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Dedication

For my sister Becky, her husband Joe and for little William Quinn Francesco Pingue, born 16/11/16. Who knows what that boy will see?
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1

Nothing else smells like blood.

Blood mixed with fear is something else again. Josef Engel had not smelled it in over seventy years – seventy years and he still remembered it like the years had been nothing. And this time the smell was coming from him.

He stared down at his shrunken body, his head too heavy to lift, old skin drooping like canvas over the frame of his ribs. Blood dripped vivid against the white of it, leaking from cuts in his chest that formed the Star of David. Other wounds tickled as they bled, slashes on his back where he’d been whipped, puncture wounds from something that had pinched his flesh together to cause fresh pain when he thought he’d already felt every kind there was. The pain was everything now, burning like fire through flesh that remained oddly slack and useless.

The man had come right before closing, walking into the shop and embracing Josef like an old friend. Josef had embraced him back, surprised by the action of this man dressed all in black like a shadow. Then he had felt the pinprick on his neck and tried to pull away, but the shadow man had held him tight and a cold numbness had quickly spread out from the pinprick and into his whole body. He had tried to call for help but it had come out as a drooling moan and his head fell forward on neck muscles no longer able to support the weight of his skull. There was no one around to hear anyway and the man must have known, for he had not been agitated or hurried as he calmly steered Josef to the centre of his atelier through the headless mannequins. He had slumped to the floor in the centre of the room, his arthritic knees cracking like gunshots, another memory from seventy years ago.

Josef had watched the man’s shadow, cast by the skylights above, moving on the polished wooden floor as he removed Josef’s shirt. A blade had appeared close to his eyes, turning slowly so the light caught the sharpness of its edge before it moved to his chest and cut through white flesh down to the bone, the blood welling around the blade and dripping down his front to the floor. He had watched it all and gasped at the explosions of pain the blade drew from him, wondering how so much agony could be contained in his old body, and why the drugs that had numbed his muscles did nothing to block the pain. He was a prisoner in his own flesh, feeling everything but incapable of doing anything to stop it. Warmth spread over him as first his blood then his bladder and bowels emptied. When the smell of that hit him he had started to cry because the humiliation was painful too.

Josef had not been this afraid since the war, when pain and death had been commonplace in the labour camps. He had escaped death then but now it had caught up with him. He watched its shadow move away across the polished wooden floor, heard the front door being unlocked and hoped that maybe the shadow man was leaving. But the door was relocked and the shadow returned and something was placed on the floor in front of him.

Tears sprang to Josef’s eyes as he read the faded gold lettering on the wooden sewing machine box – Pfaff. It was the same make as the machine he had learned to sew on, before war had come and the world had gone dark, when all he’d wanted to do was listen to the purr of the busy needle and make beautiful things with it. Holes had been drilled in the curved top of the box and a small hatch fitted on one side with a sliding bolt keeping it shut. A faint scratching was coming from inside.

‘Du weißt warum dies dir passiert ist?’

The man’s German was accented and Josef didn’t recognize the voice. He tried to look up again but his head was still too heavy.

‘You know why this has happened to you?’ the voice repeated, and a phone appeared in front of Josef’s face, the light from the screen too bright in the evening gloom.

‘Erinnerst du dich hieran?’ the voice asked.

Josef squinted against the brightness and looked at the black-and-white photograph displayed on the phone.

‘Erinnerst du dich hieran?’ the voice repeated. ‘Remember this?’

Josef did remember.

A hand swiped the screen and more photographs appeared, stark images of terrible things Josef had witnessed with his own eyes: piles of bodies in mass graves; skeletons behind wire fences, on their knees in the mud, too weak to stand, their bony shoulders tenting striped uniforms, shaved heads hanging forward while men in grey uniforms stood over them with whips and guns or the strained leashes of snarling dogs in their leather-gloved hands.

‘You should have died in the camp,’ the voice said. ‘We should have wiped away the stain of you back then when we had the chance.’

Josef stared into eyes sunk deep in skull-like faces and imagined bony hands reaching out for him across the distance of seventy lost years, and pushing into his chest.

