourgeoisie are ridiculous.”

“Why?”

“Some are smug, others lethargic. Paris is a profoundly bourgeois city to begin with, but this area? It’s the worst. Just look at them. Glued to their phones, ignoring their surroundings. The coffee, incidentally, is less than top-notch, but do they care? They’re oblivious to everything except their idea of propriety: so long as everything looks and feels ‘decent’ in their neighbor’s eyes, they don’t give a shit. Nothing ever happens here: nothing at all.”

One of the top floor windows of the hotel across the street shattered, and, glancing off the railing of the decorative balcony, a female body plunged down to the sidewalk along with pieces of the frame and glass fragments.

The woman cried out while the man, astonished, rose to his feet, inclined his head, and peered.

Some women screamed.
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3. OUTSIDE THE HOTEL, TEN MINUTES LATER
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A group of policemen surrounded the body. 

An ambulance was parked nearby, its lights flashing silently. 

At some distance, a courier of Senegalese descent, mounted on his scooter, was filming the scene with his phone. His name was Xavier. He plays an important role in this story.
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4. IN THE GARDEN OUTSIDE
AN EIGHTEENTH CENTURY CHATEAU
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The first leaves had already begun to appear. Soon the entire garden, separated from the rest of civilization by an ancient ivy-covered limestone wall, would be ensconced in a tapestry of verdant foliage.

Agrippina, in a simple business suit and light-colored sandals, her legs crossed, her back upright, cognac glass in hand, sat at the ornate table. Opposite her a dignified old man of about ninety, with remnants of gray hair brushed neatly back, large green eyes, and wearing a light-colored suit, was sitting decorously, with one hand on the knob of an elegant ivory cane.

Agrippina:

“Is this your house, then?”

The old man:

“It has been these past forty years.”

She paused before asking:

“How did I end up here?”

“You don’t remember?”

She shook her head.

The old man:

“Well. I was walking down the street ...”

“Which street?”

“Rue de Birag. Between St. Antoine and the Place de Voges.”

“I see.”

“I saw you sitting at the outdoor café table – ‘La Popularité’, I believe, with the portrait of a large-breasted thespian in the window.”

“Okay. Go on.”

“It was a sunny afternoon.”

“Right. And?”

“As I approached, you fell off the chair and landed on the sidewalk. The waiter rushed out, but I stopped him and motioned to my bodyguards.”

“Do you always walk around with bodyguards?”

“Just two. Just in case.”

“Okay.”

“I thought it was a fortunate coincidence. It would have been imprudent not to take advantage of it. They carried you to my car. We drove here, laid you on the bed, and covered you with a sheet. You were completely out of it.”

“How long did I sleep?”

“About twelve hours. When you woke up, the man on duty alerted the chef, and he made you breakfast.”

“And these clothes?”

“I called a guy I know, a retired tailor.”

She reflected. She asked:

“What do you want?”

“Why would you think I wanted something from you?”

“Because you’re a selfish pig who wouldn’t go to all this trouble on my account if you didn’t want something.”

“It’s been decades, Agrippina. I may have changed.”

“I seriously doubt it.” 

“All right.”

“Out with it.”

“Fine. The matter is rather delicate.”

“I’m all ears.”

“Do you know a man who occasionally answers to the name of Horatius?”

Agrippina knocked back her cognac, set the snifter on the ground, and said:

“No.”

“Are you certain?”

“I’m positive.”

“I would like to hire him.”

“He can’t be hired.”

“He might make an exception in this case.”

“Dream on.”

“I reckon he’s here in Paris right now.”

“No, he isn’t.”

“Mind calling him? Tell him I’ll accept his terms, whatever they are.”

“I don’t have his number.”

“Tell him I’m an old friend of his.”

“He loathes his old friends. Says they’re all crooks.”

“Tell him I once slept with his wife.”

Agrippina frowned. She asked skeptically:

“Really?”

“Yes, imagine that.”

“You two go way back, then?”

“Me and his wife?”

“You and Horatius.”

“Way back. Just ask him to come over: I’ll provide the transportation. Tell him he can bring along anyone he wants, including that detective of his.”

“What detective?”

“The arrogant character from New England? Oh, and the Caribbean harpy, too. And the South African felon. There’s plenty of room for everybody ... Didn’t you move to New England recently?”

“What business is that of yours?”

“Got tired of Madrid, eh? Too many memories?”

Suddenly, Agrippina laughed. She said:

“Don’t flatter yourself, hoss. And, please, no reminiscing.”

“No, of course not. Are you going to get in touch with him?”

“What’s in it for me?”

“Not much, I’m afraid. It’s all about my legacy.”

“Your ... legacy?”

“Yes.”

“What are you, a politician? Composer? Architect?”

“I’m a scientist.” 

