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I want to say to all young people … who do not know what it was like to be in the Resistance: It was one of the greatest times to be alive.

Jacques Chaban-Delmas
Prime Minister of France 1969–72
Former Member of the Resistance





AND THUS BY ACCIDENT WE BECAME AS GODS
BLYTHE CHILDREN OF THE MOUNTAIN
WARRIORS OF VENGEANCE
UNFORGIVING, UNFORGIVEN
UNFORGOTTEN




PROLOGUE

PARIS

June 1942

YOU MAKE A mistake, trust the wrong person, take a left turn at an alley’s end instead of a right, and it is too late.

There are twenty of them, and one of you. You cannot outrun them and fear makes you clumsy so that you trip and fall and flail and are stamped on and kicked and brutalized in other ways. It was always going to come to this, and, as they hammer you into a van and out again, manhandle you up stone steps and down again, you swear that you will spit in their eyes and curse them as you die.

The Boche have other plans. They do not push you into rotting cells in the basements of Paris as they have done in the past with men – and some women – whose lives they wrested slowly. They take you out of town, to a big, mouldering farmhouse, down two flights of stairs to a root cellar that is wholly insulated from the death and torment of others.

Here, it is cold. There is no light. The smell is of rotten turnips, wet sackcloth and rats. After the first slam of the door, the stamp of boots, the silence folds in, and it is this – more than cold and hunger and thirst; more than rats and their increasing boldness; more than bladder and bowels emptied after many hours of holding, so that the stench is no longer of putrid vegetation – more than all of these, it is the suffocating absence of sound that shreds your soul.

Come for me. Talk to me. Shout at me. Drag me out and beat me. Hang me by my thumbs from piano wire. Do you not care? Do I count for so very little? Christ on his Cross, I tried to kill you!

In the dark of the second day, or perhaps the tenth, they come: boots, voices, light and the blurry shapes behind it and a rush of cold-clean air.

You shrink from the light and the shame of your own stink. Go away. Go away. Leave me to die. Please, leave.

—Do you know me?

You are Kramme. I tried to kill you. How could I not?

—Then you know what I can do.

I don’t care. Just kill me. Fast or slow. I no longer care.

—You deserve to die, of course. Many of your countrymen have done so, some with more dignity than others. But you are different. You have the potential to be useful. You have a choice, therefore: you may die here in darkness if you so desire, but I have come to offer you a proposition. Together, let us seize the day …


CHAPTER ONE

ORLÉANS

Sunday, 18 March 2018

07.10

CHRIST, BUT THERE’S a lot of blood.

This is the first thing Picaut sees as she pulls to a halt in the Gare des Aubrais car park and angles her headlights onto the crime scene – that it is not a scarf at the dead woman’s throat, but a sheet of blood, made black in the uncertain light, with spatter marks across the windscreen.

It’s been a while since Picaut has seen blood. She has forgotten the visceral power of a violent death. This one jolts her, so that for a long moment she is locked as the woman in the car opposite is locked: eye to eye, face to face, life to death and back again.

The second thing she sees, the thing that stays with her as she steps out of her car and walks over to the gathering group of officers and scene techs, is how peaceful the woman looks amidst the carnage, how hauntingly beautiful, and old enough to be her grandmother.

Rollo is already here, standing by his own car, hunched against the dark and drizzle. He’s grown more shadowed in the past year or two, stronger. His hair is longer than it used to be, brushing his shoulders, and his black leather jacket has suffered far worse weather than this.

‘Two to the chest, one to the head,’ he says by way of a welcome. ‘I know men who would kill for a grouping like that.’

From anyone else, this would be a joke, but Rollo doesn’t make jokes about guns. So that they’re clear, Picaut asks, ‘Professional hit?’ and Rollo, nodding, says, ‘We’ll see the details better when the lights are up.’

The lights are on their way. From deep in the dark, a generator heaves into life, arc lights fizz and pop, and, all of a sudden, liquid light pours over the car and the woman sitting behind the wheel, who has been—

Bloody hell.

From Picaut’s other side, a younger voice says, ‘Tell me they did that after she was dead?’

There is a brief silence. Lieutenant Daniel Evard, nephew to Orléans’ fire chief, is the new graduate who joined the team while Picaut was in hospital.

There was a time when infants faced with scenes of wanton destruction retired behind a wall to vomit. Petit-Evard keeps his hands in his pockets where he won’t wreak havoc with forensics, looks from Picaut to Rollo and back again, and says, ‘You’re not telling me she was still alive when they took out her tongue?’

‘I sincerely hope not.’

Because this is what the lights have shown: that it is not lipstick around her mouth any more than it was a scarf at her throat. Someone, clearly, has been busy with a knife. Remarkably, it has done nothing to mar her beauty.

She has no name yet, this woman who shows such grace in death; Picaut knows nothing beyond what she can see through the windscreen, spectacular as it is. She takes her hands from her pockets and flexes her fingers. There’s a particular sensation in the first moments of a case that marks it for the duration and this one feels like standing at the edge of a high cliff in a thunderstorm with a hang glider strapped to her back. She has dreamed of this moment. It has not let her down.

Start with what you know.

The stationmaster discovered the victim when he came to begin his shift. In an otherwise empty lot in a sleepy northern suburb of Orléans, he parked his Renault behind the only other vehicle in the car park and strolled over to find out what train the lady thought she was going to catch at five fifteen on a March morning.

He is currently being interviewed by Lieutenant Sylvie Ostheimer, the final member of Picaut’s new team, and the one who can best be trusted not to traumatize him further.

The car is an ageing Citroën BX, in nearly mint condition. The victim is sitting on the driver’s side – which does not, of course, prove that she was driving – with her right hand on the wheel. Her left, on closer inspection, hangs down at her side. Most people neither sit nor drive like this, but the window controls are in the armrest and the window has been lowered (or raised?) to leave open a gap of around a hand’s breadth.

Judging by the angles of the gunshots, they were all directed through this small space, which is the point Rollo was making about the skill of the shooter. This is not a blundering amateur.

The car door is closed, but it must, at some point, have been open because, while you might shoot through that gap, you couldn’t reach in to cut out someone’s tongue: that takes two hands. Picaut makes a note in her phone. To Rollo, she says, ‘We need UV images of the blood patterns outside the car before anyone else goes near it.’

He gives half a shrug that might be an apology. ‘We did that before the lights went up.’

