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          PARIS BY NIGHT

        

      

    

    
      Paris, Petite Truanderie Street.

      Curled in a ball on the sidewalk, the kid squealed like a piglet. He reeked of blood and piss, and I was getting fed up.

      It had been dark for hours, and the Halles district was buckling under the rain. The streets were empty, apart from the occasional bum asleep on a subway grate.

      “Say it again!” I growled.

      “I… I have to leave the neighborhood,” he said, three octaves too high and sputtering.

      It wasn’t his fault. I’d probably knocked out a few too many teeth.

      “When?” I asked.

      The kid whined—not the answer I was hoping for.

      I bent down to grab him by the collar and lifted him off the ground.

      “You and your pals are leaving the neighborhood tonight,” I said. “This is Monsieur Mathieu’s territory now. If you and your buddies ever come back to deal here, you know what you’re in for.”

      I let go of the kid, who fell back onto the sidewalk like a stinking rag doll. He cowered as if the protection of his arms could prevent me from wringing his neck. I could have killed him without wrinkling my shirt. But I wanted him to go and warn his dealer buddies: this territory now belonged to Mathieu, and Mathieu wouldn’t tolerate any competition.

      I turned on my heels and set off at a leisurely pace. The asphalt gleamed in the fine, stubborn rain. I turned left towards the Seine. At almost four in the morning, Paris was deserted. I’d intercepted the kid just as he’d wrapped up his last drug deal, a nice bundle of cash in one pocket and not a single dose of dope left in the other. The bundle was now resting in my pocket. Mathieu was forcing me to do his dirty work for free. He could have paid me—he could afford to—but he liked humiliating me. Having a vampire at his beck and call made him all hot and bothered.

      He could also have integrated the kid and his friends into his sales team instead of hunting them down like dirt. He wiped the soles of his Italian shoes on the working class. One of these days, it would come back to bite him in the ass.

      I walked in the rain all the way to Louvre Street. I was soaked and cold. But what really pissed me off was the idea that Mathieu would continue to use me for his dirty work. Unfortunately for me, this bastard was no fool. If I wanted to end his little blackmail scheme—and I did—I’d have to work a little harder.

      I passed by the Halle au Blé, a round, squat building huddled in the cold rain. I reached the corner of Rivoli Street and stopped. This was where I’d set up shop just over a century ago, in the cellar of a then brand-new stone building. I pushed open the heavy door, thinking of the drink I was about to treat myself to, to wash away the night’s affronts.

      I passed Romane in the building lobby.

      She was wearing a sports outfit—probably fair-trade organic cotton—under a parka I imagined was made of recycled plastic. She had tied her blond hair into two little buns, making her look like a sporty, smiling little devil.

      “Mademoiselle Bourgeois,” I mumbled without stopping.

      My glass was waiting for me. But Romane wouldn’t let me get away with it. If I gave her the cold shoulder, meetings between the co-owners (Romane and me) would become even more uncomfortable.

      “Rohh, it’s okay,” she said, “you can call me Romane. After all, we’re almost the same age.”

      Romane was nineteen. I was … a little older. But of course, I hadn’t looked my age for a few centuries.

      Romane’s parents had died the previous spring. The kid had inherited the building and its tenants—except my cellar, which I owned. Since then, she’d been a model landlady, a model student, and a model young lady. I was exhausted just thinking about it.

      “What time is it? t?” I mumbled.

      “Half past five!” she replied with her usual smile. “Back from a party? You’re soaking wet.”

      She frowned and took another step toward me.

      “Is that blood on your shirt?”

      I looked down. Yes, on my soggy shirt was a red stain, a gift from the kid I’d just beaten up. I closed my coat.

      “Some harissa sauce,” I said. “I had a kebab.”

      “It’ll leave a stain.”

      “Probably. Have a nice day.”

      I tried to get around her, but she exclaimed.

      “I’m going to my yoga class before college. Wanna come?”

      She pointed to the bags dangling from her shoulder: a leather satchel that usually held her class stuff, a neon pink nylon gym bag, and an oblong bag that could hold … a rifle?

      “And you’re going hunting after yoga?”

      Romane burst out laughing.

      “Of course not! That’s my mat.”

      Something scratched the inside of the bag in question, and the zipper slowly opened.

      “Your mat is making a run for it,” I said.

      Romane shrieked and let her things fall to the marble floor. A black ball burst from the oblong bag with a wild screech.

      “I didn’t know you could practice yoga with a kitten,” I said.

