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  Author’s Note


This novel can be enjoyed as a standalone mystery, and no prior knowledge of the series is required. 
However, readers of Recovery (the second novel in the Pascale Hervé series) will recognise several returning characters and story threads that continue here, particularly those involving the Lavigne crime family, Luc Sauveterre, the L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue robbery and the events that followed. While every effort has been made to provide the necessary background in these pages, those wishing to explore the origins of some of these characters and relationships may prefer to read Recovery first.
The third novel in the series, Résistance, follows a separate investigation and is not required reading for this story.
As always, thank you for reading.
Mark Ellott, June 2026






  
  Glossary of police terms and organisations


BAC ( Brigade Anti-Criminalité )Anti-Crime Brigade. Plain-clothes police officers tasked with tackling street crime and supporting criminal investigations. 
CNCCFP (Commission Nationale des Comptes de Campagne et des Financements Politiques)The French authority responsible for monitoring campaign finances and political funding. It examines candidates' campaign accounts and investigates potential breaches of electoral finance regulations.
CRS (Compagnies Républicaines de Sécurité) Specialised units of the National Police responsible for public order, crowd control, riot policing and major security operations.
DGSI (Direction Générale de la Sécurité Intérieure)France's domestic intelligence and security service, responsible for counter-espionage, counter-terrorism and threats to national security.
IGPN (Inspection Générale de la Police Nationale)The internal affairs department of the French National Police. Responsible for investigating allegations of misconduct and corruption within the police service.
PN (Police Nationale)The French National Police, responsible for policing urban areas and major towns throughout France.
Pôle de Nanterre (Le pôle des crimes sériels ou non élucidés) Commonly referred to simply as the Pôle de Nanterre. The national unit for serial or unsolved crimes, often called the “cold cases” unit, handles complex serial or unsolved criminal cases. Its purpose is to uncover the truth, combat impunity for perpetrators of the most serious crimes, and provide answers to victims and their families.
Procureur de la RépubliqueThe public prosecutor responsible for directing criminal prosecutions and overseeing investigations within their jurisdiction.
SRPJ (Service Régional de Police Judiciaire)Regional Judicial Police Service. Investigates serious and organised crime within a defined geographical region.

      ***Ranks in the Police Nationale
Gardien de la Paix (commonly called agent de police, policier) British equivalent: Police Constable
Brigadier (British equivalent: Police Sergeant)
Brigadier-Chef (Chief Sergeant)
Brigadier-Major (Chief Sergeant)
Lieutenant (British equivalent: Inspector)
Capitaine (British equivalent: Inspector, Chief Inspector)
Commandant (British equivalent: Chief Inspector)
Commissaire (Superintendent)
Commissaire Divisionnaire (Chief Supt)
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  Chapter 1
Casino de la Mer, Marseille, June 1990


The streetlights cast lurid shadows on the streets. The warm Mediterranean air brought the odour of seaweed and ozone from the south, and a blanket of fog hung over the city, cloaking it in its damp embrace, the moisture settling on every surface. Even at this time of night, when it was so late it was almost early, it was still mild. Somewhere out in the harbour, a ship’s horn sounded a low, deathly moan as if the kraken was calling out its anguish. 
Across the street from the casino, Albert Fournier waited in the shadows. He lifted the camera slung around his neck and sighed.
“Not again. Damned fog.”
He took out his lens cloth and wiped the moisture from the lens before lifting the viewfinder to his eye, focusing, and snapping off a couple of shots as people came and went. He knew most of them. This one, however, was new. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a notebook to reference the picture he’d just taken.
Then he stiffened. He knew these two. He breathed out slowly. The men who came out of the door to meet them were also familiar. Again, he scribbled notes and lifted the camera, capturing them on film.
He looked at his watch. Still no sign. Where was he?
He pushed himself away from the wall and moved out into the pool of light cast by the streetlight that caught the drops in its beam, drifting like tiny raindrops as they crossed from dark to light to dark. Again, he looked at his watch.