Right. Rollo’s a captain now and he’s been leading his own team for nearly a year. It’s amazing, really, that he took the offer to come back and work with Picaut. He and Sylvie are the only ones from her old team who did. The rest have gone on to other things. In time, doubtless, Picaut’s world will feel less truncated by their loss.

She turns back to the car. Freed from the need to preserve the scene, she moves round for a closer look. The woman has clear skin, not smooth, but with the translucent, porcelain quality that the fortunate carry into old age. The shots that so impressed Rollo have made neat, round, nine-millimetre holes and the one at her temple has faint powder burns tattooed at the margins. Whoever it was got very close. Does that mean they knew each other, shooter and victim?

For a time of death, Picaut eases her hand in through the open window to feel the old lady’s brow. Her skin is cool, but not cold, and the muscles of her face, when pressed, are not yet rigid. An accurate time will have to wait for the pathologist, but at her best estimate the shooting took place in the first hour after midnight.

So the killer used a silencer. An entire estate of single-storey cottages nestles less than fifty metres away, inhabited by the kind of respectable, retired middle-class couples who head for bed at ten o’clock and sleep lightly: three shots in the middle of the night would have had them reaching for their phones by the dozen.

This close, it is clear that the victim had money and the taste to use it well. Her silver-grey suit is linen, cleanly cut. The pearls at her neck glow softly under the arc lights. Her hair is finely white, spun sugar rising sparsely from the pinked crown of her head. It’s this that ages her, the sparseness of her hair; a bit thicker and she could be in her seventies. As it is, Picaut puts her closer to ninety. There’s still something hauntingly familiar about the shape of her face, the fine, clear angles of her cheeks.

Thoughtful, she says, ‘We need a name.’

Rollo bites the edge of his thumb. ‘Car’s locked. We haven’t got in yet.’

To the waiting techs, Picaut says, ‘Anyone?’

A blond forensic technician pushes through the throng and has the driver’s door open in less than the time it takes Rollo to light a cigarette. The photographers step in to do their work and then Picaut is free to crouch down and study the damage done by the knife.

The incision to her throat is clean-edged, which gives credence to Picaut’s hope that it was done post-mortem. She levers her pen between the teeth and confirms that the tongue has, indeed, been cut out and that yes, this too almost certainly took place after death; the blood is dark.

On a roll now, Picaut searches for an ID. The jacket pockets are empty, but there’s a leather bag in the passenger footwell in which she finds, amongst other things, a passport and two credit cards. Standing, she says, ‘She’s Madame Sophie Destivelle until we find anything to say otherwise.’

Petit-Evard opens his mouth, thinks for a moment, then shuts it again and starts a web search on his phone. Picaut is beginning to like him.

Sylvie arrives from soothing the stationmaster. Her spiky hair is black these days, and she wears a short skirt, thick tights and big leather boots, relics of a year spent undercover in the anarchist networks south of the Loire.

Unless Petit-Evard is hiding more skills than he shows, she’s the best they have just now with tech. To her, Picaut says, ‘I want to know where she came from and where she was going. Get me anything and everything Sophie Destivelle has ever done.’

‘On it.’

Sylvie departs. Petit-Evard says, ‘She’ll be lucky; there’s nothing on Google. We could tidy up her image and put it out on Interpol? Somebody must know more about her.’

‘I know more about her, if I could only remember.’ It’s like a fish, slipping through her fingers, her memory of this woman. She can feel the shape of it, taste the texture on her tongue. ‘She’s been in the papers. On the news. On Facebook. Something. She was sad. I remember thinking that.’

‘So do we run her out to the news wires?’

‘Not yet. I want to find out more about who was making what point and why, before we do anything rash.’ Rising, Picaut says, ‘Get her to pathology. Eric’s got new software that makes people look more alive: we can run that through the databases and see what turns up. And check the car. If it’s registered to her, that’s our route in. If it’s not, then we want to know where she got it because— Ah, fuck. Just when things were going well.’

A pearlescent white BMW rounds the corner and swings into the car park. Picaut feels her face stiffen; those parts that are not already stiff. She shoves the car door shut with her shoulder. To Petit-Evard, she says briskly, ‘Head back to the office and start a search on the car registration. If Sophie Destivelle is not the owner, track down whoever is, and find out what they know about her. I’ll be at the pathology lab. We’ll meet there in half an hour and see if the post-mortem tells us anything beyond what we already know.’

He may be new, Petit-Evard, but he’s fast off the mark. His car is reversing out of the gateway before the BMW has fully parked.

Rollo catches Picaut’s eye. ‘Want me to stay?’

Yes, but also … definitely not. Some things she needs to manage alone from the start.

She says, ‘No, I’m fine. See if you can shake any trees that have assassins hiding in them. I want to know if there’s been anyone of this calibre touting themselves around the dark spots of Europe.’ And so Rollo, too, has gone by the time Ducat steps out of his car. The sundry technicians clear his path.

Pegged of tooth, squat of frame, with a lawyer’s pedantry and an unreconstructed attitude to women, there was a time when the city’s prosecutor, Maître Yves Ducat, barged roughshod over Picaut, trampling the fabric of all but her most solid cases. Tonight, he has a head cold, and arrives partially veiled behind a linen handkerchief. Nodding a greeting, he stares gloomily at the dead woman, the gunshot wounds, the car. ‘Who is she?’

Picaut says, ‘Sophie Destivelle.’ And at his frown: ‘We’ve drawn a blank on the name. Petit-Evard is tracing the car.’

Ducat pulls a face. He angles awkwardly at the waist to peer into the car. ‘Professional hit?’

‘That’s the assumption.’

‘Fuck.’ She waits. Ducat is a man who chooses his words with care and this one is spoken with a distinct lack of inflection. He takes time to fold his handkerchief away. ‘The Americans are not going to like this.’

Indeed. In an arrangement made under the old administration, the US security services have brought their oh-so-quiet anti-terrorist summit to Orléans. It’s been running for two days now, and is due to go on for another three – unless they decide it’s unsafe to continue.

Picaut says, ‘Think they’ll cancel?’

‘If they do, you and I will join the queue of those trying to find work in poorly paid positions at minor security firms.’

And that, too, is true. A quite spectacular amount of effort went into persuading the CIA, the NSA and the many corporate-owned acronym-holders who populate the global espionage community, that they really wanted to come to Orléans for this year’s conference. That choice was made on the understanding that the city was safe. A mutilated woman sitting in a car with two shots to the chest and one to the head is not, by anyone’s measure, safe.