      The kitten in question was barely bigger than a chestnut, as black as night and in full display of anger. Standing on his toes, back arched, tiny fangs exposed, he spat his rage in Romane’s direction. She considered the animal as if she’d never seen it before and, after a few moments of confusion, crouched down with a smile.

      “Sweet little kitty, what are you doing in my bag?”

      She stretched her hand towards the animal, which backed away and spat even more. Undaunted, Romane persisted.

      “I’ll take you back to the…”

      She dived towards the cat. The animal leaped over the young woman’s hands and towards her face, claws out.

      Romane threw herself backward. I snatched the animal before it could reach its target.

      Sitting on the marble floor among her bags, the young woman stared at me with eyes as big as saucers. I probably should have been more discreet. I shouldn’t have let her see my speed. It was too late.

      “Wow, nice reflex!” she gasped. “Thank you.”

      “Are you sure it’s your cat?”

      She stood up.

      “He’s quite the little wildcat,” she laughed.

      A new noise made me turn my head. The kitten was still hanging from my hand. But instead of yowling, it was now purring. Huh.

      I handed the animal to Romane. As soon as she approached him, he yowled even more.

      “I’m going to handle him like you, by the neck,” she decided.

      As soon as she grabbed him, the little savage turned around, dug his claws into her wrist, and bit her hand. She let go, and the kitten jumped on me.

      I could have dodged, but 1) I didn’t want to draw any more attention to my inhuman reflexes, and 2) it was obvious that the cat meant me no harm. As if to prove me right, it grabbed the front of my shirt, climbed me like a tree trunk, and perched on my shoulder. Then he started purring again.

      “Must be the smell of kebab,” I said.

      Romane nodded silently. She seemed to care about this cat more than she should. Perhaps she’d needed some company since her parents died? Humans couldn’t stand solitude, I’d learned over the centuries.

      “Go to your yoga class,” I said. “I’ll bring him back when he’s calmer.”

      She hesitated, opening and closing her hands several times as if thinking of grabbing the animal by force. Against my neck, the kitten stopped purring. Romane clearly displeased him.

      I descended the stairs. My office was in the basement of the building, in a vaulted stone cellar, with my bedroom adjoining. As soon as I unlocked the door, the kitten jumped down and disappeared into the darkness of my den. I relocked the door behind me, hung up my drenched coat, and dropped into my armchair. I didn’t bother to turn on the light. I wasn’t in the mood for the bleak neon lighting.

      The pale stone walls maintained a constant temperature in my home. Like a fine bottle of wine, I was sheltered from the outside world. Over the dirt floor, I had laid a solid oak parquet, which I lovingly maintained. Under this floor, the rats led their lives. From time to time, they came up to nibble at my archives—at which point I declared war on them. My office and bedroom were overflowing with old papers that I couldn’t get rid of. Pulp novels, newspaper clippings, files on long-dead clients… I kept it all. Furniture from different eras—solid wood, metal, plywood—lined the walls. On some of them, I had stacked boxes up to the vaulted ceiling. My desk sat in the middle of the room, and there too, between the Bakelite telephone and the paper phone book, piles of books and files accumulated as clients came and went.

      The large drawer at the bottom of my desk contained a cooler. You can say what you like about plastic objects, but it had been working perfectly since 1962. I’d applied a cold spell to it the day I’d bought it, and I’d never had a problem since.

      I opened it, grabbed a blood bag and a crystal goblet. I poured myself a well-deserved drink. It was the second time in a month that Mathieu had sent me out to intimidate small-time thugs. Clearly, he was no longer satisfied with distributing his drugs in his numerous nightclubs or having them delivered by his restaurants. Monsieur had decided to make the Paris street his own. He was forcing out the competition, one gang after another. I didn’t care who supplied the junkies of Paris. But I was getting tired of being manipulated like a puppet. I had to get around to destroying that damned evidence. And soon.

      I emptied the contents of my glass and announced:

      “I’m going to bed. You can hunt rats all you like, but stay out of my room.”

      The kitten didn’t answer.
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          A DAME IN DISTRESS

        

      

    

    
      It was 6 p.m. and I had just woken up.

      The cat had knocked over several piles of papers, shredded the previous week’s newspaper, and pissed on my desk. He was now sitting in the hollow of my armchair, demanding food with indignant meows.

      I sacrificed a tea towel to mop up my desk pad and chased the cat out of my chair. I had a headache, a side effect of the anticoagulants added to the blood bags. My blotter was ruined. The glass I’d left behind yesterday had rolled to the floor. I stooped to pick it up and found it surprisingly clean. Kitten must have been there, too.