Ah, here he is, walking along the pavement, hands in pockets, head down, his beret pulled forward, hiding his face; the man he was waiting for came out of the fog and into sight, tall, slim, walking with a habitual stoop, his shadow looming in the lamplight on the wall.
Albert increased his pace and walked up to the other man.
“I may have something interesting, André.”
“Shh!” André looked around, but no one was there. He grasped Albert’s arm, leading him away from the casino.
“Well,” he said, “what is it?”
Albert fished in his pocket and handed over the notebook.
André took it. He read, holding the page out to the light, then looked up at Albert.
“You sure about this?”
“I saw them go in.”
André shook his head. “Means nothing on its own. We need more than this before you go making accusations, and I don’t have enough to go on here.”
“Then we keep up the surveillance.”
André nodded and looked around again. “Yes, but be careful, yes? Keep me informed.”
Albert placed a hand on André’s shoulder. “Of course. You worry too much. What about you?”
“I’m meeting Lavigne tomorrow as planned.”

      ***The Casino de la Mer, the following day
André Marchand walked into the casino, feeling the cool of the air conditioning after the sultry heat of the streets. The sun was approaching its zenith, and the locals had retreated for lunch, hiding in the cool of their homes or cafés, leaving the burning streets for those mad enough to venture outside.
The air smelled of cooking lamb as he reached the door.
Inside the casino, the barman sat flicking through the pages of the local newspaper. The wheels were silent, the card tables still and empty, the room lit only by the light pouring in from the outside via the glass door and the windows.
The barman looked up as André entered. He smiled and pointed at the page. “That Renard fellow, he’s full of his usual shit, eh?”
André paused and looked at the page. The article was the usual tittle-tattle, unproven gossip, laden with innuendo. Plenty of nods and winks, but light on substance. He saw Dominique Lavigne’s name in the passage and took a sharp breath, glancing at the barman who appeared not to have noticed.
“One day, he will have something serious to say, don’t you think?”
The barman shrugged. “The boss is waiting for you.”
André nodded, pushed the door to the passageway and went out. Inwardly, he cursed. “Albert, you stupid fool.”
He followed the passageway that ran behind the bar and club to a small outbuilding with an office and a general room with a table laid out for lunch, where Dominique Lavigne was eating seared medium-rare lamb chops served with potatoes soaked in garlic butter and green beans, washed down with a sauvignon.
André went in, his stomach rumbling as he breathed in the odour of the cooking. Three men looked up from the table.
“Ah, there you are,” Dominique Lavigne said. “Take a seat; I have a small job for you.”
André looked at the other two men. He knew both. The Lavignes’ fixers. Michel Arnaud, with his chiselled jaw, covered in coal dust stubble and a cigarette hanging from his lip, stared back through pebble eyes as he sipped at a Pernod, eschewing the wine. Next to him, the eagle faced Luc Sauveterre with his hooked nose and pale eyes that never gave away what was going on behind them. If they were the windows of the soul, Luc Sauveterre’s had the shutters pulled firmly down. He was, likewise, fiddling with a cigarette and gulping down a glass of Pernod. They said nothing.
André involuntarily shivered and then sat.
“I have a plan,” Lavigne said.
“What do you want me to do?” André said.
“Oh, nothing too difficult. I need you to win big; that is all.”






  
  Chapter 2
Pégairolles-de-l’Escalette, present day.


The soft warmth of the Larzac sun hung over the village, which stood high on the escarpment with the valley dropping sharply away from the A75 autoroute that passed to the east heading south to the coast and north to Clermont-Ferrand. 
The village was a huddle of stone buildings set in a small maze of interconnected alleyways, cast mostly in shadow. The roads, such as they were, were too small for vehicular traffic, and cars remained outside the village environs in a small car park.
As the sun moved westward, it cast the entrance to Laurence Gauthier’s ancient house in deep shadow. The pale blue paint on the door was peeling and faded compared to the bright red of the geraniums that sat in pots on the steps leading from the narrow cobbled street.