“Really? Okay, you’re right, I’ll call him. He’s a great fan of science. He was Galileo’s drinking buddy after all.”

“Don’t mock, Agrippina. Please just call him.” 

“What, now?”

“Yes, now.”

“Fine. What should I tell him?”

“Tell him ... Did you see the news yesterday?”

“No.”

The old man turned on the tablet, pressed some keys, and handed it to her.

A news anchor said from the screen:

“The scientific community is shocked – and devastated – by the death of the prominent paleontologist Minerva Lavoisier. The police established that Miss Lavoisier, who was in Paris for a conference, committed suicide by leaping to her death from the window of her hotel suite. The discovery Miss Lavoisier seems to have made earlier ...”

Reaching across the table, the old man snatched the tablet from Agrippina. He grumbled: 

“Discovery, my ass ... Fucking ingrates ... She dug up some stuff. And ‘prominent’ is an exaggeration, of course. There are no prominent paleontologists today.”

“Why is that?”

“Because. All this is very suspicious.”

“Was she your student? Mistress?”

“It doesn’t matter who or what she was. Please call Horatius.”
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5. AT A HOTEL SUITE NEAR 
THE PLACE DE LA RESPUBLIQUE
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A forty-year-old man in a purple robe - dark-skinned, with sensual lips, powerful black eyebrows, and straight raven-black hair – was sitting in a chair.

Reposing on the bed, her chest covered with a sheet, was a pleasant-looking browned-haired middle-aged white woman with large eyes and smooth opalescent shoulders. 

Illuminated by the sunlight pouring from the tall French window, an older white man, gray-haired and balding, in a business suit, stood at the writing desk, with his hands in his pockets.

He said:

“It isn’t the fact that you’re cheating on me, or that you’ve always been a filthy whore to begin with, that matters here. Well, yes: I’ve given you everything: the roof over your head, travel opportunities, family, status – far more than you could have possibly dreamed of in your stinking suburb. Yet none of that is important. The only thing that truly concerns me is: why him of all people? That’s what I’d like to know.”

The woman objected:

“I’m not a whore. This is all your fault. You haven’t paid any attention to me in years. The pills, the depression ...” 

“Oh, please! Even the sound of your voice is annoying. For the last time: why him? Why? Answer me!”

The man in the purple robe:

“Can I say something?”

The man in the business suit: 

“No one’s asking you. You and I will talk someplace else.”

“Excuse me!”

“Quiet.”

“My intentions are honorable. I’m fully prepared to offer the lady my hand and heart.”

The older man addressed the woman again, his voice dripping with disdain:

“Just look at him. Hand and heart ... As a matter of fact, you do have a lot in common. I took that asshole under my wing: I was his mentor: I gave him a chance. He’s fully tenured now. His gratitude? The little jerk joined the enemy camp! He’s now working for those conmen trying to undermine me! As for you, my dear: I quite expect others to betray me: that’s an occupational hazard. But treason in my own family is where I draw the line. We have kids, bitch. Did you think of our kids when you spread your whore legs for him? Let me be clear: here’s what I’m going to do ...”

Someone knocked on the door.

A short pause followed. Breaking the silence, the dark-skinned man said loudly:

“Yes?”

A male voice outside responded:

“Room service. Your breakfast, Monsieur.”

The man in the business suit shook his head, grinning morosely, and saying:

“Well, why not? You two must be hungry. I could use a snack too. Go ahead.”

He nodded towards the door.

The man in the purple robe made his way to the door and began to open it when the room service person outside assisted by kicking it. 

The door flew open. 

The berobed man staggered backwards, stumbled against a chair, and fell awkwardly on the floor, pressing his left hand to his face.

Badger – tall, powerful, and austere-looking in a formal suit – entered, closed the door behind him, and asked in English with a Southern African accent:

“Which one of you is Martin Koch? Quick. Martin Koch?”

All eyes focused on him. After a brief pause, Badger continued, pointing at the man in the business suit:

“Are you Koch?”

No answer.

He turned to the woman.

“Is he Koch?”

Still no answer.

He turned again to face the berobed man.

“Are you Koch?”

The latter replied while still pressing a palm to his injured cheekbone:

“What’s the matter?  Who are you?”

Badger nodded, satisfied.

“Good.” He turned to the others. “I’m going to borrow him – do you mind? Don’t worry, you’ll get him back eventually. Hopefully in one piece.”

The one in the business suit disagreed:

“Excuse me, Monsieur, I don’t know who you are, but ... I’m calling the police.”