      I reached for the drawer containing my food pantry, but a noise caught my attention. High heels on the stairs leading to my office. There was a knock on the door; three light, precise knocks.

      No time to feed the cat or have a drink to clear my head. Oh well. I opened the door.

      In the sinister staircase leading down to my office, a bare light bulb hung on the wall. It projected a luminous aura around the visitor but left her features in shadow.

      “Monsieur Dupré?” whispered the woman. “Germain Dupré?”

      I’d neglected to turn on the light in the office, so she couldn’t have seen much. I corrected my omission, and the neon woke up clicking.

      Judging by my visitor’s expression, I didn’t look the part. Tall but skinny as a rail, with my brown hair standing at attention and my eternal three-day beard, I looked more like a rock singer than a private detective.

      I confirmed my identity and invited the woman in. She ignored the hand I held out to her—hers was clutching her bag—and sat on the edge of her chair as if afraid of soiling her pretty pencil skirt. She cast frightened glances around her, her handbag in her lap like a magic shield. I’d probably have to rethink the decor if it had that effect on customers.

      I took a seat at my desk, and the cat settled between two stacks of books to monitor the rest of the conversation.

      “My name is Nadine Leroy,” breathed the woman. “I don’t have an appointment, but…”

      The neon cast its harsh light on Madame Leroy, her pale face, reddened eyes, and impeccable brown chignon revealing the fine skin of her neck.

      She opened her mouth as if to speak, seemed to change her mind, and let out a desperate sob.

      I gave her time to come to her senses. My mouth was pasty, and I had a fierce desire to moisten my throat. But not in front of the customers.

      Nadine Leroy gradually regained control of her nerves and let out a long sigh.

      “You must find my husband.”

      With a trembling hand, she held out a photograph. It was an official-looking portrait, showing a thin, blond man smiling tightly.

      “When did he disappear?”

      “I… This afternoon.”

      “Maybe it’s a bit early to hire a private eye,” I said.

      I had no desire to accept money from this woman to find her husband in someone else’s bed. That kind of business was nothing but trouble.

      Nadine Leroy burst into tears.

      “You don’t understand!” she said between hiccups.

      I glanced enviously at my desk drawer. No one should have to face a crying woman on an empty stomach. The cat, on the other hand, didn’t seem much bothered. He licked his paw, put it to his ear, and yawned.

      “I need to find my husband,” continued the woman after a few moments.

      “What if you find him in someone else’s arms?” I said.

      The cat’s tail whipped against the wood of my desk.

      Madame Leroy looked away and slightly shrugged her shoulders.

      “At least I’ll know he’s all right, and I’ll stop worrying about him.”

      Why was she getting so worked up over a few hours of disappearance? It was ridiculous. Either this woman had a major anxiety problem, or she hadn’t told me everything.

      “Why don’t you start from the beginning?”

      Nadine took a handkerchief out of her bag and dabbed at her eyes and nose—which must have been lovely any other day but had reddened and swollen from crying. She sniffed and straightened her shoulders.

      “This afternoon, Robert’s partner called me. He said Robert had… That he’d had some kind of fit, destroyed part of the inventory, and run away.”

      “Inventory?” I said. “What business is Robert in?”

      “He has an import-export business in antiques. Liturgical pieces, mainly.”

      “Like … crucifixes?”

      “Among other things.”

      Yikes.

      

      I wasn’t sure I felt like taking on that case.

      “François—François Bel, my husband’s partner—wants to lodge a complaint.”

      “For the damage?”

      Nadine pursed her lips before blurting out:

      “Robert left with an object of value.”

      Ah. That changed matters.

      I remained quiet—the best way, in my experience, to get someone to talk.

      Silence stretched between Nadine and me. She fidgeted with her bag between her nervous fingers, wiggled on the edge of her chair, and finally said:

      “It’s an old book that Robert and François acquired very recently. Robert wanted to examine it… Which I don’t understand because books are François’ domain. Robert deals with objects, and François with books, so I don’t know. François told me he’d found the storeroom upside down, part of the collection destroyed, and Robert had disappeared with the book. François was beside himself. He wanted to lodge a complaint immediately. I convinced him to wait in order to preserve their business reputation. You must find my husband and the book as quickly as possible.”

      “How long have your husband and his business partner known each other?”

      “All their lives.”