Inside, voices could be heard as the party prepared to depart.
“Come on, you two; we should have left ten minutes ago.”
Somewhere further in the house, a muffled reply came as Laurence responded, and Clarice could be heard laughing.
“Do not worry, David, we have time.”
“All it needs is traffic on the motorway…”
“There won’t be. There never is. Now take some deep breaths.”
“Deep breaths don’t stop the clock, Clarice.”
“You worry too much, mon Cher,” Laurence said. “Clarice, my dress needs zipping up; can you help?”
“Of course, Maman.”
“What about the time that a griffon vulture sat in the middle of the road and held up the traffic?” Radfield said.
“You think it will happen again today?”
“Well, it could.”
Somewhere, Laurence laughed.
“It’s all very well you two laughing, but the priest won’t wait forever, and anything could happen. We should have left by now.”
“This is France,” Clarice said. “He will wait. Maman is the bride. The world must wait for her.”
There was some muttering.
“Even you, David.”
The door opened, and Detective Chief Inspector David Radfield (retired) stepped out in his light brown suit and fedora hat with a golden coloured tie pinned to his shirt with a silver tie clip bearing the Avon and Somerset Constabulary logo that his colleagues had presented to him at his retirement party. He placed a hand briefly on it as he smoothed down his jacket, then adjusted his hat.
He turned to watch the others and pushed his glasses up his nose. On his heels, Laurence followed, wearing a wide-brimmed hat that shaded her dark eyes, her navy dress hugging her figure. She turned back to lock the door, pushing her dark brown hair away from her face as she leaned forward to put the rusty iron key into the lock.
Her daughter, Clarice, like a younger version of her mother, dressed in a blazer and trouser suit, wore her brown hair cropped in a bob and watched while Radfield fidgeted irritably during the performance. She smiled at the theatre of her mother calmly leaving the house while Radfield fretted about the passing time, glancing at his watch and trying hard not to be too overt about it.
“Don’t worry, David,” she said, placing a hand on his arm.
Eventually, the key turned with a clunk as the lock slid into place.
“Well,” Laurence said. “We go and get married.”
David smiled and breathed deeply of the sweet air. “Yes,” he said. “We go and get married.”
Finally, he was a part of this place permanently. In the previous months, he had sold his UK property, which had been a source of stress he could have done without. The chain caused by the peculiarities of the UK property market collapsed when a buyer at the bottom of the chain decided to renegotiate the price at the last minute, and the seller walked away. Eventually, however, that property sold, and all the way up the chain, the exchanges took place, and David Radfield was finally free of it; now he was here, starting a new life.
He may not, he decided, be an example of the proverbial spring chicken, but there was a spring in his step these days. He looked at his bride, her easy smile and warm humour fed him youthful vigour like a reverse vampire.
“Come on,” he said, freezing the moment into his memory. “Time waits for no man and all that.”
“Always in a rush,” Laurence said. “You need to become more French.”
“I’m working on it, but French or not, time passes. Tout passe, remember.”
There were no griffon vultures on the A75 motorway, and the short trip into Lodève was smooth and efficient.
David parked in the central car park a short walk from the cathedral. Election posters pasted to lampposts and walls added colour as they walked past.
“I see a lot of these posters,” he said, reaching to adjust his hat, which never seemed to be at the precise angle he wanted.
“Ah, yes, Frédéric Martin,” Laurence said. “He is going all the way to the Élysée Palace, people are saying. I vaguely knew him when I was at school. He was a year or two above me, I think. All of a sudden, he seemed to come from nowhere. The family were just local farmers, and then he was running for mayor. Got it, too. He’s done very well for himself.”
“Was he any good?”
She smiled. “Yes, but today is not about local politicians; it’s about us.”
As the bright sunlight hurt their eyes, they could see Pascale Hervé and Patrice Laurent waiting for them outside the cathedral. It occurred to Radfield that he couldn’t recall ever seeing Pascale in a dress before. Another moment to store away for his memory. As he looked at the two women, it struck him how similar they were. There were a few strands of grey in Pascale’s hair, and she wore it shorter these days.