‘Der bleiche Mann,’ he whispered, his numbed tongue blurring the words.

The shadow on the floor moved closer. ‘Tell me about him. Tell me about the pale man.’

‘Er kommt,’ Josef replied, his tongue wrapping around a language he had not spoken in decades. ‘He is coming.’ His mind was drifting now, fogged by the intense pain spreading out from his chest. ‘He will save me und die Anderen … Comme la dernière fois. He will come and save us again.’

‘Die Anderen,’ the voice said. ‘Tell me about the others. Tell me what happened back in the camp. State your name and give me your confession.’

Josef hesitated for a moment before starting to speak, the words flowing out of him in a steady stream, loosened by the drug and the feeling that as long as he continued to talk he would be allowed to live. ‘I kept it safe,’ Josef said when he had finished his confession, his hands tingling as the drug began to wear off. He reached up to where the skeleton fingers continued to tear at his heart and pain bloomed.

‘What did you keep safe?’

‘The list,’ Josef gasped.

‘Tell me about the list.’

‘Der weiße Anzug,’ Josef clutched his chest and pushed back against the pain. ‘The white suit. We promised to keep it safe and we did. All these years we kept it safe.’

Josef managed to raise his head a little and stared up at the outline of his killer silhouetted against the skylights. The man reached down and Josef closed his eyes and braced himself for some new pain, but something touched his face and he opened his eyes again and saw a white tissue in the man’s hand, dabbing at the blood around his eyes as gently as a mother cleaning jam from a child’s mouth. Josef started to weep at this unexpected gesture of kindness. He could smell disinfectant on the man’s hand and saw that he was wearing thin surgical gloves the same colour as skin.

‘Remember the camp,’ the man asked, ‘remember what it was like at the very end, all those bodies piling up and no one left to bury them?’ He moved over to the wooden box and twisted the tissue until blood squeezed out between his latex-covered fingers. ‘Do you remember the rats?’ He bent down and fed the tapered end of the tissue into one of the larger holes and the scratching intensified. ‘All those walking skeletons but the rats never went hungry, did they?’ The tissue twitched and was tugged inside the box with a flurry of squeaks and scratching. ‘I caught these rats near a chicken farm almost a week ago. They haven’t eaten much since – only each other. I wonder how many there are left?’ He reached down for the bolt holding the hatch shut and Josef felt panicked pain explode in his chest. ‘Or you could tell me more about the white suit and I’ll keep the box shut.’

Tears dripped down Josef’s face, stinging as they salted the wounds on his chest. The pain was unbearable now. He had never escaped the camp, not really. He had carried it with him all this time, and now it was bursting out of him again.

‘Tell me about the suit.’ The man slid the latch across but held the door shut.

‘The pale man,’ Josef said, shaking uncontrollably, his breathing shallow. ‘We made it for him.’ He dragged his eyes from the box and looked desperately over at the door as if hoping he might be standing there. ‘He said he would come for it. He said it would keep us safe. We made a deal. He will—’

Pain erupted inside Josef, a jagged explosion of glass and fire that forced all the air from his lungs. His eyes flew wide and he crumpled to the floor, gasping for breath but getting none. He lay on his side and saw a thimble lying deep under one of the workbenches, worn and familiar and bent to the shape of his finger over long years of work, the same thimble he’d had back in the camp, back in that cellar. He had lost it a month or so ago and looked for it everywhere. And there it was. And here was he. The pain was consuming him now. Swallowing him whole. Pulling him down. His killer dropped to the floor, cutting off his view of the lost thimble, and Josef felt a pressure on his neck and smelled rubber and disinfectant as fingers checked for a pulse. Josef’s view shifted as he was rolled on to his back and he heard a thud and felt a fist hammer down on the centre of his chest, heard a rib crack but didn’t feel anything because the pain inside him was already too great.

Josef looked beyond the silhouette of the man and up to the sky where thin white clouds slid across the deepening blue sky. He had worked in this room for over forty years but this was the first time he could remember looking up. He had never looked at the sky in the camp either, had always found it too painful to gaze up at such simple, boundless beauty when all around him was ugliness and horror.