      “In that case… Forgive me, but why are you and François convinced that your husband is responsible for the damage and the theft? Why don’t you think it was a burglary? Your husband may be in danger, in which case you need to call the police…”

      Nadine shook her head, and a lock of brown hair escaped from her chignon.

      “The storeroom is equipped with surveillance cameras. You can clearly see François enter alone and later leave with the book.”

      “Did you see this video?”

      “Just before I came. If I hadn’t, I’d never have believed Robert was guilty. François is furious. I imagine he feels betrayed.”

      “Because he’s known Robert for so long,” I said.

      Nadine nodded.

      Something wasn’t right.

      “Why isn’t your husband’s partner here with you?”

      “Despite their long friendship,” said Nadine, “I get the impression that… François values the book over my husband. I know he’s already contacted one of your colleagues, but I’m afraid it’s only to find the book, not Robert.”

      “But you want me to find both.”

      “Robert, first and foremost. But if he returns without the book, I’m sure François will press charges. My husband’s reputation will be destroyed, and his career with it. No one will want to work with an antique dealer accused of theft.”

      She opened her handbag and took out a brown paper envelope.

      “Here’s two thousand euros as an advance. I hope it’s enough to start your investigation.”

      I considered the envelope she handed me.

      The story had a stink to it. Best-case scenario, the guy had left his wife to make a new life in the tropics. Worst case scenario … he was being blackmailed. But what could the threat be, with Robert’s wife sitting in front of me?

      “A problem?” asked Nadine Leroy, the envelope still held out to me.

      “Do you have any children?”

      Nadine widened her eyes.

      “No, why?”

      “Someone could be pressuring your husband into stealing this book. You’re obviously not being held hostage. So I wonder what leverage would be powerful enough to convince Robert to betray a long-time friend and put his reputation, career, and freedom at risk.”

      “We have no children, and Robert talks very little about his family. I can’t imagine a scenario in which he would take such a risk for anyone but François or me.”

      So either the mysterious blackmailer had convinced Robert that he could kill his wife or business partner at any moment, or Robert wasn’t being manipulated and had given in to his demons.

      Ah, I hated that expression.

      I straightened up to grab the envelope, and Nadine seemed relieved to be rid of it.

      “I’ll need Robert’s name, address, and…”

      “It’s all in the envelope,” she said. “Address, copy of his passport…”

      “He left without a passport?”

      She nodded silently.

      “Does Robert own a car?”

      “We sold it. Traffic in Paris is hellish, and Robert always takes a cab to the airport.”

      I nodded in agreement and ran my fingers through my wild hair. I think better that way.

      “One day,” I finally said. “For the next 24 hours, I’ll do my best to find Robert. But if I don’t get any leads after that, you’ll have to go to the police. Your husband’s life is more precious than his reputation.”

      Here goes. And I didn’t overcommit myself.

      “To start,” I said, “I need to speak to your husband’s business partner and see the video recording you mentioned.”

      “His address is in the envelope,” she whispered. “I’ll let him know.”

      Nadine once again refused the hand I was holding out to her and obediently let me escort her to the door.

      I watched her as she made her way up the stairs. Her stilettos echoed on the stone steps, and the light from the bulb played on the nape of her neck. When she disappeared from sight, I slammed the door and returned to my desk.
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          LOW ON BLOOD

        

      

    

    
      I dropped into my armchair, opened my pantry drawer and the cooler it contained. It was almost empty.

      “We’re running low, Kitten,” I muttered.

      I selected a blood bag and a whisky glass, and poured myself a generous helping of O-negative. The cat stood up, stretched, and jumped onto my lap.

      “Meow!” he called in a rattling voice.

      “Are you hungry? Do you need milk, or are you old enough for fish?”

      The cat responded by placing a paw on the glass in my hand.

      “This?” I said, smiling. “I don’t think so…”

      I put the glass under his nose. The kitten sniffed and then, to my surprise, dipped the tip of his paw in. He gave another sniff to the liquid on his paw before tasting it with the tip of his tongue. Clearly satisfied, he licked his paw clean.

      After all, why not? Cats are carnivores, and Kitten had already washed my glass from the night before.

      I retrieved the blood bag from my wastebasket, and Kitten set about scrubbing it meticulously.

      Once we’d finished breakfast, I picked up the phone and dialed a mobile number. My interlocutor picked up but remained silent.

      “Selene,” I said, “it’s Germain.”

      She must have known it was me since I always called her from the same line. And her name wasn’t Selene, but Élodie Dupuis. She was a lab assistant in a blood bank, the single mother of a severely handicapped child, and perpetually strapped for cash. Her cocaine habit wasn’t helping her finances, but I wouldn’t blame her. Everyone needs something to keep them going.