He recalled the time he first saw her. When was that? 1987? In those days, she wore it in a plait that came down to her waist. The shoulder length was more suited to her age now, he decided, but he would never say so out loud.
Like Laurence, her skin was the warm olive of the Mediterranean, and her smile lit her face as she reached forward to kiss each of them on the cheek.
“We wondered if you were going to make it,” she said.
David cast a look at Laurence, who sniffed and returned the kiss to Pascale before moving on to shake Patrice’s hand. Patrice seemed unruffled by the relaxed approach to timekeeping that bothered Radfield. While Radfield habitually wore a suit whether working or not, Patrice usually wore a short-sleeved shirt and chinos. Like the women, his skin had a Mediterranean complexion, and he wore his brown hair cropped militarily short. Today, he wore a dark suit, yet still carried the bearing of his lifelong career in the way he stood and moved, with a subtle underlying stiffness that never entirely evaporated, ever watchful, even in the gentle smile as he greeted old friends.
“Well, are we all ready?” Pascale said.
As they stood posing for photographs following the service, Radfield felt that he had finally made his home here, that nothing could change the happiness he felt.
None of them had reckoned on the Casino de la Mer.

      ***Marseille
The TGV slowed to a stop, the electric motors emitting a barely audible hum against the squeal of the brakes. The doors hissed open, and passengers stepped out of the air-conditioned carriages into the roasting heat of the city. As he walked alongside the train, he could feel the heat emanating from it, along with a slight electrical smell and a hint of oil.
Julien was twenty-three now. University of Cambridge behind him. To his credit, he had a first in Politics and Finance and an appreciation of the English and their language, which he now spoke fluently with a hint of the local dialect. He hadn’t expected to like them, but they had something about them that he took to. It wasn’t their warm beer. Nor was it their football. God, no. But their enthusiasm for losing well struck him as quaint, and he smiled as he recalled the regular sessions in the local pub where teams were cheered as they lost miserably and the drink-sodden commiserations that followed.
He still didn’t understand, but the memories were warm enough. His return to France at least meant a climate he could live with after the interminable drizzle of East Anglia, even if he did miss the camaraderie of the local football team and what his roommate had referred to as heroic failures with a degree of pride that Julien didn’t comprehend. It was, he thought, just a failure. Well, repeated failures. He saw nothing heroic about it. As for cricket, that bypassed him completely, and he had no plans to ever find out how the game worked.
He breathed the air, taking in the scent of his home city and smiled to himself.
“Julien!”
He turned to see his uncle, Jean-Claude, striding along the platform. He dropped his bag to the ground as the older man embraced him. Despite it only being months since his last trip here for the Christmas break, Jean-Claude looked older somehow. The dark widow’s peak had flecks of grey he hadn’t noticed before, and either Julien had grown, or Jean-Claude had shrunk.
“You are looking well despite the English climate, Julien.”
“You noticed the pallor,” Julien said. “Any more time in that climate and I would look like the undead.”
Jean-Claude reached for Julien’s bag, took the weight and wheeled it along the platform as Julien hefted his carry bag over his shoulder and followed his uncle along the platform and out into the searing Marseille sunlight, reaching for his top pocket and pulling out a pair of Ray-Bans, slipping them on, hiding his dark eyes as he scanned the city that he once called home.
He breathed deeply. The heat haze, which hung with hydrocarbons, was the signature of his city, and he took a second or two to absorb it. Above, gulls wheeled against the clear blue sky, and their cries were interrupted by the sound of distant sirens and blaring horns.
Jean-Claude was still walking, so Julien jolted himself out of his reverie and quickened his pace to catch up, swerving past tourists who dallied looking for their taxis.
“Come on, stop dithering, get out of the way,” he said, pushing past.
“How rude,” one woman said, throwing him a glare that he ignored as he carried on, oblivious to their irritation.
