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Preface

 


 


When a man stumbles from a
forest in France to report a triple homicide a mystery begins.

 


Sam Forrest purports to be
nothing more than a self employed courier holidaying abroad.
However background checks with UK police reveal historical links
with criminals.

 


The detective leading the
investigation, Monsieur Deschamps, is too experienced to jump to
the obvious conclusion but does sense Forrest is withholding
information. Under pressure for a quick resolution the Frenchman
elects to continue the enquiry, with startling results. Monsieur
Deschamps thought he’d seen everything in life. But then he’d never
met anyone like Sam Forrest before.

 



 


 



Chapter
One

 


 


Spit spot; spit spot; night
followed day with each passing tree blotting the sun temporarily
from view only to re-emerge as a flash of brilliant and blinding
yellow. With each bound the distance grew, exactly how far
impossible to judge, though this was the least of his concerns. In
between the darkness and the light his eyes could see the steep
drop ahead and he halted for a second or two. From his elevated
position he saw a small car moving along the narrow and twisting
road, heading with considerable speed towards him. He resumed the
desperate flight, tumbling down the embankment at uncontrollable
pace until his feet touched on to the tarmac just as the car
rounded the bend. Trembling with fatigue he recognised a decision
had to be made, risk life and limb or allow the vehicle to pass
unimpeded. As it neared he chose the former, leaping into its path
with arms frantically waving above his head, forcing the onrushing
car to slam the brakes on in a desperate attempt to avoid impact.
Separated by inches he breathed a sigh of relief and scrambled
round to the open driver’s window, bringing him face to face with
an angry Gallic face yelling in his native tongue at impossible
pace, as only the French can do.

“Ils sont morts,” he shouted
back in a desperate attempt to be heard over the string of foreign
obscenities emanating from the fierce tongue in front of him, and
continued repeating the same phrase; they are dead.

A second face hove into view,
the man’s equally irate male passenger and, shouting in tandem,
intensified the barrage of insults hurling towards him.

“Silence!” said a woman’s raised
voice from the rear of the car and the Frenchmen’s vitriolic
lashings came to a sudden, abrupt halt.

The rear window wound hurriedly
down and a head of jet-black hair emerged through the opening,
surrounding a small, round face with visibly startled charcoal dark
eyes.

“Mort?” asked the woman.

“Oui,” he said.

“She spoke again, too quickly to
instantly comprehend and it took a moment or two to interpret.

“Er ... er ... zwei hommes et
ein femme,” he eventually managed to blurt out.

The Gallic male choir resumed
the rampant hostility using phrases he didn’t understand, other
than the oft repeated word imbecile. Browbeaten into silence
concentration had deserted him, witnessed by the failure of his
mind to register the engine had restarted until the car started
reversing. Alarmed by the unexpected movement he stepped back in
front of the vehicle and put both hands onto the bonnet to stop it
moving forward, repeatedly shouting the first French word that came
to mind.

“Assassine, assassine,” he
called, before suddenly realising the heat of the engine, combined
with the searing sun, left the bonnet surface red hot, scorching
the palms of his hands.

Jumping around in agony he heard
the woman speak for a second time and an intense argument resulted.
Nevertheless the intervention had an effect, the diesel engine
rattle quelling soon after. Her head reappeared and she spoke.

“Assassine?”

“Oui, Gendarmerie bitte,” he
said, putting a scorched palm to his ear to mimic a phone call.

She responded by exiting the
car, mobile in one hand while a slender index finger from the other
punched urgently at the number pad. More French words littered the
air, followed by a short period of calm as she listened intently to
the instructions being relayed. The conversation halted and she
slid the mobile back into a pocket of her blue washed denim jeans,
nodding to signify action was underway.

With relief came a surge of
nausea, felling him to his knees to retch, more times than he cared
to count, until the complete content of his gut emptied onto the
grassy verge. When it was over he rolled on to the seat of his
pants, each arm rested on a bended knee, and took in a lungful of
air to remedy his erratic breathing. Heartbeat returning to normal
he sensed the steady gaze of a pair of eyes focussed in his
direction and looked up to see her watching him. No sooner had he
held the gaze then she disappeared into the back of the car and
came back with a tall plastic bottle of mineral water, no more than
three quarters full, holding it out to him like a peace offering.
He took a long swig, rinsed and spat, and then repeated the
exercise before swallowing the next mouthful whole.

“You’re English,” she said,
intrigued by the crisp blue eyes peering up at her under a carpet
of thickly woven matt black hair shorn close to the scalp.

A weary nod was the best he
could muster.

“Only an Englishman could use
two continental languages in the same sentence, German for the
numbers and French for everything else.”

“Yeah, well, I wouldn’t want to
dislodge any preconceived notions you have of the British.”

“Notions?” she asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” he
answered, with a gentle shake of the head.

Sensing her continuing presence
drew his weary gaze from the ground. Starting with the tan coloured
open-toed sandals it moved slowly up along the denim jeans, legs
longer than first imagined, and then drifted further upward to take
in the detail of the lace top which started from above the midriff.
His gaze loitered for a moment or two on the orange bra straps
revealed by the off the shoulder nature of the top then finally
settled upon her vibrant eyes.

“You are a little late,” she
said.

“Late?”

“The Tour left the area several
weeks ago.”

“I wondered why the roads were
quieter than expected.”