He was about to dial when Badger snatched away his phone and slapped him on the cheek. The woman cried out, which prompted Badger to slap her on the head. He then pulled out his pistol, extracted the magazine, glanced at it, and slammed it back in, giving the one in the business suit a meaningful glance. Putting the pistol back in his belt, he grabbed the berobed man’s forearm – who cried out in pain – and dragged him towards the exit. At the door, he turned and said:

“Sit tight, both of you. Don’t make any noise. Everything’s going to be fine ... Clueless morons ...”
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6. IN THE FIRST CLASS CABIN OF A TRANSATLANTIC FLIGHT
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His phone rang, awakening Prince in his lie-flat seat. He picked up, saying blearily:

“Yeah? ... I see. Where? ... No, I’m en route to Budapest as we speak ... Okay ... Didn’t I tell you what you should do? I only need a couple of days ... Aw, all right. I’ll be there.”

He straightened, readjusted the chair, and beckoned the stewardess to approach. She smiled. She came over. She saw Prince writing something in a notebook.

He tore off the page and handed it to her, saying:

“Read it, please.”

She did, and looked at him quizzically.

Prince said:

“Pass it on to the pilot.”

“Sir, I ...”

“Just do it, sweetheart.”

“I’m not sure I can. Or should. Maybe I shouldn’t.”

“Why?”

“Wouldn’t it upset him?”

“Upset him? No. Landing in Orli has been his dream since childhood.”

“He’d have to coordinate with the people upstairs ...”

“He’ll think of something. Blame it on a faulty indicator or whatever. Say, have you ever ... wait ...”

He turned on his tablet and showed her something that resembled a police sketch.

“... ever seen this woman?”

“I don’t think so. Who is she?”

“I have no idea. My theory would be some victualer, but I have no evidence to support it. Just give the note to the pilot. In the meantime, I’m going to resume my nap, if you don’t mind.”
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7. IN AN APARTMENT ON
THE BOULEVARD SEBASTOPOL
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Tall windows; spacious rooms. 

Sitting Indian-style on the couch, Horatius smiled ironically as he gazed at the flustered Badger.

The man Badger had dragged out of the hotel suite earlier was standing in the doorway leading to the kitchen, still wearing his purple robe. Inside the kitchen, Agrippina was making herself an omelet while sipping wine from a champagne flute. 

Horatius said:

“A man named Martin Koch can be German, American, Canadian, Australian, or British, of either Germanic or Jewish descent. Some families in France and Italy bear that name as well, but not in Mumbai, Badger, my friend, I assure you.”

Badger:

“Why not?”

Horatius:

“History, tradition, geography: the usual thing. Why is this fellow here?”

“I went to the hotel ...”

“Right.”

“I inspected the logs, like you told me. I found the entry for Koch, Room 17. I went up ...”

“Yes. And?”

“There were three ... persons ... in the room.”

“Oh?”

“I asked which of them was Koch.” 

“And this guy said he was Koch? What were his exact words? ‘Yes, my name is Martin Koch’?”

“It may have been implied.”

“Indeed!”

“Yes.”

“And the others? What were they like?”

“The woman was a middle-aged white harpy, with partly gray hair.”

“She couldn’t have been Martin Koch?”

“I guess not. The man was also white, with gray hair.”

Horatius turned to the berobed man:

“What’s your name, sir?”

“I’m Rudra Anand, Monsieur, and I repeat: this is outrageous. I protest. I have no idea who you people are, but that’s irrelevant. I’m expected at a conference in the morning.” 

The doorbell rang. Horatius nodded to Badger. 

Laden with paper bags featuring pastel-colored logos and wearing a sumptuous white suit, low-heeled white shoes, and a white beret put on askew, Livia nudged Badger out of her way. She surveyed the place quickly, tossed the bags on the floor near the window, and said loudly:

“There are too many clothing stores in this city! I was out sightseeing, and each time I wanted to focus on something pretty and historical, there was a store in sight. As a result, I’ve seen nothing at all so far! Nothing! Not even the Louvre. Damn it.”

She cast a glance at the berobed man. She asked:

“Who’s that moron?”

Without waiting for an answer, she marched on to the kitchen, saying:

“Pines, pour me a drink, will you? I’m fucking drained here. Is that an omelet? You know how to cook? Wow. I’m starving. I’m sick and tired of cafes, home cooking is just the thing. Is Prince here yet? No? Shame. Hey, Pines, are you a good screamer?”

Agrippina:

“I beg your pardon?”

Livia:

“I’ve never heard you scream. Let’s scream together, you and I. In chorus. Come on, it’s fun. Quit putting on airs, you wanna-be aristocrat. Yeah, yeah, fuck you too.”
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8. ON THE PONT CAROUSEL AT NOON
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Standing under the Statue of Plenty (a seated young woman wearing a chiton, with a horn in her right hand and a jewelry box on her knees), Prince, wearing a business suit and a trench coat, gazed pensively at the former train terminal, and now a museum branch, on the opposite side of the river. 
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Coming up to him from the flank, Horatius touched Prince’s shoulder.