They stopped by an SUV. The driver stepped out and opened the back door, and they slipped into the air-conditioned interior. No sooner had they belted up than the vehicle moved out into the traffic, the driver wordlessly focusing on his driving, ignoring his passengers.
“How was England?” Jean-Claude said.
“English,” Julien said. “Cold, grey, but oddly likeable.”
“Well, now you are back…”
“And I intend to take over my place as father’s heir.”
“All in good time.” Jean-Claude fixed his eyes on the road ahead over the driver’s shoulder and fiddled with his collar, loosening it. Julien noticed the sweat beading on his brow and trickling down his face. Jean-Claude reached for a handkerchief and wiped it away.
“Now.” There was a sharpness to Julien’s voice, and Jean-Claude turned to look at him.
“Julien, your father’s business, such as was left, is, er, somewhat complicated. I’ve been rebuilding, but... It will take time…”
“I said now. It is mine, after all.”

      ***“Of course.” Jean-Claude turned his attention to the street outside and sighed slightly, reaching into his pocket for a jar of Tiger Balm that he always carried and rubbed it into the throbbing vein in his temple.
He had work on his hands, he decided, closing his eyes as the balm both burned and cooled at the same time. It was a temporary relief, but that would have to do.
Sebastián’s son showed none of the father’s reserve or caution. That would need to be remedied. Still, he decided, he had some thoughts on that matter.
“I want to deal with the people responsible for father’s death,” Julien was saying, interrupting his thoughts.
Jean-Claude turned again to the younger man.
“He is dead, Julien. Leave it at that.”
Julien shook his head.
“No, Carbonneau may have pulled the trigger…”
“Yes,” Jean-Claude said, his voice snapping. “And that is an end to the matter, Julien. If you are to take over the business, you keep your nose clean and present an outward appearance of respectability. You will attend charity events, you will join the board of trade, you will do what is expected of an honest businessman, and you will not, I repeat, not, go chasing after people who had nothing to do with your father’s death.”
“If they hadn’t been digging…”
“Enough!”
Jean-Claude’s nostrils flared, and his breath quickened. He had promised himself he would maintain his calm, yet it was already cracking, and they weren’t back home yet. He glanced out at the streets passing by as the car moved through the traffic. The blaring horns hurt his head, as did the movement of the car, causing waves of nausea in his stomach.
The boy may have looked like his father, but temperamentally, they were poles apart. Sebastián’s cool demeanour was missing in his son.
Julien lapsed into silence, drumming his fingers on the windowsill, and the car carried on through the busy streets, both men keeping their thoughts to themselves.
The driver heard nothing. He made sure he heard nothing. It was the best way.
He stopped the car outside a small nightclub and casino in the middle of the town along a back street, partially shaded by the surrounding buildings. The two passengers got out, and Julien followed Jean-Claude into the interior. It was quiet at this time of the day. They could hear a vacuum somewhere as a cleaner was doing her rounds, the undulating hum oddly loud in the otherwise silent venue.
Jean-Claude led the way upstairs to the offices. He pushed open a door, and they walked in. Julien went over to the large mahogany desk and sat, running his hands along the smooth surface, and Jean-Claude watched as he walked across the room to the drinks cabinet and took out a bottle of brandy and two glasses.
“Feels good, eh?”
The headache persisted. He would have to give in and take analgesics. The brandy, at least, would settle his stomach for a while.
Julien nodded.
“You have big shoes to fill, Julien. It will take time.” He placed the glasses on the table and poured, gesturing to Julien to take one.
Julien looked up.
“I am the boss now, uncle. Now that I am back permanently. I appreciate your efforts, but now you can let me take over.”
“That may be so, Julien, but your father was a wise man. He was cautious and made sure to keep up appearances. You must do the same.”
“There is no ‘must’ about it, uncle. I will run things my way.”
“If you want a short journey to Les Beaumettes, of course, do it your way. But your father’s death left this business in my hands until you are ready. I will make sure that you are ready, but you must be patient. Learn the business. Follow my counsel.”