He heard gentle laughter, gaze
magnetised to the charcoal black eyes, and she spoke again.

“Where is your cycle and
helmet?”

“Up there,” he said, motioning
behind with a waved hand.

“There?”

“Back at the picnic spot up on
the rise, further up the road, next to the bodies.”

Images, dark and distasteful,
flashed through his mind and his arms began to tremble.

“Are you okay?”

If he had heard the question it
wasn’t obvious. She neared, bent over beside his trembling arms and
placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.

“Can I get you anything?”

He shook his head.

“A stronger drink, we have wine
in the car.”

“I don’t drink,” he managed to
say. “It’s bad for the body.”

“A cigarette then?” she
asked.

“I don’t ... smoke. It’s
...”

“Bad for the body,” she
interrupted.

“Yes,” he said, arms continuing
to shudder.

Dropping to her knees she
wrapped a hand around each of his wrists to counter the trembling
arms which, if anything, grew more and more pronounced as colour
continued to drain from his face.

“Are you sure you are okay?” she
said.

Gradually the shivering
subsided, and he spoke.

“I guess I’m not very
brave.”

“Nonsense,” she said. “Anyone
prepared to jump in front of a speeding car has to have some
courage.”

“Or just be plain dumb.”

Again, gentle laughter, only
this time he saw her lips move in sync with the sound.

“The police are on their way?”
he asked.

“Yes.”

“Thanks,” he said. “You and your
friends should skedaddle before they get here.”

“Skedaddle?”

“Leave,” he said.

“Why?”

“You don’t want to get involved
in this.”

“Somehow I don’t see Monsieur
Plod taking kindly to us leaving the scene.”

“Maybe so but you should go
anyway. I’ll dream up some kind of plausible excuse to cover your
tracks.”

The inquisitive frown betrayed
her scepticism.

“Why are you so insistent?”

“I’m not, merely thinking about
you and your friends. This will be nothing short of a bureaucratic
nightmare from here on and you’ve done more than enough already.
Better to make a run for it now, while you have the chance.”

“Were it that simple.”

“Meaning?” he queried.

“The Gendarmerie has already
taken my name and phone number so the notion to skedaddle
isn’t an option.”

He looked to the sky and
sighed.

“I’m sorry.”

“Why apologise? You stumbled
upon a murder scene and needed help.”

“Even so, I didn’t intend to
drag you into this.”

“Perhaps if you had a mobile
phone ...”

“I have,” he said. “But I forgot
to check the battery before setting off this morning.”

“Then you are right to be
sorry,” she said, with an amused smile. “I wouldn’t worry about it
too much, simply a matter of providing a short statement, little
else.”

“I guess,” he said, with another
sigh.

The trembling halted completely
and she relaxed her hold.

“I am Emilie,” she said,
extending a hand of friendship.

“Sam, Sam Forrest,” he replied,
wincing as her small hand wrapped inside his.

“Oh,” she said, noticing the
bright red palms. “Your hands are scolded.”

“It’s nothing, really.”

“It looks like something to me,”
she said, turning each of his hands to examine the scale of the
burns.

“I heal quickly. They’ll be
fine.”

“They will heal quicker with
some attention.”

“Emilie, they’ll be fine.”

Ignoring his protest she made
for the car, returning shortly after with a plastic tube in her
grasp. Kneeling beside him she took his right hand, turned it over,
and squeezed cream-like stuff into his palm. He winced as she
massaged the substance into the reddened skin.

“Don’t tell me, you’re a
chemist,” he said.

Her cherry red lips widened into
a broad smile, lightening the depth and darkness of her wonderfully
mysterious, exotic eyes.

“It is sun cream.”

“Are you sure it will work?”

“No, but in the absence of
anything else ... oh, look. It’s having an effect already.”

The ferocious colouring of his
palms appeared to soften in intensity leading her to quickly move
on to his other hand to repeat the exercise.

“I didn’t think it would act
that fast,” she said.

Sam withdrew his hands to take
another swig at the plastic bottle, temporarily dampening her
beaming smile of delight at the unexpected results of her
efforts.

“You speak good English,” he
said.

“I spent some time in London,
working as an au-pair for a professional couple employed in the
City. I hated the job but it improved my English.”

Rising to her feet she beckoned
him forward.

“Come and meet my friends,” she
said, and he looked over to the car to see the two men and another
woman waiting by the vehicle.

“It’s not necessary,” he said.
“The police will be here soon and I’ll be out of your hair
then.”

The frown returned to her
face.

“Most people would want to thank
those who had stopped to help them, no matter the manner in which
it was done.”

“Yes, of course, I’m sorry,” he
said, getting to his feet.

“Why do you always feel the need
to apologise?”

The question surprised him and
it took him a while to think it through.

“I have no idea,” he eventually
sighed.

The smile reappeared, with
warmth, her gaze exploring the willowy frame standing before her.
Few road cyclists enjoyed such height, the taller the frame the
greater the wind resistance when riding, but the composition was as
she expected; naked calf muscles highly developed, bulging thighs
held captive by the dark coloured lower end of the Lycra outfit,
typically lean upper physique covered in white and fully
complemented by a washboard stomach.

“Why choose black and white, are
they team colours?” she asked.

“Cheapest available option,” he
replied with a shrug.

“Come,” she said.