‘Job share?’ Picaut says. ‘I’ll take the nights if you take the days.’

Ducat pinches his lower lip. ‘If, on the other hand, we can get the suits on side, they’ll keep the press off our backs. The threat of the NSA rifling through a lifetime’s emails should be enough to silence anyone who thinks they’re going to make a name for themselves breaking a hot story. I’ll take care of this. Just make sure to let me know what you’ve got when you’ve got it.’

Ducat is being unusually gentle. Picaut feels the touch of his gaze, which is novel enough to make her turn. And so she finds that he is not looking at her, but is, instead, examining her reflection in the wing mirror of the car. Thus, unexpected and unplanned, she sees herself clearly for the first time in … a long time.

She is thinner than she was, paler skinned and darker haired with none of the sun-bleached strands that used to lift the functional shortness of her hair. Too long without sun has made the freckles stand out across her nose, and her eyes are perhaps more hooded than she thought they were, more contemplative.

All of which is fine, but then this is her right side, her good side, the side she has been carefully keeping to the technicians, to Rollo, to Evard. Which is why Ducat is using the mirror. With it, he can see the other side. He is studying it, in fact. Her gaze slides to meet his.

‘What?’ She hasn’t been angry recently. The jolt feels good. ‘You think I’m not ready?’

‘Not at all. Not. At. All.’ Ducat smiles. He smiles. He reaches out haphazardly and pats her on the shoulder, more of a bear-paw batter on her upper arm. ‘Welcome back.’

08.05

‘She was beautiful, wasn’t she?’

Cleaned of blood, Sophie Destivelle’s naked body lies on the steel trolley, while a photograph projected at twice life-size onto one wall of the pathology suite shows her as if alive: radiant and engaging.

In the past, Picaut would have had to wait for the victims’ families to provide pictures of them as they were in life, but Eric Masson is experimenting with software that can take the lifeless face of a subject and warm it, brighten it, open the eyes and give them spark, return the smile to unsmiling lips – and this is the result.

Sophie Destivelle is the epitome of elegance and grace. Her gaze is frank, open, knowing, and she is laughing at something Picaut can neither see nor hear. This is a woman of intelligence and wit.

Picaut walks up to her image so that they are nose to nose, eye to eye. ‘Why do I think I know her?’

‘Half of France will think they know her. The software says her bone structure is a hybrid of Fanny Ardant’s and Audrey Tautou’s. I tweaked the colour of her shirt to match one that Tautou wore for a photo shoot last year; it’s a better fit for your woman’s skin tone. If I took forty years off her, she’d be in Hollywood, earning millions.’

‘Can you make her look sad? Just subtly?’

‘Sure.’ A click of the mouse, a few keys tapped, and a new image appears beside the first one, in which the radiant smile becomes progressively more pensive until, in the tilt at the edge of her eyes, the lines about her mouth, is the grief that Picaut felt in the station car park.

‘Stop.’ It tugs at her gut, this look. ‘That’s her.’

Eric makes a series of images, all almost-but-not-quite-exactly the same. Looking up, he says, ‘You OK if I put you down as investigating officer? If it has your name on it, the press will take a lot more notice.’

This is probably true. She has always been led to believe that the media have the memory span of a goldfish. In the lead-up to the fire, she discovered that where she is concerned, they can be remarkably tenacious. Today, this is not an advantage. She says, ‘The press can’t get near this. The conference needs to stay under the radar. We can’t have the media sniffing round the city.’

Eric cocks his head. ‘There’s a conference?’

True to spook-ish form, the briefings are need-to-know and until this moment, Eric didn’t. And now he does.

She says, ‘Je suis Charlie.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘The attacks in Paris switched us from being cheese-eating surrender monkeys to the CIA’s favourite new friend in the war on global terror. In demonstration of their undying love, they moved their annual meeting from Bermuda or Panama or whichever tax haven they normally sun themselves in and came to meet here instead.’

Eric whistles. ‘Not a good time to have an assassination on the doorstep. Are they connected?’

Clever Eric. ‘I don’t know. The CIA certainly knows where to buy professional hit men. I don’t want to think about the diplomatic fallout if it turns out they’re involved, mind you.’

‘What does Ducat think?’

‘He thinks it’s a catastrophe in the making and we’ll both lose our jobs if we don’t sew it up fast.’

‘Better get going, then.’ Eric pulls on a white coat that would look geeky on anyone else but makes him look distinguished. ‘Help yourself to some coffee. I won’t be long.’

He is a man happy in his work. Part of the negotiations that lured him to Orléans involved a re-tooling of his suite and now the white tiles and stainless steel that mark post-mortem rooms the world over also bristle with new technology, the use of which only Eric fully understands.

He starts with the photographic phase of his examination. A rail-mounted camera automatically takes serial images of Sophie Destivelle from top to toe, left side and right. From this combination of multiple still shots a life-sized collage is built, then projected onto the wall alongside the life-like variation created by Eric’s software and the crime scene pictures sent in by the techs. Joining them are various angles showing the gunshot wounds in her clothed, and then naked, torso. The entry and exit wounds are both small and neat.

Looking at their magnified images, Picaut says, ‘Glock with suppressor?’

‘Common things are common, so yes, that seems likely. Certainly it was a nine-mil of some sort. Ballistics sent an email just before you got here to say they’ve got the rounds out of the car. They’ll give us something definite in an hour or two.’

‘Is there any chance she was dead before the shooting?’

‘Wouldn’t have said so. You think it’s possible?’

‘Something doesn’t feel right. She doesn’t look the kind of woman to die without a fight.’

‘I can run some bloods in case she was drugged?’

‘Thanks.’ They fall back into silence. Picaut heads to the table where the victim’s clothes and personal effects are laid out in an order that becomes progressively more personal: suit, shoes, shirt, bra, stockings, underwear. It’s all very clean. She pulls on some gloves and begins to check the labels.

After a while: ‘What kind of Frenchwoman buys all her clothes in America?’

‘A wealthy one?’

‘Even the underwear?’ This is not good. If she turns out to be American, Ducat will— ‘Hello …’

Eric knows her well by now. His head comes up. ‘What?’

‘There’s a business card sewn into the lining of her jacket. Have you got scissors?’

‘Scalpel?’

‘That’ll do.’

‘Wait. Let me take some pictures.’