      “As usual?” breathed Selene.

      “Tomorrow night?” I asked.

      “Eight o’clock.”

      She hung up.

      I wrote down our appointment in my planner. With centuries of memories, I sometimes find it hard to remember the day-to-day.

      I improvised a litter box out of cardboard and the shreds of newspaper that Kitten had destroyed. Then I filled the bowl with clean water.

      “Kitten, I’m off to work. Be a good boy.”

      I tucked Nadine Leroy’s envelope into my coat pocket and opened the door. The cat slipped between my legs and ran up the stairs.

      “Okay,” I mumbled. “Go back to Romane, or get some fresh air. You know which door to meow at if you’re looking for me.”

      He was waiting for me on the building’s doorstep. I opened the heavy wrought-iron and glass door, and the kitten stepped out onto the sidewalk.

      “There are a lot of cars in this neighborhood,” I said. “Don’t get run over!”

      I bent down to scratch him behind the ear. He let me, purring. As I straightened up, he leaped onto my leg, digging his claws into my jeans and then my shirt as he scaled me like a tree trunk. He snuggled under my arm and scratched the lining of my coat as if it weren’t already worn out enough.

      The kitten meowed until I placed him in the inside pocket of my coat. Then I felt him turn around a few times before dropping to the bottom of the pocket.

      “I hope Mr. Bel isn’t allergic to cats,” I said, heading for the subway entrance.

      The kitten was so light that it didn’t even unbalance my coat.
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          THE ANTIQUES DEALER

        

      

    

    
      François Bel had taken up residence in the 7th arrondissement, between Saint-Germain des Prés and Invalides. Robert Leroy’s partner had bought himself a duplex apartment on the top floor of a building in Paris’ most expensive district.

      A man in his early fifties, he was dark-haired, with silver hair at the temples. He wore a dark velvet dinner jacket. The garment revealed a young man’s figure, with broad shoulders and slender hips.

      Monsieur Bel greeted me with a polite smile and a firm handshake.

      I entered the exotic wood-paneled hallway, where the parquet floor was covered with a refined carpet. With a gesture, Bel ushered me into an office—his own, I assumed.

      The room was square and had only two openings: the door we’d just entered and a tall window opposite. The rest of the walls were covered with books. Waxed wooden shelves overflowed with eclectic-looking volumes. Leather-bound works with gilded text rubbed shoulders with timeworn paperbacks in no apparent order.

      Here again, a precious carpet covered the parquet floor. The desk itself was not huge, but obviously old. The cheerful disorder of the furniture was reminiscent of that on the shelves.

      Bel sat down behind the desk, and I took my place opposite him. The antique chair creaked under my weight.

      “So Nadine has hired a private detective,” he said.

      “She’s very worried.”

      Bel clasped his hands together and put his index fingers to his lips.

      “Me too,” he finally said with a sigh. “This isn’t like Robert.”

      “Do you know what happened?”

      Bel leaned back in his seat, took a deep breath, and began his story.

      “Thursday afternoon, Robert had planned to go to the storeroom…”

      “Where exactly?”

      “Our offices are on rue des Saint-Pères, and we rent the building’s basement as a warehouse.”

      “So Robert was in the cellar? Did you see him?”

      Bel shook his head nervously.

      “I was in my office, upstairs. Robert said he wanted to examine our latest acquisition. It’s a codex from the Middle Ages.”

      “Madame Leroy said you are the antique book specialist. She couldn’t tell me why Robert examined this one.”

      “He wasn’t interested in the book but in the cloth wrapping the codex. It had gold embroidery that seemed to fascinate him. So he set off to examine it, to see if we could have it restored.”

      “Examine it … in the cellar?”

      “Calling it a cellar is an insult to the place. We’ve reinforced the walls, installed a humidity and temperature control system, and state-of-the-art lighting. Not to mention the door and alarm system.”

      “And you’re just tenants?”

      “We deal with fragile, antique objects, often of very high value. The investment quickly paid for itself.”

      “So Robert was supposed to examine this embroidery, but you don’t know if he did?”

      Bel heaved a sigh and leaned over to open a drawer in his desk. He pulled out a crimson cloth, which he placed carefully on top of the piles of books and papers cluttering the top of the desk. I bit my lip.

      The cloth, five feet long and twenty inches wide, was decorated with arabesques of gold thread. Mostly, it had been torn to shreds, as if someone had taken shears to it.