He followed in silent obedience
noticing the trendily wide red belt wrapped around her tight waist,
the distinctive feature of her form accentuated by the long hair
flowing down her back, seemingly pointing out the obvious.

Once within spitting distance of
the trio Emilie started her introductions.

“This is Claude,” she said,
finger pointing to the shorter of the two men. “And Pierre,” she
added, naming the car driver armed with a mop of curly brown
hair.

“Je m’appelle Isabelle,
monsieur,” said the short-haired woman, wiggling the fingers of one
hand in a half-hearted effort to say hello. The two men kept their
eyes focussed on something in the distance in apparent disinterest.
They’d all been caught up in something over which they had no
control and Sam shared their sense of frustration. The one with the
curly mop of hair suddenly launched into a fast-paced string of
harsh sounding words, resembling barely restrained anger and open
resentment. Whatever fine French phrases had been in Sam’s confused
mind prior to the introductions they had long since taken flight,
the young man’s verbal onslaught so fierce Sam defied any
Englishman to make sense of it. He looked over to Emilie for
inspiration.

“Unfortunately my friends cannot
speak English. Pierre is curious to know why you believe it is
murder.”

Curiosity may have been the one
of the motivating factors behind the question, news of a slaying
was likely to arouse the interest of most, but the tone of the
venomous dialogue left nothing to the imagination. Sam manipulated
his hand into the shape of a pistol and pointed it to his
forehead.

“There are three dead people up
there,” he said, “All killed exactly the same way.”

Emilie didn’t need to translate,
his simple action enough to widen the eyes of the curly-mopped
youngster and both his cautious disciples.

“It must have been an unpleasant
sight,” she said.

“Not one I want to see again in
a hurry,” he said.

He could only wonder at the
thoughts and images running riot within their minds, Pierre’s
facial expression changing by the second in much the way the shapes
and colours constantly altered when looking into a kaleidoscope.
Isabelle’s mortified expression bore the hallmarks of a rabbit
caught in headlights while Claude continued to stare out into the
horizon. Emilie appeared the calmest, chilled enough to open the
rear door and produce a 75cl bottle of chilled white wine which she
offered to Sam.

“I don’t drink. It’s ...”

“Bad for the body,” she said.
“Think of it as medicinal,” she added, offering the bottle a second
time.

The mouthful of dry wine burned
at his throat as it slipped down his gullet, forcing an involuntary
cough. Recognising he had overdone the alcohol Sam sheepishly
offered the bottle to Emilie. Her courteous smile failed to lift
the sombre mood and he decided to return to the verge. No sooner
had the thought crossed his mind then a loud wailing sound
announced the imminent arrival of the local gendarmerie and a blue
flashing light emerged from behind the bend and sped towards them,
sliding to a violent halt immediately besides. Two uniforms jumped
out and spoke urgently in their native tongue to which Emilie
responded, her eyes darting between the two officials and Sam. Once
the short exchange ended the nearest stepped forwards and spoke.
The words meant nothing to Sam, in one ear and out the next, as was
the case when the policeman kept repeating himself. The
uncomfortable silence lasted until he despairingly looked in
Emilie’s direction.

“He wants you to get in the car
and take them to what you have found,” she said.

“Anglais?” asked the
policeman.

“Oui,” she answered.

Another exchange of words
between the young woman and the two uniformed men resulted in
Emilie turning to address her three friends. The conversation
increased in tempo, Pierre especially agitated despite Emilie’s
best efforts to placate him. Eventually the young man flung his
arms in apparent protest, shouted angrily, and turned his back.

“Is everything okay?” asked
Sam.

She ignored the question and
talked to the officers, voice seemingly shaken by the aggressive
exchange with the curly-mopped youngster. One policeman returned to
the car, got inside, and the back door opened. Sam understood the
context and reluctantly moved towards it, roughly the same time as
Emilie stepped forward.

“It is agreed,” she explained.
“They will need to ask many questions.”

Sam glanced at the angry-faced
Pierre.

“No,” he said. “Stay with your
friends. I’ll be fine.”

“Their French is too quick for
you to understand.”

“I’ll learn to speed up,” he
said. “And it is better you don’t see what’s up there. Trust
me.”

“It is too late. They have
decided.”

Sam spun on his heels to address
the officer about to enter the driver’s door.

“Pardon, monsieur,” he said,
mind scrambling to find some French words from his dark and distant
memory. “La femme, non attendez, s’il vous plait.”

The officer, unsure whether to
laugh or get angry, glanced to his partner for a few moments and
nodded. Instantly, Sam felt one strong hand push down on his head
and another on his shoulder, forcing him to enter the dark confines
of the small car. Almost immediately Emilie slipped in beside
him.

“What the hell is wrong with
them?” he asked. “Don’t they understand their own language?”

“Yes, of course they do.”

“Then why did they ignore
me?”

“Because you are a witness to
three murders ...”

“I didn’t actually see the
event.”

“And your French is very
limited,” continued Emilie, “So they need an interpreter to make
sure anything you say is not lost in translation or
misunderstood.”

“Then tell them to get a
translator.”

“It would take too long.”

“Somehow I can’t see the three
bodies going anywhere any time soon under their own steam.”