“As you wish, uncle. As you wish. But it is my business, not yours.”
Jean-Claude caught the look in the younger man’s eyes and realised that he was going to have a job on his hands. That and the impending migraine were the last things he needed. Already, his eyes hurt, and he could see the aura starting.
“I’ll leave you to settle in, Julien.”
“You do that, Uncle.”
Jean-Claude went out and down the steps to the club. There, an older man sat, smoking a cigarette, in defiance of the no-smoking rule, and drinking a Pernod and watching television. Jean-Claude glanced at it. Another political discussion. He would be relieved, he thought, when this damned election was over. Michel Arnaud looked up, ignoring the slight frown on Jean-Claude’s face upon seeing the cigarette.
“All is well, Jean-Claude?” he said with a nicotine-stained smile, taking a final puff, dropping the butt to the floor and crushing it beneath his heel.
“We are in the 21st Century, Michel…”
“Pah! What troubles you, my friend?”
“Julien…”
Michel grinned, his face wrinkling. “A wild one, that, eh? Needs a slap, that one.”
“He will get us all into trouble if we aren’t careful, but he is my brother’s son and, well, Sebastián had been in charge of this place.”
“Youth, eh? What do you want me to do?”
“Keep an eye on him. I can’t watch him all the time and run things at the same time. Julien isn’t ready. He might think he is, but not yet.”
Michel nodded. “Don’t worry, Jean-Claude, I will keep him out of trouble.”
“He wants revenge.”
Michel snorted. “Carbonneau is dead. There is no revenge to be had.”
Jean-Claude shook his head. “But the investigators are still alive.”
He leaned against the bar and rubbed his head again. Not now. Really, not now.
Michel’s eyes widened. “You cannot be serious. They are protected by the flics. We do not need that kind of trouble.”
Jean-Claude could see the stale tobacco on the older man, the browned fingers that were perpetually holding a cigarette or a glass of Pernod, and smell it on his skin. In moments like this, his sense of smell heightened, and he could detect the sweat on Michel’s neck as he felt the waves of nausea.
He reached out and placed a hand on Michel’s shoulder. “Exactly. Now you know what I want, eh?”
Michel nodded. “Keep the whipper snapper out of trouble.”
“Yes.” Jean-Claude turned to go back upstairs, then paused, turning back.
“It might be harder than you think, Michel.”
Michel lifted a finger to his brow.
“Leave it to me, Jean-Claude.”
He watched Jean-Claude depart. His eyes narrowed as he reached for his cigarettes. He lit one and drew on the smoke. When the old business collapsed, he stayed out of sight. No point getting caught in the fallout, he’d decided. Luc Sauveterre had tipped him off that things were about to go badly, and he had heeded the warning, choosing to take an extended holiday abroad. Now Jean-Claude had rebuilt things from scratch, and that little sod was about to upset everything again. Sebastián had been a decent employer, but his son was trouble. He could do with Luc around, but he was in Les Baumettes, and his companion Armand Janvier was in Algiers somewhere.

      ***Aix en Provence.
Élodie Martin stopped her Citroën C3 outside the small cream coloured house with a red tiled roof on the outskirts of the town. The handbrake graunched as she applied it. She switched off the engine that overran for a second or two before lapsing into silence.
She sat for a second, breathing deeply.
Her brother, Thomas, sitting in the passenger seat, looked across at the house, the garden now unkempt with long grass dried out by the summer sun starting to fall over. In the driveway, an old Renault Super 5 sat unused since its owner had died.
“I remember when he bought that,” she said. “It was old even then.”
“Yes, me too. Something else we will have to try to sell. Come on, no point in sitting here putting it off.”
Thomas pushed the Citroën’s door open and got out, unfolding his lanky body as he stood, pulling a baseball cap onto his dark, curly hair, the peak shielding his eyes from the relentless sun, the curls sticking out sideways beneath it as if trying to escape.