The man continued to pound on his chest but Josef knew it was pointless. There was no saving him now. The man in the white suit was not coming. He would not cheat Death a second time. He took a last, deep, jagged breath. Stared up at the indigo sky. And closed his eyes.

He stopped pounding on the brittle chest and looked down at the tailor’s broken body. He could see the outline of ribs beneath the dark blood and papery skin and watched for a while to see if they moved. They didn’t.

He took another tissue from his pocket, balled it up and wiped it around the slashed, wet edges of the star then stood and moved through the silent, headless crowd of mannequins to a blank section of wall on the far side of the atelier. He pressed the bloody tissue to the wall, dabbing it on the chalky surface and returning to the body whenever the tissue ran dry. It was full dark by the time he had finished but he could see what he’d written on the wall. Death was not enough for Die Anderen, they also had to know it was coming and feel its shadow on their backs, exactly as it had been in the camps.

He began to search the atelier. No one was due back here until morning, so he took his time, working steadily and searching the main house too, looking for the list and the suit Josef Engel had mentioned. He found nothing.

When he had finished, he stood in the centre of the atelier and looked down at the still figure on the floor, listening to the scratching and squeaking rats and the clock striking midnight in the hallway. He wondered if Josef had wound the clock that morning, not realizing it would keep ticking after his heart had stopped. Time had run out for the old man, like it did for everyone in the end – like it would for him soon enough.

He felt tired and empty and the pain in his head was starting to grow but he wasn’t finished here, not quite. He moved over to the wooden box, lifted the hatch on the side and dark shapes poured out, scraps of darkness scrabbling across the polished floorboards towards the scent of blood. They swarmed over the body, fighting and squeaking as they tugged at the cooling flesh and each other as they went into a feeding frenzy.

The man watched them for a long time. Listening to the tick of the clock and thinking about the list and what he had missed, and everything he had to do before all of this would be over.
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Madjid Lellouche snicked away another withered vine before looking up. He knew he would be in trouble if he was seen to stop work, even for a moment, yet something made him pause and turn – and then he saw him.

The man was maybe fifty feet away, passing in and out of view between the plane trees lining the Roman road built at the same time as the vineyards. The road was directly behind where Madjid was working and lower down the hill, so no movement could have caught his eye. He was also far enough away that the sound of footsteps could not have reached him, even if the wind had been in the right direction, which it wasn’t. There was no wind today anyway, only sunlight and the melting ground mist and the promise of another day of solid heat that would sit like a boulder on his back as he worked, drying the ground to dust between the green lines of vines.

Madjid shielded his eyes against the glare of the morning sun and watched the man pass in and out of view between the trees, moving through the mist that pooled in the lower valley. He was pale and slender and tall and wore a light suit jacket that looked formal and old, and his hair was white though he seemed young, moving with the smooth grace of a dancer and not the stiffness of a man of advanced years. Madjid listened out through the whine of insects for the sound of his footsteps and heard instead the snap of a twig behind him, and the swish of a cane cutting through the air followed by the sharp burn of sudden pain.

‘The fuck I’m paying you for?’

Madjid turned and raised his arms against the next blow. ‘Désolé,’ he called out, backing away from the man with the stick in his hand. ‘Désolé, monsieur.’ Madjid bumped against the vines and a handful of grapes pattered on to the dust, their skins wrinkled and spotted with blight.

‘Sorry doesn’t get the work done.’ The cane sliced back down and Madjid felt the bite of it on his forearm and fell to his knees. He stared up at the large, sweaty figure of Michel LePoux through a gap in his raised arms and saw anger burning in piggy eyes staring out from a bright red face. ‘Désolé, Monsieur LePoux,’ he said.

The cane rose again and Madjid closed his eyes against the blow. Heard the swish of it coming back down and the slap of it striking skin, only this time he felt no pain. He opened his eyes and looked up. LePoux was standing right in front of him, silhouetted against the bleached blue sky – and so was the man from the road.

‘Ouch,’ he said, in a voice that was low like thunder and soft as the wind through the vines. ‘Ça fait mal’ – That hurt. He stretched the word ‘mal’, like the locals did, and it came out sounding more like ‘mel’.