The ignition turned and the car
crawled forward, the small cylinder engine struggling to shift the
load it had to carry. The instant movement began emotion coursed
through his body; trepidation, fear, perhaps nervous anxiety. And
then physical symptoms; a nauseas urge, increased perspiration and
changes to his breathing as it became heavier and uneven. She
sensed his discomfort as next he felt her hand trail his forearm
and her fingers intertwine with his, a gesture both surprising and
welcome in equal measure.

“Will you be okay?” she
asked.

“I’ll tell you when we get
there.”


 


 



Chapter
Two

 


 


Within moments of arriving the
elder policeman snatched at his radio and started to speak
frantically, ordering his younger colleague to retrieve two warning
triangles from the boot of the car. The junior policeman placed
them to each side of the entrance and took up position between to
prevent anyone from entering. The sequence of events left Sam with
the worrying impression he hadn’t been taken seriously at the
outset. Emilie had been instructed to stay with the gendarme at the
entrance, meaning Sam had to shout out his version of events when
first stumbling upon the scene as he led the veteran officer around
the site. Emilie interpreted to enable the gendarme beside her to
prepare the statement. Forced into reliving the frightening episode
Sam frequently turned to her in search of a reassuring smile, a
lifeline of sorts amidst a violent sea of darkness, as he carefully
recounted the experience. The episode felt more than a little
weird, positively surreal, and seemed to take forever and a day to
end.

“Are you okay?” asked Sam as he
approached.

“I’m fine. More importantly how
are you?”

The nonchalant shrug, offered to
feign indifference, failed to conceal the trauma reflected in his
eyes.

“Will they let us go now?” he
asked.

Emilie addressed the two
uniforms and listened intently to their response.

“There is a specialist team
coming who also want to talk to you about this. They did ask if
there was anyone you need to contact.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head
in weary resignation.

He noted the querying look in
her eyes but decided against any further elaboration.

“When you told us what had
happened we found it difficult to believe, accept. Incidents like
this don’t happen, not in this part of our country. Now I have seen
... it seems ... seems even more incredible, so unbelievable. It
must have been a terrible experience for you to have found these
people. I’m sorry we were not more ... sympathetic.”

“I thought it was just me who
apologised?”

She tipped her head to one side
and peered inquisitively at him, eyes briefly brightening. For
several seconds she held her gaze and a smile started to
emerge.

“Surely they could let you go
now,” he said. “Your friends will be wondering what’s
happening.”

She didn’t answer so he took it
upon himself to tap the arm of the youngest gendarme to get his
attention.

“La femme ... returnez, s’il
vous plait,” he said, praying his words made some kind of sense,
though Emilie’s widening smile suggested he hadn’t quite nailed
it.

The officer looked him over with
a dispassionate stare and spoke to his colleague, the veteran
policeman answering with the wave of an arm and a tone suggesting
irritation. With a deft nod of his head the younger gendarme
motioned Emilie towards the vehicle and opened the rear door. She
slid inside and prepared to close the door.

“Thank you,” said Sam
quickly.

Her dark eyes fleetingly held
his gaze.

“Good luck, monsieur,” and the
door shut her in.

“Sam,” he said quietly, knowing
it was already too late for her to hear. “It’s ... Sam.”

He watched her go, his hopes of
a departing wave quickly extinguished as the car sped away and he
felt his spirit sag in the process. As with all things in life
however, when one door closes another opens and no sooner had they
disappeared from view then a stream of onrushing vehicles appeared
from the opposite direction to surround the opening. He leapt
sideways to avoid the final vehicle, a dark van which hadn’t seen
him, the driver motioning with an impatient arm for him to get out
of the way. A flurry of doors opened and shut around him and
numerous bodies spilled into the daylight from all directions, some
uniformed, others dressed as though they had come from a
laboratory. The tallest of the new arrivals, dressed in a dark grey
suit, made for the waiting gendarme. The discussion between them,
convivial at first, grew ever more intense and vitriolic as it
progressed.

“Anglais!” said the raised voice
of the new arrival without warning, and a set of eyes turned and
stared darkly in Sam’s direction before resuming the heated
debate.

On it went; a seemingly endless
array of disagreement, the taller man speaking with the force and
authority which comes from holding a superior position while the
gendarme manfully tried to hold his ground. The argument ended, the
suited man having the last word. He strode away and joined the
other new arrivals, likely to get an update and bark further
instructions to his underlings, leaving the gendarme to spear gruff
words into his radio.

Forty five minutes came and
went, the time drifting slowly and agonisingly by. He expected his
mind to be kept occupied by watching the professionals go about
their business but once the screens were erected around each of the
victims there was little to keep his attention. Worse, other than
having a bottle of mineral water thrust into his hands, no-one had
any time for him and he concluded he may as well have been on a
different planet, as good as invisible.

A car entered the opening and he
recognised it as being the original police car from the
registration. The young gendarme clambered out and handed a
document to the suited man. Sam missed the sound of a second door
opening and closing.

“Hello again,” said a woman’s
voice.

“What are you doing back
here?”

“An interpreter cannot be
found,” said Emilie.

“There must be others.”

“It is the holiday season.”

“Even so, hardly sounds
fair.”

“They asked nicely.”

“And you should have said no,
nicely. It’s not your fault the gendarmerie happens to be short
staffed today, and you must have better things to do than
this.”

“Perhaps,” she said.

Judging by the half smile on her
face she had to be teasing him for some inexplicable reason.

“Where are your friends?”

“They have been allowed to
go.”