“Good afternoon.”

Prince nodded without turning and continued to peer at the building.

Horatius asked:

“Did you figure it out?”

Prince smiled.

“I’m not a miracle worker, Horatius. These things take time.”

“You’ve got some leads, though?”

“Maybe. Got in touch with former colleagues, spoke to some locals, studied the forensics’ photos, visited the crime site ...”

“So, what do you think? Generally speaking? Was it suicide?”

“I see that’s how you’d rather have it.”

“You could say that.”

“You aren’t alone, Horatius. The authorities agree with you.”

“So?” 

“The victim ordered dinner for two, took a shower, wrapped herself in a towel ...”

“Yes?”

“Well, if in fact she did shoot herself in the shoulder from behind, at eight meters’ distance, take a running jump, and exit the suite through the sixth-floor window, along with a portion of the frame and some glass – then, yes, it was a suicide.”

“Shit. That’s inconvenient.”

“Again, the authorities agree. Which is why the case is closed.”

“There will be rumors.”

“Why? There’s nothing in the news media. Besides, who cares about paleontology these days?”

“The paleontological community does, Prince. Plus, some biologists might become concerned. As well as some geneticists.”

“Oh. An in-house conflict? You really should consider informing me beforehand what it is I’m getting into, Horatius.”

“My apologies. The deceased seems to have made a discovery that could potentially upend every established notion in those fields, as well as in geology.”

“So?”

“The ramifications ...”

“You’re not joking.”

“That’s how the client ... explained it to me. It would affect too many areas ...”

“I see. Some members of said community find the situation unpalatable.”

“That’s what he said.”

“Did you get hold of Koch?”

“Badger ... He botched it. Brought some Hindu fellow instead of Koch.”

“And the Hindu’s name would be? ...”

“Rudra Anand.”

“Rudra Anand!”

“Yes. Why?”

“Consider it our first lucky break.”

“I’m getting a feeling that you know more than you let on, Prince. Are you interested in paleontology?”

“A little. Koch talks a lot, especially at conferences, and might be too difficult to impersonate. Anand, he’ll just sit and pretend to take notes. It’s a perfect job for Livia.”

“Oh!”

“Is she here?”

“Yes.”

“There will be no reporters until the conference is nearly over. They begin tomorrow at 11 a.m., right after breakfast. Biologists, they always insist on having a big breakfast.”

“Livia would have to be present during the entire conference. Wouldn’t that be too risky?”

“Don’t worry. Anand speaks very little French; his English mannerisms of elocution are distinctive and easy to emulate: it’s nothing Livia couldn’t handle. A backup wouldn’t hurt, though, just in case. Send Badger. Let him wait for her at the door. In the meantime, you and I should pay the client a visit and get the truth out of him ... since it’s obvious that the matter concerns you personally somehow.”

“Me?”

“The affair reeks of your people ... Persuaders, I mean.”

“Right.”

“Of course I’m right. Also, the – what do you call them? ... the Lumes? ... they seem to be involved.”

“The Lumes? Are you sure?”

“You don’t care for them.”

“I’m not a fan, no. Their methods ...”

“What about their methods?”

“Enlisting third parties, acting behind everyone’s back ...”

“I see.”

“I wish they weren’t part of this. Are you sure they’re involved?”

“My best guess. Where’s Agrippina?”

“She got drunk earlier. Sleeping it off now.” 

“Okay. Let’s talk to the client. What we do after that is up to you.”

“Me?

“You’re the boss, remember?”

“I don’t like it, Prince. It’s a mess. We shouldn’t have gotten involved.”

“I understand. I’m sorry.”
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9. OUTSIDE THE GLASS-AND-CONCRETE CONVENTION CENTER TO THE EAST OF THE GARE DE LYON
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An exorbitantly long and tall stretch limo pulled over at the entrance.

The rear door opened.

A man of Mediterranean appearance, unapologetically handsome, aged about thirty, in a long summer coat, emerged. With his hands in his pockets, he struck a casual pose and demonstratively neglected to proffer his hand to the woman in her mid-forties, wearing a blouse, skirt, nylon stockings, and stylish dark-colored shoes who stepped out of the limo after him.

Appearing to be annoyed, the lady surveyed the surroundings and gestured to the black sedan that had in the meantime pulled over and parked behind the limo. Two men in dark suits and sunglasses emerged from it.

The handsome young man asked in French, with a southern accent:

“So, this is where they’re going to hold their conference? In this fishtank?”

The lady responded:

“Yes. What’s weighing on you? The service? The architecture? The absence of an orchestra and a red carpet?”

Without gracing her with an answer, the handsome young man headed for the entrance. The lady and the guards followed him.
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