Eric has a lens that magnifies by three orders of magnitude. Picaut holds up the lining of the suit, where she has felt the edges of a business card hard against the silk. Images of the suit lining appear on the screen. The silk is a deep, dove grey, the linen paler. The thread between them changes colour and count at the lower corner. ‘Re-sewn,’ Eric says. ‘Good find.’

He wields his scalpel with natural dexterity, slips the thread into a specimen bag for analysis, eases out the card with tweezers and lays it on a tray. ‘Don’t touch.’

‘I wasn’t planning to.’

Together, they lean over to look.
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Eric photographs the card with his macro lens and posts the image onto the screen beside the serial images of Sophie Destivelle’s body.

Picaut says, ‘See if you can get some fingerprints from that. I want to know if Sophie put it there, or someone else.’ The skin along her jaw itches like it did in the car park. Unthinking, she lifts her hand to rub at it.

‘Inès!’

‘Sorry.’ She jams her fists in the pockets of her jeans. Her jaw line is the surgery that keeps coming unstuck. Her arm, her shoulder, her neck – all of these healed after the second set of procedures. Her face is another matter. Her face is why she took six months to persuade various men – and a couple of women – in suits that she was fit to come back to work and didn’t need, thank you very much, the oh-so-generous invalidity pension they were offering her. Real work, if you please. Actual casework, not spreadsheet hell in an office.

Her face still itches, though.

Eric raises one brow. ‘Ingrid said to remind you that you have an appointment at noon.’

Ingrid – her surgeon, his most recent lover – has the power to send Picaut back to the spreadsheets, or the indefinite hell of gardening leave. Simply to stand in her company is terrifying, which is why, obviously, Picaut has a habit of forgetting her appointments. She spreads her hands wide. ‘Eric, I’ve got a case.’

‘Nothing’s going to happen that’s so important you can’t leave it to the team. Rollo’s cool. He won’t fuck up.’

Cool? Rollo? She is taking a breath to argue when a buzzer sounds and a screen lights up on the wall, showing the feed from the camera at the entrance. And here is the man himself, darkly dishevelled, grinning up into the CCTV lens.

Picaut leans over to the microphone. ‘Got anything?’

‘Nothing useful.’ Rollo looks up into the lens. ‘Nobody’s acknowledging any hits for hire in the vicinity. And I checked the tapes. There’s nothing on the station CCTV, nothing on the surrounding roads. Whoever did this knew how not to be seen.’

Picaut says, ‘They put a head shot through a six-centimetre gap on an angle of thirty degrees to the vertical. It was expecting a lot to think they’d let themselves be caught on camera.’

She buzzes him in and listens to his feet, light on the stairs. As hers was, his attention is caught by the screen on the back wall and he whistles, softly.

‘We’re going with “striking”,’ says Picaut.

‘Right.’ As she did, he walks up to the wall and stands nose to nose with the dead woman for a moment before he passes to the images of the gunshot wounds. He says, ‘The Americans …’

‘Ducat is doing what he can to placate them.’

‘I know. I’ve just had a conversation. They’re feeling magnanimous, apparently. They’re not going to pull out. I was asked to let you know.’

This is … novel. ‘I hope you passed my thanks back up the line?’

‘They got the message.’

To the best of her knowledge, Rollo has never actually been a member of any of the security services, but there’s a reasonable chance that he could join if he wanted. Certainly he has more contacts among the acronym-suits than any normal human being.

‘We’ll have to be seen to be taking this seriously, though,’ he says. ‘And it might be politically astute to ask for their help.’

‘They want in on the investigation?’ There’s always a catch.

‘They won’t throw their weight around, but they want to be kept in the loop, yes.’

Picaut winces. ‘If that’s going to happen, it goes through Ducat. We can’t bring them in by the back door. Clear?’

‘Clear.’ Rollo takes one last look at the shots and heads for the coffee pot. In the new collegiate style that has emerged in Picaut’s absence, he pours for Sylvie and Petit-Evard, both of whom follow him in, the latter with details of the car in which the victim died.

‘It was reported stolen at eleven fifteen last night from Rue des Auberges, one of the residential streets south of the river. The owner is Monsieur Pierre Fayette, son of Daniel and Lisette Fayette—’

Rollo stares at him. ‘The Daniel and Lisette Fayette? Croix de Guerre, Médaille de la Résistance and Légion d’Honneur. That Daniel and Lisette Fayette?’

Petit-Evard glows in the light of reflected fame. ‘The late Daniel and Lisette Fayette who each have streets named after them in Paris, Saint-Cybard, Lyon and Chinon – yes. Daniel died in 2002, Lisette ten years later. Pierre doesn’t talk much about his parents. In fact, as far as I can tell, he doesn’t talk much to, or about, anyone. He wasn’t in when I went round, but I spoke to the neighbours on either side, who say he’s a widower: his wife passed away a decade ago. He has a sister, Elodie, but she’s not been around since their parents died. They fell out and—’

‘Elodie?’ Picaut lifts Eric’s laser pointer and makes the red dot dance round the image of the business card. ‘If Elodie Fayette married and took the name Duval, then Sophie Destivelle was carrying her card.’

Sylvie is already on her phone, fingers flashing. ‘Elodie Duval, née Fayette, is a film director. She has pages on IMDb and Wikipedia.’

Picaut picks up a screen pen and draws lines joining the images on the wall. ‘So Sophie Destivelle dies in Pierre Fayette’s car with his sister’s business card sewn into the lining of her jacket. We have a link.’

From links grow pictures and from pictures emerge suspects and cases. She writes Pierre Fayette? on the wall above Elodie’s card. ‘What else did you get on Pierre?’

‘Not much. He used to work as an accountant for Rothschild in Berne, but recently retired and lives alone.’

Sylvie snorts. ‘What kind of accountant drives a Citroën BX? That car went out of production in 1993.’

Petit-Evard is swift in defence of his contact. ‘One who is, according to his neighbours, “very careful with his money”. The car is a practical necessity, not a luxury. His father, the famous Resistance fighter, taught him that luxuries were the curse of the capitalist bourgeoisie.’

The team laughs, except for Picaut, who has caught, at last, the fugitive memory she has been chasing since the car park.

Something must show on her face. Rollo glances across. ‘You OK?’

She says, ‘The Maquis de Morez,’ and then crisply, because they’re all staring at her now, ‘Daniel and Lisette Fayette were in the Maquis de Morez. Elodie Duval’s film company, Radical Mind, is making a TV series based on them, billing it as the French version of Band of Brothers. They were all over the papers in the back end of last year: it’s the highest-funded French series ever.’