“Just like that?” he said.

“The police have their names,
addresses and taken short statements, everything they need for the
moment.”

“You should have done the same
and left with them.”

“The senior investigator needs
an interpreter.”

“Doesn’t anyone speak English
over here?”

“This is France,” she said.
“Besides, I expected you might be pleased to see me returned, a
friendly face?”

“Perhaps,” he conceded, after a
pause.

The suited man spotted Emilie’s
arrival and made a beeline for the older gendarme, the question he
had in mind delivered with impatience and answered with a discreet
nod and a single word of acknowledgement.

“Which is your cycle?” asked
Emilie, as they looked upon the exchange.

“The black and white one,” he
said.

“They will be taking it
away.”

“What?”

“Forensic examination I heard
the investigator say.”

“Tell me you’re joking. That
bike cost over two thousand pounds and then some.”

“I wish I could tell you
different, but it should be returned to you eventually.”

Sam looked to the skies in
frustration and rising anger, the urge to release a string of
expletives gathering momentum at each passing second. About to let
rip he was interrupted by a questioning man’s voice.

“Oui,” answered Emilie.

The face of the suited man bore
the reddish complexion of an individual who overindulged in
alcohol, no doubt the curse of being an underpaid police detective
Sam reasoned, judging by the present myriad of examples so revered
by best-selling crime novelists and television screenwriters.

“He asked if I was the
interpreter,” said Emilie.

“Tell him I want my bike,”
insisted Sam.

He hadn’t said it to be funny
but she laughed anyway.

“Somehow I don’t think that is
going to happen anytime soon.”

Emilie was right of course, not
that it lessened his sense of outrage or made him feel any better
about the situation. He assumed her subsequent sentence to the
detective was in way of explanation for her inadvertent laughter,
to which the man looked entirely unimpressed before launching into
a cavalcade of French words.

“He says his name is Deschamps
and he would like you to make a statement.”

“I’ve already made one.”

“Autre,” interjected the
detective.

“I recognise that word, it means
another doesn’t it?”

The detective nodded to suggest
he was more familiar with the English language than
acknowledged.

“Why?” asked Sam.

“Because you have had time to
reflect and may remember more now,” she said, interpreting the
Frenchman’s reply.

“I told the first gendarme all I
know. There isn’t any more to add.”

Another volley of words shot
from Deschamps mouth and Sam looked at her in exasperation.

“There will be something, he
says,” she said. “He proposes you are taken to somewhere a little
more private to help you remember.”

About to confirm his resistance
the Frenchman released a further avalanche of words.

“The detective would also like
to express his gratitude for your patience and wants me to say how
much he appreciates your cooperation in this matter.”

“I’d feel even more cooperative
if I could have my bike.”

“One thing at a time perhaps,”
she said, with an amused smile.

Deschamps motioned with his head
and a large salon eased forward and stopped alongside and the rear
door opened. With a resigned sigh Sam slid into the cavernous space
and he sank into the luxurious interior.

“Aren’t you coming?”

“There will be an official
interpreter there when you arrive so I am no longer required.”

The door began to gently push to
a close when he lifted his arm and shoved back to prevent it
shutting.

“I require you,” he said
tentatively, glancing up at the man called Deschamps.

“As I say, an interpreter will
be waiting.”

Good sense dictated he should
have left it at that, allowing Emilie to return to normal life.

“Yes, but whoever it is won’t be
a familiar face, and I need a familiar face right now,” he
said.

Sam shifted his attention to
Emilie.

“Please. I’d feel better if you
were with me,” he added.

After a brief hesitation she
looked to the Frenchman and he nodded, a further sign the man had a
better understanding of the English language than he cared to
reveal. Emilie slid in as Deschamps got into the front and barked
out an instruction to the driver in his native dialect. The
expensive machine glided forward with a smoothness that belied it
was in motion.

Journeying in silence Sam rested
the point of his elbow to the window sill with the back of his hand
pressed against his lips. Images of the dead found their way to the
surface of his mind in anticipation he would soon have to relive
the memory of when he first stumbled onto the scene, and his teeth
began to gently nip at the skin around the knuckles. The initial
touch startled him so much he almost yelped out in surprise, until
he realised the fingers forcing themselves between his as those of
Emilie and he glimpsed her knowing and sympathetic smile through
the corner of an eye. Emilie had once again sensed his
trepidation.

“Are you okay?”

He replied with an appreciative
nod of the head, tightening his hold in the process and she
responded likewise.

Travelling for almost an hour,
with little in the way of road signs to indicate direction, Sam was
beginning to suspect they were heading to Paris as one village
after another hove into and then out of sight. He expected to be
driven to the nearest police station but it never happened.
Unexpectedly, the saloon took a sharp right turn and settled in
front of two majestically tall wrought iron gates.

A man with a grey suit appeared
from seemingly nowhere and approached, dipping his head to look at
the occupant’s faces before stepping away again. Though not in
uniform the attached earpiece suggested he was a plain clothes
gendarme and, after a sentence of soft spoken words into a
microphone, the tall wrought iron gates started to slowly swing
back to clear the obstacle barring their path. Emilie’s grip
tightened as the vehicle drove through, her free hand clasping his
arm.

“Ask him where we are,” said
Sam.