“Let’s be getting on with it.”
He waited as his sister alighted and slammed the door shut. The sound was loud in the silence. Then they could hear the distant electrical buzz of a power tool, and a dog barked. She hooked a strand of hair over her ear and followed Thomas up the driveway, her sandalled feet slapping on the paving slabs. She glanced across at the Renault, now covered in Saharan dust, the tyres cracked with age, and the paint dull and matte where once it had shone a bright gloss.
Thomas reached into his pocket and pulled out the keyring full of assorted keys. Finding the one he wanted, he walked past her to the front door. Once pristine, the paint had peeled with age, and the timber beneath was grey from the sun. He turned the key and pushed the door open, and Élodie followed him in.
Inside, it was cool, and the shutters kept the sunshine out. Élodie walked around, opening them, letting the light flood into the rooms, throwing the clutter into sharp relief.
“Good God,” Thomas said, looking around at the room full of boxes piled upon one another, the shelves overflowing with books, trinkets and some tools, electrical cables and an old mobile phone. Drawers half open, so full of objects, they couldn’t be closed. “The place is full of junk. It will take forever. Most of it will just have to be thrown out. No one will want it.”
“We will have to pay someone,” Élodie said. “We can’t do it all ourselves.”
“Agreed. I always knew the old man was a hoarder…”
Élodie reached forward and plucked a photograph from the mantelpiece. “Oh,” she said, looking at it. “Uncle André was such a handsome young man. Remember this?”
She held it out, and Thomas glanced across at a moment frozen in time, when André was a saturnine youth, tall, slender, slightly stooped, with a dark beret pulled forward, casting a shadow over his eyes that stared back at them from forty-odd years ago.
“We aren’t here to wallow in nostalgia, Élodie. Come on. We have work to do. Concentrate on anything we need to take. Look for documents, small stuff. Then we can get house clearance people in to deal with the furniture.” He sighed. “Trust the old man to leave us with this mess.”
They split up, and Thomas remained downstairs while Élodie went upstairs. As she worked her way through cupboards and drawers, she could hear the slamming downstairs as Thomas did the same. Unlike him, she was content to take her time and find what their uncle had left.
Mostly, it was bric-a-brac and junk. Cheap souvenirs of long-forgotten holidays in Spain and the Far East. On the walls, photographs of André and his wife. On the table, a black-and-white wedding photograph. 
In the bedside cabinet, she found more personal items. A passport and letters written by his late wife, who had died a decade earlier. She smiled as she looked at them, her eyes watering. He’d kept them all this time. She also found a chit from a casino in Marseille.
Élodie frowned as she held it up to the light. She had no idea André ever gambled. She sat on the bed and half closed her eyes, trying to imagine him dressed in a tie and tails wandering the carpeted floor of a casino, and the image failed.
She shrugged and was about to put it back where she found it when Thomas appeared in the doorway.
“What is that?”
“An old ticket from a casino.”
“Let me look.”
She handed it over, and Thomas peered at it. He frowned.
“It’s not a ticket. This is a winnings chit.”
He turned it over in his fingers, looking at the faded paper, yet the ink was still visible. “It’s the best part of forty years old.”
“Oh, I had no idea.”
“Half a million francs.”
Élodie looked at him, her face blank. “How much is that in real money?”
Thomas shrugged, mentally calculating.
“Around a hundred thousand euros, more or less, I think.”
He scanned the room, taking in the sense of dereliction.
“Whatever he did with such a fortune, Uncle André doesn’t appear to have spent it.”
“Then where is it?”
Thomas stared at the chit, noting the casino name. “Good question.”
Élodie stood and walked to the window. “We need to look for it,” she said.
“I agree. I’ll look into his finances. There must be a trace somewhere. No one ever said he had money.”
“Well,” Élodie said, “it isn’t here by the looks of it.”
“Unless there is a bundle of cash hidden under the floorboards.”