‘So, was Sophie Destivelle in the Maquis?’ Evard asks. ‘Is she in the show?’

Sylvie shakes her head. ‘If she is, she’s kept it off the net. She’s kept everything off the net. As far as Google is concerned, she’s the original invisible woman. She has a bank account registered in Lyon with five hundred thousand euros sitting in it – round figure, not a cent more or less. The passport and the driving licence were used to set up the account, and the two credit cards were issued from there, but we knew that already. Other than that, there is not a single record of her existence in any of the databases. She has no birth certificate; she hasn’t paid taxes. She isn’t registered as having married. She hasn’t been in hospital or been to the dentist or the doctor. By any usual measures, Sophie Destivelle doesn’t exist.’

Petit-Evard frowns. ‘That’s not possible.’

‘Oh, but it is,’ Rollo says, and there’s a lift to his voice that Picaut recognizes.

Petit-Evard doesn’t. ‘How?’ he asks.

‘It’s a cover name.’ Rollo is as happy as she’s seen him: his hair, his smile, his eyes, they shine. ‘The Americans are going to hate this. Ducat is going to hate this. We may end up hating it, too. But if Sylvie is right, then Sophie Destivelle is the cover name for a very old, very elegant lady spy.’



February 1944: Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force established in Britain. Plans for Operation Overlord – the Allied invasion of mainland Europe – begin.

SOE, F-Section: René Dumont-Guillemet and Henri Diacono dropped into Touraine to set up the Spiritualist network. Trainee operative Miriam Beaufort killed in a training accident at Ringwood airfield. No next of kin.




CHAPTER TWO

ARISAIG, SCOTLAND

28 February 1944

‘CAN YOU TILT your head to the left? Good. And if you could take off your scarf? No? If you could just push it down a bit? A little more … Perfect. They shouldn’t send you back. You’ve done your bit. I told them, but they never listen.’

The photographer chatters on in the whisky-soft burr of the true West Highlander. His room is small and lacks windows, dense with shadows from two arc lights. The camera is pre-war and smells of mildew and something else sharper – photographic chemicals, maybe – that overwhelms the scents of sea and heather. The shutter makes a distinctive dual sound: snap-click.

‘Look straight ahead. Has anyone told you that you have beautiful eyes?’

‘Several. Thank you. And they are not sending me. I go back because I choose it.’

She is sharp: too sharp. He takes a step back. ‘I wasn’t trying to pick you up.’

Of course you weren’t. André, maybe, or Gregor, but not me. She shrugs, a lift of two bony shoulders. ‘I’m sorry. Too many—’

Stop. Unsafe. Too many hours standing near-naked under hot lights with English officers in SS uniform shouting in simulated interrogation, but she can’t say that, obviously.

She is tired or she wouldn’t even have started. Tired people make mistakes; it’s why they kept the lights on, kept her cold and hungry, kept shouting questions, hoping for a mistake, and a reason to fail her.

They stripped her down to her shift, which was surprising: she had thought the English more restrained. They were trying to frighten her, and instead, she lost her temper. They weren’t ready for that.

She bit her tongue and spat blood at them, and told them she had TB and they had it, too, now. For a moment, the older one believed her, the one with the guardsman’s moustache, but the younger one laughed and hurled a bucket of iced water over her: the blond one who never took his gloves off. He looked thoroughly German even without the fake SS uniform. She hated him. Nonetheless, she didn’t talk.

That was nearly a week ago, in a suburb of Glasgow. The whole exercise lasted three days. She is still tired.

The photographer looks more wary now. Tentatively: ‘Can you smile at all?’ She can. In the flaring lens she sees her solemn-cat face with the too-big eyes, the brief baring of teeth that barely changes it, the dark hair flopping over her brow, cropped short like a boy’s at the back and sides, long enough at the front to hide the scar just below her hair line.

Snap-click.

‘Thank you. You’re free to go.’

No indication of what comes next, of why she is different, why she is still in Scotland, when everyone else was shipped down south weeks ago and has almost certainly been dropped into France. He may not know.

He packs up his kit: camera into bag, lights off and left to cool. Never move them when the bulbs are hot; she heard that somewhere.

She opens the door for him. Somewhere beyond is a window and beyond that, a sharp, bright winter afternoon slants towards evening. Clean light floods in; shows up the dust and the unclean floor.

Outside, crows squabble over something too-long dead to be worth throwing in a pot. A car clashes through the gears and stutters away. In the quiet it leaves behind, she hears men call to each other. The intonation is English, or rather, Scots. Her heart aches for it to be French.

The photographer nods his head to her at the doorway. ‘You have a briefing with Flight Lieutenant Vaughan-Thomas in the morning. You’re free until then.’

She walks back along a gravelled drive to the small cottage where they have housed her, within sight of the shore. A short distance away is the big manse, with its high, echoing ceilings and the smell of polish layered on damp wood, with ivy that is never silent, and windows loose enough that you could lift the putty with a kitchen knife and remove the pane, and nobody would know you’d been as long as you stuck it all back properly afterwards.

The officers live there, the ones who teach her the many ways to kill and stay alive. Technically, she is one of them now, a section officer in the WAAF; she can eat with them in the mess on the ground floor. Today, she prefers the solitude of the cottage with the wild sea splintering on the rocks below the windows.

A black telephone in the living room links her to the main house, so that she can order a meal. Thirty minutes later, a FANY orderly delivers mutton stew, potatoes, pie made from canned pears with a thin, watery cream on top. They are good to those who may die soon. Some days, you’d barely know there was a war on.

She washes up and then settles back in a rust-coloured armchair in front of a tiny, almost flameless fire and drinks coffee. She has an idea. She sleeps on it. It is an idea of darkness, and, in darkness, she rises and dresses in her darkest clothes.

As far as she can tell, the men who employ her here in Britain have infinite quantities of money, and they are anxious that their recruits, who may have their lives stripped slowly away when in France, should want for nothing while in training.

So for the first time in her life, she has new clothes. Not only new – these have been handmade to her size by a little Jewish tailor in a back street in London to designs current in France, using textiles brought over by men and women whose lives have been risked to get them here.

His designs, in her opinion, are less than perfect. As an alternative, she brought her own clothes. The tailor didn’t want to copy them, but she is an officer; they have given her a rank. He makes what she wants.

Now, she wears blue-black trousers and a shirt that are modelled on her brother’s. She has dark, rubber-soled shoes and an elasticated belt with a leather pouch that contains all she needs.