For once the ability to speak
had deserted her. Deschamps had said he was taking them somewhere a
little more private, but this was more like complete seclusion, the
sort of isolated place from where some people are neither seen nor
heard from again. It was almost telepathic the way their heads
turned and their searching eyes met and held. Sam realised he
wasn’t the only one feeling insecure and vulnerable.


 


 



Chapter
Three

 


 


Overhanging trees lined both
sides of the road, the tunnel-like route stretching as far as the
eyes could see. Still to reach full maturity the trees were
nonetheless tall enough to blanket out most of the natural daylight
until inexplicably the two rows of covering ended and they came
upon an expansive courtyard leading up to an old French manor
house. The saloon ground to a halt by stone steps, decorated on
each side by intricately carved balustrades made from the same
material and leading up to the main entrance. Deschamps exited
followed by the driver, who practically leapt from behind the wheel
to open the rear door. Sam followed Emilie into the late evening
sun and they were led through a tall wooden door into a reception
area domed by a high ceiling in keeping with the expensive looking
outer facade. To their left sat a female receptionist behind a
counter preceding a wooden staircase, presumably leading to the
upper floors, and the woman stood attentively immediately on seeing
them arrive.

“Bonjour, Monsieur
Deschamps.”

Almost instantly a door creaked
open on the other side and an older, elegantly dressed woman
appeared in the doorway armed with a serious expression as she
ended a conversation on a mobile phone. The woman and Deschamps
exchanged pleasantries, her gaze constantly darting over to eye up
both of the young people stood a few paces behind.

A final glance and she turned
sideways to usher the quartet along a long wood-panelled corridor
adorned with a series of water colour paintings that looked to be
antique, Deschamps’ driver maintaining a polite and respectful
distance to the rear of the small group. On they walked down the
endless corridor, in silence bar the sound of Emilie’s wooden
sandals clattering against the quarried red tiles underneath their
feet. The elegant woman did little to hide her irritation at the
rhythmic noise but held her tongue and they eventually arrived at
their appointed venue. The tall wooden door swung open and
Deschamps led them inside.

Sunlight invaded the space from
every side, courtesy of the tall, paned windows which looked
original. By the unlit hearth over to the left of the vast space
sat an array of leather coated furniture, the deep green and oft
studded material offering an inviting sight. To the other side a
cedar dining table had been set for six and they could smell the
aromas of an evening meal emanating from a nearby kitchen. Directed
to the comfortable area Sam started for the single seat chair only
to find his arm being tugged in the opposite direction, Emilie
wanting them to sit together on the double seat sofa. It was the
least he could do. The French detective deposited himself in the
single chair opposite, taking several moments to cast an
inquisitive eye over the Englishman before opening his mouth and
launching a sentence in his native tongue.

“Monsieur Deschamps apologises
for the long journey and explains he has brought us here because
the place is unknown to the media,” said Emilie. “In his experience
the avoidance of press attention removes pressure on witnesses and
helps them to relax and recover their composure.”

The elegant lady entered with an
industrial-sized cafetiere, followed soon after by the receptionist
carrying a tray laden with differently sized cups, which she laid
on the table nearby. The receptionist poured one for each, placing
the largest of the set in front of Sam. Deschamps resumed the
conversation, pointing to the two women.

“He says Madame Renier and her
trusted aide, Lucile, will ensure our stay here is comfortable. If
there is anything we require we only need to ask.”

“Stay?” queried Sam, looking at
each in turn.

Lucile offered a pleasant,
welcoming smile but the look on Renier’s face barely altered from
its austere fix. A different man of slender build and fair hair
entered the room and passed a document into the hands of the
detective. A quick glance at the papers and he picked up the
conversation.

“This is Monsieur Deschamps’
assistant,” said Emilie and Sam nodded to the new arrival. “They
have worked together for many years.”

“Okay, but why bring us
here?”

“To fill in the details of your
statement,” she said.

“I’ve given a statement to the
first policemen on the scene, told them everything I know.”

“In his experience a period of
reflection helps witnesses to recall details previously
overlooked,” she said. “He wishes to know if you are ready to
begin.”

“Begin what?”

“Monsieur Deschamps suggests you
relax and try to make yourself comfortable.”

“I’m comfortable enough as I am
thank you very much,” said Sam, impatiently.

“He asks that you place the cup
on the table, sit back, and close your eyes.”

“Is he going to read me a
story?” Sam quipped.

“Monsieur Deschamps understands
and sympathises with your anxiety but requests you trust in his
judgement.”

“Trust a policeman?”

“Sam,” she said sharply. “Do as
you are asked.”

In something of a daze he felt
Emilie prise the cup from his hands and then coax him into settling
backwards.

“Now close your eyes and, in
your own time, recount the day’s events from the moment you rose
this morning. I shall interpret both your words and any questions
that might arise.”

Sighing aloud he decided to shut
both eyes, signifying the end of his resistance, and collected his
thoughts. Once ordered he began to relate his tale.

“The overnight storm and
torrential rain kept me awake for much of the night and I rose
forty minutes later than intended, meaning I was well behind the
schedule I’d set myself. I tried to make up for lost time by
pushing hard in the early stages of the ride but it took its
toll.”

Deschamps voice broke into the
monologue.

“He wants to know if you cycle
for a living,” said Emilie.

“No, it’s a hobby.”

“Thank you, he says. Please
continue.”