      I bent down to get a better look at the fabric, but I already knew… My body froze, and so did my mind. I was familiar with this embroidery. I’d made it, stitch by stitch, on my master’s instruction. I hadn’t seen it since… My hands snapped out of their immobility and began to tremble.

      “I found it like that,” explained Bel. “The reinforced door had been left open, and the alarm system alerted me. I went down and…”

      He shook his head as if refusing reality.

      “The storeroom had been ransacked, valuable pieces thrown to the ground, some completely destroyed. Robert was nowhere to be seen. The embroidery was like that, and the codex was gone.”

      From my coat pocket, the kitten clawed at my ribs. I straightened up in my chair and put my hand through the opening in the coat, gently detaching the fine needles from the skin of my torso.

      “You didn’t call the police?”

      “First, I went back to my office to check the video recordings.”

      “Didn’t you do that before coming downstairs?”

      “I had glanced at the live feed to check if there was a burglary in progress, but I hadn’t seen anyone. I figured Robert was on his way back to the office and hadn’t locked up properly. I was about to tell him when I met him halfway. But I didn’t see him…”

      “So you went back upstairs to watch the recording. Can you show it to me?”

      Bel nodded.

      “I made a copy on my laptop for…”

      Bel paused, and his expression tightened.

      “For the private eye you hired?” I suggested.

      “Nadine made a scene so I wouldn’t involve the police. But the codex is a valuable object, and Robert stole it. I have the right to do everything I can to find it.”

      “Can I see the video?”

      Bel pulled a laptop out of a drawer. He placed it on his desk, opened it, and turned it so that I could see the screen.

      The image was black and white but of excellent quality for CCTV. A corridor was visible, with a door worthy of a bank vault to one side.

      A man approached from the corridor. He was slim, with short, light hair and a suit that looked extremely well cut. I recognized my client’s husband, whose photo I had in my pocket. Leroy seemed relaxed. If he was about to act under duress, he deserved an Oscar for his performance.

      Robert Leroy stopped in front of the door, his back to the camera. Moments later, the door swung open. Leroy crossed the threshold and closed the door behind him.

      The image jumped. The heavy door swung open, bounced against the wall, and came to a sudden halt. The same man strode across the threshold without bothering to close the door behind him. His hair was in disarray. He had taken off his jacket and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt. Carrying a wooden crate in his arms, slightly larger than a wine crate, he disappeared into the corridor without looking back.

      “We assume he’s hidden the codex in the crate,” explained Bel. “I found the box’s original contents in a million pieces on the storeroom floor.”

      “This codex,” I asked, “what does it look like?”

      Bel lifted a few piles of papers before finding what he was looking for. He slid a photo toward me. Feeling my hands tremble, I didn’t pick it up but leaned over the desk instead. The photo was of an antique book. Instead of a cover, two dark wooden boards were held closed by a series of seals. There was no inscription on it, and time had blackened the seals.

      I threw myself back. I would have recognized this codex anywhere. The book and the embroidery had belonged to my master. After his death, they had disappeared, along with much of his collection. Seven centuries later, they reappeared, and with them, memories I’d rather never have faced again.

      “Monsieur Dupré?” asked Bel. “Are you well?”

      He had put his computer away and was looking at me with a curious expression.

      “I… Yes,” I lied. “I confess I was hoping Monsieur Leroy was somehow innocent.”

      Bel nodded with a contrite look.

      “Me too, of course. Unfortunately…”

      “Don’t you have any images from inside the vault?”

      “We should, but all the cameras we install in there break down. We’ve finally given up.”

      Long exposure to magical objects had this effect on the electronics, and liturgical objects possessed their own form of magic. So it was impossible to know exactly what Robert had done when he was in the vault. Pity.

      “Have you known Robert long?”

      “All my life,” replied Bel, as if echoing what Nadine had said. “It makes the betrayal all the more painful.”

      “What about this codex? What can you tell me about it?”

      “Not much, really. We bought it in a consignment of ancient manuscripts, and I haven’t had time to examine it.”

      “Where did this lot come from?”

      “The seller insisted on remaining anonymous. And I’m not sure where that would lead you. The question is not where the codex came from, but where it is now.”

      I nodded mechanically. I still couldn’t believe it was the same codex, the same wrap…

      My gaze fell on the remains of the embroidery, which Bel had pushed aside when he took out his computer.

      I reached for the cloth.

      “Do you mind?”

      Bel considered the object as if seeing it for the first time before pushing it in my direction. I grasped
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