You have to make it true. So said the soft-voiced tutors, the ones who never relaxed. Whatever you are doing, whoever you are being, every part of you must believe it. Take the part of your heart that works for us and bury it so deep that even we are not sure it is there. The Boche are not stupid. They smell deceit the way a hound smells fox shit. So know what you are, and make it your truth.

This is her truth, therefore: that she is a cat burglar, a spy, come to steal secrets from the heart of the Firm, and they will shoot her if they catch her.

It is after midnight. The sky is a hard and brilliant black, cut through by the edge of the moon. The air smells of cold, salt, heathland. A fine frost lies like ground glass on the paths, the turf, the chimneybreasts. Paris was never like this, never so quiet, never so night-shiny clean.

She keeps the moon behind her, and the sea. The cottage fades back into the gloom. She walks on the gravel, on the outer edges of her feet, heel to toe, heel to toe, feeling the stones press through the soles of her shoes.

Ahead, the mansion headquarters presses its high, hard angles against the sky. She has visited it twice in the three days since she arrived here and it is her opinion that the back door offers the easiest entry. In the starlit dark, she walks round the side.

In her pouch, she has a plastic protractor, the tool of a schoolchild: innocent. If she were caught with one of these in enemy territory (which is to say, her homeland), it would not give her away.

As she has been taught, she leans on the door, slides the curved edge between the lock and the jamb, feel-hears it push down on the snib and forces it back.

In.

And now up.

A set of servants’ stairs leads up from the back door to the first floor. The third, fourth and twelfth treads creak. She steps on the very outer edges, letting her weight bear down slowly, evenly. She is quiet. She is not soundless. Nobody comes to stop her.

She reaches the head of the stairs. Her target is on the second floor, on the western side of the building. The falling moon spins long, lean shadows through the windows. Ghost-like, she follows them past locked doors behind which sleeping men may, or may not, lie. She presses her ear against the wood of the first two, hears nothing, carries on, turns left and comes to the corridor’s blind end, and the final locked door that is her goal.

This one won’t give to the protractor. In her pack are half a dozen hairpins, a paper clip, a small pair of women’s tweezers and a torch of a small enough size that she can hold it between her teeth.

The lock is harder than any of the test ones they gave her on the course, but not impossible. She thinks no lock will ever be impossible now, which is doubtless what she is meant to think: above all else, the English training fosters a sense of invincibility and immortality in those who complete it.

She has seen precisely this over-confidence kill them, but here, tonight, the lock yields to her soft insistence and she is in.

Into a heady fug of stale cigarette smoke, gun oil and sweat. Her torch stabs the dark. The office is not huge, but the only window is shuttered for the blackout and the resulting unlight is far denser than the night outside.

Closing the door, she resists the temptation to switch on her torch. She knows roughly where she’s going. Four paces forward is the desk and to its left, set back against the wall, is a locked filing cabinet. She navigates to it by touch.

Still in the dark, this lock yields to the hairpin in under a minute. She gives a small hiss of satisfaction and now she does switch on her torch. She has taped cardboard over most of the face, so that the beam is pencil thin and will not give her away. Holding it between her teeth, she starts a methodical search.

The top drawer is full of lecture notes; the middle contains plans for ‘schemes’ by which students may be tested physically, mentally, emotionally. She knows them all.

Here in the bottom drawer, though:
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She riffles through the Fs. They’re ordered by the date of their progress through the training, not by alphabet. Fleming: ’41, Fortuyn: ’42, Fuentes: also ’42, Fairburn-Drummond: ’43 – ha! – Fabron: ’44.

The other files have photographs; hers does not. The young man with the neat eyes has not developed the pictures he took in the afternoon. She feels naked, somehow, un-named. Her palms sweat.

She leafs past the front pages and the minutiae of her life story, past the chain of improbabilities that has brought her here.

And then, on the third page, this:
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Unstable.

Unstable? Jesus Christ …

Eyes closed, she lays the sheet down on the floor, rocks back on her heels. Words float past her half-closed eyes: adequate, satisfactory, elementary mistakes. Elementary?

Fuck them. This is not how it is supposed to go. This is her truth: she is a spy, and an angry one.

She could set fire to this place, then see if they like that. There will be cigarettes somewhere, and a lighter: no office is without them. She searches swiftly. Not on the desk, not in the top drawer, but – ah! – here, under a cardboard file, which in itself would burn swiftly if one were to crumple the top page and—

‘I wouldn’t, if I were you.’

Merde!

Spinning, her elbow … the edge of her hand … Nearby, a man’s throat, low down: sitting … a blue-grey uniform … the shine of pips on a shoulder … Eyes that rest on her face, pale in the shine of her torch. They glance down and back up. She glances down with them, and sees a standard-issue Enfield revolver. Above it, sun-gold hair and a lazy smile that is burned on her memory.

All this in the time it takes to complete the turn. Her hand stops just short of his throat. She spits out the torch. ‘You!’

‘Who else?’

It’s him: Laurence Vaughan-Thomas, the officer she is supposed to meet in the morning, but he is also – fuck you – the Aryan blond one of the two interrogators in Glasgow, the one who threw iced water on her. Here, the uniform is RAF, not SS. The difference is cosmetic. He still wears his gloves. Idiot.

Three feet separate them. A chair stands to her left, the door is to her right, easy on its hinges, but still pushed closed. He hasn’t entered on silent feet; he was always here. She didn’t check the room.

… inclined to make elementary mistakes …

Fuck them.

Archly, she says, ‘You are a Boche spy?’

He runs his tongue around his teeth. ‘If I were, I think Germany would have won the war by now. Certainly, we would have no functioning networks in France. So no, I am not a spy. I, in fact, have good reason to be here. You, however, are about to be an arsonist, which will certainly terminate your career.’

‘What career? It’s already over.’

‘Possibly. You can certainly ensure that it is.’ He nods to the file that lies on the floor between them. ‘Were we unfair?’

That’s not worth an answer. She has no gun, but there’s a knife in the front of her pack. She leans back against the desk and lets her hands drift behind her.

He laughs, or perhaps it’s a sigh: she can’t see him well enough to decide. She says nothing, but, as if at her request, he stands up, strolls to the door and flicks on the light switch. The bulb is feeble and stained with fly dirt. The darkness doesn’t recede much; the shadows just become less distinct.