“I’d reached the first steep
climb and stopped to picture the road ahead. I remembered that at
the top of the rise the road turned sharply left followed by a
steep descent to an equally sharp right hand bend leading on to a
narrow concrete bridge. After that it twisted steeply up the other
side of the gorge then down again before finally levelling
out.”

“You were aware of the picnic
spot?”

“Yes, I remembered seeing it
marked on the map planning for the stage the night before. I hadn’t
intended to make a stop there but needed the break. The temperature
was hotter than normal for this time of year and the heat of the
sun coming through the trees, coupled with my overexertion in the
earlier part of the ride had left me feeling drained. So I decided
it was as good a place as any to stop and rest up for half an hour
or so. I gritted my teeth and struggled up the climb, getting to
the bend at the summit when ...”

“When what?”

“A motorcycle came hurtling
round the corner at speed and nearly knocked me over.”

“What sort of motorcycle.”

“Easy rider type,” said Sam.
“Long handlebars and the seat placed well back along the
frame.”

“Did you see a face?”

“No, it all happened so fast and
unexpectedly. I remember black leather, same coloured helmet, but
that’s it. How odd is that? I hadn’t seen a soul for miles and
hours on end yet forgot about the motorcyclist.”

“You were at the top of the
rise?”

“Yes.”

“What did you do, after the
cycle passed?”

“Do? I was trembling with fear
at the time,” he said. “I do remember looking all around in the
forlorn hope there’d be someone in the immediate vicinity I could
shout at.”

“The place you were at is the
highest point, providing you with a clear view of the gorge below
and the other side.”

“Yes, I guess.”

“Think back. Think back hard and
concentrate. Use your mind’s eye to explore the area and talk of
what you see.”

He thought for several moments,
trying to bring images of the surrounds to the surface of his
mind.

“Two walkers,” he said suddenly.
“Making their way down through the forest the other side of the
gorge, both had hiking sticks. He was behind, much taller than
her.”

“How can you be sure they were
male and female?”

“It was a hot day and neither
wore much on top, sleeveless vests or the like. Side on from where
I was it was pretty clear she possessed a sizeable ...”

“Yes. We get the picture. What
about facial features?”

“I wasn’t that close,” he
said. “But I can recognise a beard when I see one. They turned away
and disappeared from sight, like the forest had opened its mouth
and consumed them.”

“Did you see anything else?”

He drifted back into deep
thought momentarily.

“A dark coloured SUV slipping
over the horizon, too far to make out the exact colour.”

“And then what?”

“I coasted downhill, praying I
had enough energy reserves to get to the picnic spot. I did, just,
but the moment I got there the cycle fell away beneath me and I
collapsed on to all fours. I could barely breathe, a real struggle
to fill my lungs with air while at the same time trying to resist
the urge to retch. I can’t be sure how long it took me to recover
but when I eventually did I noticed a tan-coloured saloon parked
twenty feet or so away. Luckily for me the occupants looked as
though they were sleeping, so I avoided the ignominy of being
observed on my hands and knees fighting the urge to throw up.”

“You didn’t know they were dead
at the time?”

“The thought never occurred to
me. Their heads were back against the headrests, eyes closed,
windscreen spattered with bird droppings, so I assumed they’d both
been asleep for some time.”

“What then?”

“I wrestled the bottle from the
cycle, gulped maniacally at the energy drink to the point of
choking, and started to look around. I saw a wooden picnic table,
one of those where long benches were fixed to either side. Why they
manufacture them that way I have no idea. There is nothing more
uncomfortable than sliding along an uneven wooden surface and
ending up with splinters in your ass.”

“Please continue.”

“Not far from the table I saw
another road cycle, lying on its side as if discarded, and wondered
what had happened to the owner. On the assumption the rider had
gone to seek relief in the woods and would return I pushed my cycle
towards the table and decided to hang around, just in case he or
she turned out to be English speaking. I happened to glance right
and saw a pair of shimanos, lightweight road cycling shoes, behind
a leafy bush. The heels were against the ground, toes pointed to
the sky, and that’s when I noticed it.”

“Noticed what?”

“The unearthly silence,” he
said. “I couldn’t hear a solitary a thing, no wildlife, no breeze.
I knew then something wasn’t right. They say it’s like that at
Auschwitz and other places of cruel death, places which Mother
Nature has chosen to avoid, give a wide berth to.”

“Go on.”

“I had to stand to see it
properly, a Lycra clad frame with a clean shaven head shorn of the
helmet cyclists are required to wear, lying awkwardly and eerily
still against the grass. What I originally thought was reddish mud
smeared on one side of the face turned out, on closer inspection,
to be dried blood and spotted the small hole in his head. A bigger
pool of blood had soaked into the ground around the lifeless stare.
Appalled and mesmerised in equal measure I froze and stood rooted
to the spot, until biology intervened, the physiological response
to shock, and I spewed the undigested remnants of my breakfast onto
the ground. Over and over again I retched, limbs gripped by
uncontrollable shaking, without bringing anything into the
daylight. Then confusion, for how long I don’t know, I just
remember my mind swirling with fear and irrational thought. Finally
my brain clicked back into gear, urged me to contact the police, I
crawled to the cycle to get to my phone. After a few moments non
compliance I realised the battery was dead and raced over to the
saloon, though how the two occupants had failed to spot a dead man
lying on the ground was beyond me. It was only as I closed I saw
they weren’t bird droppings on the windscreen but holes, several of
them. I stopped in my tracks, tried to look inside. The two
occupants weren’t asleep, they were dead too, having suffered the
same fate. Instinct made me crouch, my mind spinning in outrageous
possibility, wondering whether I was going to be the next
unsuspecting victim. Out in the open with nowhere to hide I heard a
sound nearby, a rustling of leaves, and I ran, ran for all my life
was worth, ran without stopping all the way down the side of the
mountain until I saw a car approaching in the distance. The rest
you know.”