They spent the next few days searching the house for clues. Thomas went to the bank and searched André’s financial records. They checked his safe-deposit box, but found nothing. It was as if the money never existed. All they had was a chit from the Casino de la Mer down in Marseille, and, as they discovered, it had closed down a few years earlier. The site was awaiting redevelopment.






  
  Chapter 3
Lodève


In high summer, the light shone through the office window, casting shadows from the blinds onto the desk. Pascale Hervé sat, leafing through paperwork, while her husband and business partner Patrice Laurent was busy staring at his screen. In the outer office, Clarice was tapping away on her keyboard. 
Sometimes, Pascale could hear her on the phone as she fielded queries from potential customers or dealt with payments.
They had entered a lull in their workload, and with David Radfield away on honeymoon with Laurence, Pascale was content with a lightening of the workload. It would pick up soon enough. Now she could concentrate on the accounts so that when the dreaded tax return time came at the end of the year, it wouldn’t be a last-minute panic. She recalled joining Patrice in this agency and the state of his finances. Now they were organised and efficient, and she took control of them, leaving him to do what he did best.
She looked up, caught his eye, and smiled. Since their marriage eighteen months previously, she had felt a contentment that had eluded her for years. Also, since the discovery of her grandmother in England, Geneviève’s ghost had failed to reappear. She wondered if that was the last she would see of her, although she was never fully sure whether Geneviève had always been a product of her imagination.
She shrugged and reached for her coffee. It was cold, and she pulled a face. As she got up to swap it for a refill, she heard voices from outside. She went into the outer office where Clarice was talking to two young people. Both dark-haired. The woman slightly younger, she thought. She wore her hair in a loose ponytail and dressed conservatively in a skirt and blouse with a light jacket. He wore a charcoal grey suit, and his hair was curly and untamed, yet they shared similar features, the same nose and eyes. Siblings, she presumed. Both professionals.
“How may we help you?” she said.
“Oh, er, well, we’ve been dealing with our uncle’s estate,” the man said. “Thomas,” he held out a hand, and Pascale shook it. “My sister Élodie.”
Pascale nodded to Clarice and gestured to the back office, and they went in.
They sat around Pascale’s desk, and Patrice turned the casino chit over in his hand as Pascale listened to Thomas and Élodie explain their discovery.
“Does the name Lavigne mean anything to either of you?” Patrice said.
They looked blankly at him and shook their heads.
“Why?” Thomas said.
“This Casino de la Mer,” Patrice held the chit up, “Belonged to the Lavigne family back in the eighties.”
“That was part of your beat, wasn’t it?” Pascale said.
Patrice nodded. “I was an agent then, I remember. It burned down in I think 1990 or shortly afterwards. Certainly, it was gone by the millennium.” He sighed. “We suspected an insurance fraud, but there was never enough evidence, and the Lavignes always kept two degrees of separation between themselves and their criminal enterprise. Last I heard, the site was due to be redeveloped. Housing, I believe.”
“Sebastián is dead now,” Pascale said.
“He is, yes, but this would date back to his father’s time. Dominique. And his brother Jean-Claude is still very much alive, not to mention Sebastián’s son, Julien, the heir apparent. A little bastard by all accounts.”
“What about the money?” Thomas said. “We searched all of Uncle André’s accounts, and there is no sign of it.”
“Nor any cash,” Élodie said.
Pascale smiled. “If there was cash, it would be untraceable. And probably long spent by now.”
Patrice placed the chit on the desk and pushed it towards Thomas, who picked it up.
“I think you will find that this is nothing more than an interesting relic of your uncle’s past,” Patrice said.
“Then you will not investigate?” Thomas said.
Patrice looked at Pascale, who shrugged.
“It is your money, of course; we are merely advising that you will likely not find any cash, so you may want to think… Our services cost a lot of money. Especially if the investigation drags on. You need to consider whether there really is a casino win or whether it is nothing more than an interesting find.”
She stopped as Clarice opened the door and came in.
“Madam, Monsieur, Capitaine Hélène Roche is on the phone.”
“D’accord, I’ll
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