Returning, he pulls a pipe from his pocket and devotes himself to filling it, tamping it, lighting it. Blue smoke blurs the air and she adds to her internal list of stupid mistakes the fact that the gun oil she smelled on the air was fresh while the smoke was stale, and it was not from cigarettes alone. Both should have told her he was there. This mistake is hers.

She is not the one making mistakes now. In the few seconds in which his back was turned as he walked to the light switch, she transferred her knife from her pack to her pocket. She is fairly sure he didn’t see.

Back at his chair, he regards her, flatly. ‘Shall we stop playing games? You are Amélie Fabron. You were born in Paris on the fifth of January 1926. Your mother was English. She served as a nurse near the front line of the Somme. Your father was amongst the many injured. She tended him back to health. Am I right so far?’

She doesn’t move. This is like the interrogation practice. He sighs, noisily, and runs his tongue round his teeth again. The front two are very slightly crooked, his only flaw. She focuses on the place where they cross.

‘What is not on the record is this: your parents were both active in the very earliest days of the Resistance. They were betrayed by an informer and shot during a raid on one of their first meetings. This was August 1941.

‘After your parents’ deaths, you were taken in by your neighbours, the Monins, who shared their views. You lied about your age and began to train as a nurse, in the way your mother had. You became close with their son, Alexandre, who was an active member of the Communist Resistance in Paris. He was convicted of taking part in the killing of Colonel Wolfgang Koch of the Sicherheitsdienst on the eighteenth of February 1942. He was put before a firing squad on—’

‘March twenty-fourth.’ Some things will make her speak and this is one of them. The date is etched on her mind, and the words of his last letter. My love, today I will die. This is war. Many men will die, but I have the privilege of knowing the hour and the means. My joy is that I can think of you as I take my last breath. Do not give up the struggle …

‘Did you love Alexandre?’

Love? Do you even understand what that means? She is eighteen years old and knows without question that she has plumbed the full depths of love; that she will never love again. She spits on the floor.

He sucks on his pipe. ‘Your romantic enthusiasms do not interest me. What I care about is your motivation. Let me go on. After Alexandre’s death, certain members of the Resistance contacted you and certain arrangements were made. By the summer of forty-two, at the age of sixteen, you were an active member of one of the équipes de tueurs that ply their trade in the area around the Passy metro station in Paris.’

He leaves a gap. She doesn’t say no.

He goes on. ‘So, these équipes – correct me if I go wrong, our information grows a little hazy here – there are three of you in each team: young men and women, often students, highly motivated. You know only each other. Your names are not on any lists, for which you should be duly grateful because if one thing is killing your compatriots by the dozen, it’s their habit of writing down long lists of each other’s names in the mistaken belief that the Boche will never read them.’

‘And what is killing your compatriots is their habit of sitting in Parisian cafés talking English amongst themselves in the mistaken belief that the Boche will never hear them.’

‘Touché.’ He looks down, and then up again. A smile is hidden in that movement. In her mind, her knife slices his throat and his blood wipes away all smiles.

‘Anyway, those of you in the teams have no role in day-to-day Resistance work, and in this way, you remain above suspicion. You act only when someone brings information of a Frenchman who has betrayed one of your own to the Boche, at which point you kill him – or her – within the next forty-eight hours. Your team’s score over the eighteen months of its activity, so I am told, was nineteen, two of them women. Six of these kills are attributed to you alone. You were proficient with a gun and our instructors inform me that you are one of the best shots they have ever trained. The knife, however, was your favoured weapon. You cut out the tongues of those who had informed against their countrymen. There is a rumour that you did so when they were still alive.’

He leaves another heavy pause. What does he want? An apology? This is war: you choose a side, you take a risk. In the cells of the Avenue Foch, they gouge the eyes out of living Résistantes with a fork to make them speak. Taking a tongue is nothing.

He is watching her, his eyes stitching the lines of her face. She wishes she knew what he was seeing. He says, ‘Do you know how many kills you have to make before you’re accounted a fighter ace in the RAF?’

Don’t know. Don’t care.

‘Five.’ He touches something on his jacket; it may be the mark of an ace. She doesn’t care about that, either. ‘Five Huns down and you’re considered the best. There are not many aces flying the skies of Europe. Even in the army, half a dozen accredited kills is viewed as exceptional. There are men who go through an entire war and never draw blood. There are others who kill one man and never sleep properly again. Few and far between are those who can kill at close quarters without remorse or regret or recriminations afterwards. The army that can recruit such men – or women – to its side is the army that has an advantage. Just one, in the right place at the right time, can turn the course of a war.’

Something is happening beyond the words; beneath them; behind them. She is being tested. She doesn’t know for what. She sits very still.

The blond Englishman blows smoke at her. ‘You were doing well. Why did you leave Paris?’

Her mouth dries on old, bloody memories. She lets out a slow breath. Careful now, careful. Here is her truth. ‘We were blown. Emile Gaubert brought us a new target. He had been caught and turned. That’s what they’re good at: find a weak one, take him, turn him fast and send him back before anyone notices he’s gone.’

‘Or her.’ That’s not worth an answer. He smiles at her obduracy. ‘So Gaubert sold you? What happened?’

‘The Boche were waiting. There was a shootout.’ In her mind, the rattle of automatics, the crack and whistle of rounds on stone, the stench of blood, the feel of it, hot and slick on her hands. Run. Run. Run!

In the room, the cold, grey eyes, watching, testing her truth. ‘Your two team members were killed in that ambush. Only you escaped. How?’

‘I don’t know.’ How many nights has she lain awake, asking this question, searching for an answer that makes sense? ‘I think they weren’t expecting a girl.’

It works. He nods, dryly. ‘I expect they weren’t. Nor was Gaubert, evidently, when you went back two days later to cut his throat.’ He takes another suck on his pipe. His eyes are the grey of the sea, and as flat. ‘How did you get to England?’

Four weeks of hell, through autumn and into winter, nights spent lying in the open, waiting for boats that didn’t come, days spent in terror, hiding in barns.

Does he want to know this? She thinks not. She says, ‘My mother’s cousin lives in Brittany. I went to visit her. She knew some men, who knew of a boat.’

He blows a thin stream of smoke down his nose. ‘Look in the files. Go to D and find a Frenchwoman.’

She hunts through the file – Donaldson, Dupries, Danailov – until she finds a name that might be French: Sophie Destivelle.

Four identical photographs are fastened to it with tiny paper clips. The face is familiar, framed in a lop of dark hair, the features cat-shaped, pale, too-big eyes—

She turns back, holding it up by her own face, as to a miniature mirror. ‘What’s this?’