His left hand began to tremble,
intensity growing with each passing second. Emilie took a firm
hold, reassuringly stroking his arm with her other hand. He took
the deepest of breaths as his eyes flickered open to see a
half-filled glass tumbler being dangled in front of his face.

“Cognac,” said Deschamps.

“I don’t drink alcohol.”

“Medicinal,” said the
detective.

Sam didn’t think twice, downing
the drink in one mouthful before handing the empty vessel back to
the patiently waiting deputy while the alcohol burned at his
gullet.

“Autre?” asked the Frenchman,
meaning another, and Sam shook his head.

“The detective would like to
know if you are ready now to continue,” said Emilie.

“Continue? I’ve told him
everything.”

“He would like you to return to
the point where you were almost knocked off the cycle.”

“What’s there to say, a reckless
motorcyclist nearly took me out.”

“Please, sit back and close your
eyes. See if anything else comes to mind.”

Intent on refusal Emilie’s warm
smile somehow persuaded him to comply and he sank back in the
seat.

“Think of the motorbike rider.
Were there other distinctive features, colours, shapes you can
remember?”

“No. It happened so quickly,
over in a flash.”

“What about the hikers, were
they carrying anything?”

Sam searched the inner recesses
of his memory, knowing there was something in the back of his
mind.

“Rucksacks by the look of it,
the sort of things you would expect hikers to carry, but nothing
out of the ordinary.”

The absence of another question
suggested the inquisition had ended and he was about to open his
eyes when something else popped into his mind.

“Car,” he said.

“The SUV?” she asked.

“Yes. It had an oval-shaped
white sticker with CH printed in black inside. That signifies
Switzerland, doesn’t it?”

Sam’s eyes opened to see the
deputy scribbling a note onto his writing pad.

“How is it possible I remember
that when the vehicle was so far away?”

“Deschamps believes that
everything the eyes see the mind retains, but it is not always easy
to recall.”

“Cognac,” said Sam, responding
to the detective’s gesture for a coffee refill.

He gulped the second as quickly
as the first.

“For a man who doesn’t drink
alcohol you soon appear to have mastered the art,” said Emilie.

“Switzerland is just over the
border,” he said. “It wouldn’t be too out of place during the
holiday season.”

The yawn broke unexpectedly and
Sam struggled to keep it hidden.

“Crap, I’m feeling a little
light-headed,” he said. “Do you think they’ll let us go now?”

“Non,” said Deschamps almost
instantly, and Sam speared a despairing look towards Emilie.

“He says someone is coming from
the British Consulate in Lyon to talk to you.”

“I’m not going through this
again.”

“You don’t have to. It is the
official’s job to check on your welfare, because you are
British.”

Resigned to the circumstance he
looked out of the window and sighed. Evening had shown its hand,
the sky beginning to settle into a murky dark. Night was about to
fall.

“How much longer is this going
to take?” he asked.

“Don’t worry. They have prepared
a room for you here at the hotel.”

“I’m more concerned about my
belongings, and my bike.”

“It is all being taken care
of.”

“Taken care of?”

“The police are on their way to
collect your things and the cycle has already been secured.”

“Crap!” he said.

“What?”

“I’m a suspect, aren’t I?”

Deschamps leant forward and
spoke urgently.

“He says you are a witness, the
only one.”

“And that makes me the prime
suspect, for the time being at least.”

“You’re an expert in police
investigations all of a sudden,” said Emilie with a smile.

Her started blankly back, as
though in a trance.

“What is wrong?”

“You said they’d prepared a room
for me.”

“That is correct.”

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Where will you stay?”

A wry smile crossed her
face.

“The consulate official is a
British citizen. On arrival I will no longer be needed.”

“I need you,” he replied
instantly.

Her head tipped to the side,
eyes glistening with a mixture of intrigue and amusement.

“I hardly think ...”

“Please,” he said. “Deschamps
said whatever I required ... and I’d feel more comfortable if you
could stay too.”

“It is likely there are no other
rooms available.”

“I have a room.”

Eyes squinting as though caught
in daylight she righted her head and looked at him
inquisitively.

“For an Englishman you are very
direct.”

“I didn’t mean that,” he said,
shaking his head in mortified realisation. “I’ll find a comfortable
chair. There’s bound to be one somewhere in the building. Then you
can stay.”

The inquisitive frown never left
her face but she made no attempt to dismiss the idea out of
hand.

“Ask him ... Deschamps ...”

A door opened, drawing all eyes
to the strikingly tall, fair-haired figure filling the
threshold.

“Olivier, good to see you,” the
man boomed, voice bearing an overconfidence usually found amongst
those blessed by the benefits of a lavishly expensive Public School
education. If there was one group in society for whom Sam held
little to no affection then it had to be the Oxbridge elite, and
his heart sank.
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