‘You.’

‘I can see that. Why?’

His pipe has gone out. He lays it on the floor and leans back, hands linked behind his head. ‘Amélie, think. If the Boche got hold of these files, would you rather they read glowing reports of agents we had sent into the field? Or reports of miserable failures who have been packed off into obscurity?’ He tilts his head. She thinks he may be laughing at her. ‘If any of what’s on the first card were true, you would never have got this far. Trust us. We are neither blind nor irretrievably stupid.’

She has never thought that. Still, something is not right. He is watching her too closely, testing. She has passed all of their tests. She will pass this one. She has to.

He says, ‘Everyone is given a cover name when they go into France. The owner of this one no longer has a use for it.’

A dribble of sweat slides down her spine. ‘Who was she?’

‘A Frenchman, like you. She ran an escape network down south, running out of Marseilles. When it was burned, she got out over the Pyrenees.’

His voice is edged in black, like a telegram. We regret to inform you …

Thinly: ‘How did she die?’

He has to think before he answers, sift through his words as if language is a forest with too many trees and not quite enough wood. ‘She went through the same training as you, but earlier: she finished around the time you were sprinting up the hills out the back there, carrying big lumps of wood. She was good. She got as far as Ringwood and the parachuting. You’ll remember, I imagine, how excessively careful the ground staff were about packing the chutes, to make sure none of them candled?’

Before her eyes, his hands make the actions: right hand high, fingers folded together, plummeting, and then pouf, left hand at floor level, fingers all spread open, for the impact.

‘No.’ She slides the file back into the cabinet, slides the drawer shut and makes for the door.

‘Wait!’ He catches her as she grasps the handle. He is fast and strong, but he has left his gun by the chair, and she may have made elementary mistakes with her breaking and entering, but her unarmed combat is exemplary.

She does throw her elbow to his throat this time, leans against his grip, all her weight down until he stumbles, off balance, choking.

She’s kept herself between him and the door. With her free hand, she reaches again for the handle.

‘Don’t!’ Quickly, he says, ‘You know if you leave, you’re finished?’ His voice is muffled by the floor.

‘I got out of France. I can get back in again.’ It wasn’t the original plan, but just now she’s angry enough to do it, and deal with the consequences after.

She eases the knife from her pocket. Breathless, he says, ‘Amélie! Don’t be a fool. There are three men outside the door. You’re good, but not that good. If you kill me, you’re dead. Is that what you want?’

Fuck you all.

She lets go of the knife. She still has his arm locked across his back in a grip framed to cripple. She leans on it, harder. ‘I don’t work with liars.’

He doesn’t scream yet, but she hears the change in his breath. Tightly: ‘Every soul in this whole bloody war is a liar to themselves or somebody else.’

‘Why did you kill Sophie Destivelle?’

‘Why would you kill someone who wanted to work with you?’

That’s easy. Why did she ever kill anyone? ‘She was selling you to the Boche.’

She feels him nod. His breathing is becoming wetter. Hoarsely, he says, ‘If we’re going to talk, may I be allowed to sit up?’

He is slow to rise, rubbing his elbow and wrist. Back at his chair, he has the sense not to pick up his weapon. He does refill and relight his pipe. His hands are steadier than they have any right to be, steadier than hers.

Smoke blurs the space between them. She waits.

He says, ‘Hitler is desperate to discover the date of the Allied invasion. If you had the Führer breathing down your neck demanding answers, what would you do?’

‘Burn a line. Catch the organizers, turn one of them, and send him back as if he, himself, were escaping.’

‘Exactly. Sophie Destivelle’s line was burned. There was a shootout. She was the only one who escaped.’

Something sinks in her stomach. ‘Like me.’ Her throat is dry. Her hands are wet.

‘Exactly so.’ His gaze rests on her face. She keeps it still. She has played against more dangerous men than Laurence Vaughan-Thomas. ‘And as we have recently established, nobody expects a girl.’

The silence stretches. When it is clear he is not going to break it, she says, ‘At Ringwood, when we jumped, my parachute didn’t candle.’

‘It didn’t, did it?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘We are making you an offer. Work for us, Amélie. Actually work for us. Let it be true.’

What is truth? A pack of cigarettes lies on the desk. Without asking permission, she takes one, lights it, and blows a hazy smoke ring.

The taste unlocks her throat. Her hands are steady now. She is better than him at this. ‘What do you want me to do?’

He gives a small, short laugh. ‘Go back to Kramme, of course. What else?’

No! Thin, hot vomit hits the back of her throat. She swallows it down, burning, tastes the sour fat of the mutton, retches again. ‘I can’t go back to Paris. I can’t.’ She’s not playing now.

‘He’s not in Paris any more. He’s been posted to Saint-Cybard, in the Jura mountains.’ She has never heard of it. He says, ‘The trains come through it to and from Germany on their way to Paris and down to Lyon, or they used to. The local Maquis are proving quite effective at stopping them.’

‘Maquis?’ This is a new word. She frowns at him.

‘The rural Resistance. The Boche started rounding up men to send to the slave factories in the east. In the cities, there was nothing they could do. In the villages, they took to the hills and lived off the land. They’re making themselves useful, derailing trains and so forth.’

A handful of peasants hiding in the woods blow up the occasional bit of railway track and a Boche officer – this Boche officer – has been sent to torment them? There’s only one reason that could happen. ‘You are sending them weapons. They will hit the Boche in the back when you invade.’

‘Well done. Very well done.’ He smiles round the stem of his pipe, as if she has produced the proof of a knotty equation. ‘Saint-Cybard may yet prove to be one of the most strategically important locations on the map. And Sturmbannführer Maximilian Kramme, as you know, is a past master at identifying those who hate him most and then bending them to his will. We are concerned that he may try to turn one of the Maquis. We would rather he believed he didn’t have to, which he will if he thinks he has someone in place already. You would fill that role rather nicely.’

His words press themselves into the soft tissues of her liver. Her nails cut grooves into the flesh of her palms. ‘How long have you known?’

He takes a long, long drag on his pipe. Then, sadly: ‘We didn’t. Until just now.’

Fuck!

He lays his pipe on the desk. ‘I’m sorry. You really are very good. We had … uncertainties. We had to test them. If you had never come; if you had failed to break in; if you had not been so obviously good. But each has happened.’

Has he waited here every night since she arrived? Her mind is fractured. She seeks things
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