LePoux tugged at his cane, trying to free it from the man’s grip but he held on to it with little apparent effort, despite the fact that LePoux was twice the weight of the stranger. LePoux stopped tugging and glared at the man. ‘You’re trespassing.’

‘And you are violently assaulting someone,’ the stranger replied, ‘which of those crimes is the greater, do you suppose?’

‘Crime?’ LePoux spat on the ground. ‘There is no crime. This man is mine and what I do with my property on my land is my business.’

He yanked the stick again and the stranger let go, sending LePoux stumbling backwards. He grabbed at the vines and more shrivelled grapes pattered to the ground. The stranger dipped down to pick one up. ‘Your country banned slavery in 1831.’ He crushed the grape, sniffed the pink juice, then licked the end of his finger and looked up at LePoux. ‘So how can this man be your property?’

LePoux stood up and pulled his sweat-damp shirt away from his skin. ‘I don’t know who you are, monsieur. Your accent’s local but I know that you’re not. I know everyone around here – law, lawyers, judges, everyone – but I don’t know you and you’re trespassing on my land, so if I want to chase you off it with a stick or a shotgun, no one here would say a thing against it.’

He raised his cane again but the stranger didn’t move. ‘How long has this land been yours?’ he asked.

‘My family’s been here for five generations,’ LePoux replied, puffing out his chest.

The stranger stared at LePoux and shook his head slowly. ‘Pity you won’t make it to a sixth.’

LePoux’s face flushed red and his knuckles whitened. He lashed out with the cane, bringing it down hard on the stranger. LePoux was fast but the stranger was faster. He stepped aside as quick as blinking and the cane smacked on to the ground where he had been standing. LePoux stumbled forward, unbalanced by the force of the blow, and the stranger stamped down on the middle of his stick, breaking it in two with a sound like snapping bone, then twisted and kicked LePoux so hard he flew right through the vines and landed in the next row in a tangle of wire and foliage.

He smoothed his suit jacket down and held out his hand to Madjid and he felt the strength in it as he pulled him to his feet. His hand was solid like marble and strong like a blacksmith’s, though with none of the coarseness of work upon it, and he seemed both old and young, his white hair ageing him but his smooth skin making him seem youthful. He could have been any age between twenty and sixty, though his eyes were old and black and deep, like staring into a well.

‘The next town,’ the man asked in his low voice, ‘what’s it called?’

‘Cordes,’ Madjid replied. ‘Cordes-sur-Ciel.’

He nodded. ‘And is there a tailor there?’

‘Monsieur Engel.’

‘What about a man or a place called Magellan?’

Madjid frowned and searched his memory. He wanted to help this man who’d helped him but the name meant nothing. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’ve never heard that name.’ He felt bad, like he had let him down in some way.

The stranger nodded and frowned. ‘Thank you for your time,’ he said, then he turned back to LePoux. ‘Your land is rotten,’ he said, plucking a leaf from a branch and holding it up so the sun lit up the orange and black tiger stripes on the green leaf. ‘You have esca in all your vines but, given the sorry state of your land and the way you treat your workers, I would imagine you have neither the funds nor the reputation to get the help you need to cut it out. Your harvest will fail and you will be forced to sell, sooner rather than later.’ He dropped the leaf and turned back to Madjid. ‘You should leave,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing for you here but pain.’ Then he tipped his head in a courtly way and walked away.

Madjid watched him leave, moving through the vines and back towards the road. Behind him he heard crashing and huffing as LePoux scrambled back to his feet.

‘Get back to work,’ he said, picking up the broken halves of his cane and looking at them before throwing them to the ground.

Madjid looked around at the vines, the tiger-striped leaves glowing orange on almost every plant. The stranger was right, the crop was already lost. And when rot had claimed the whole harvest, LePoux would blame him, call him lazy and beat him as he drove him from the land without pay. He needed to get away from here. It was so obvious he felt like he had woken from a spell. He had been blinded by his lack of options and by his blind faith in hard work. He looked back at the stranger who had opened his eyes. He was almost at the road now. ‘What’s your name, monsieur?’ he called after him.

‘Solomon,’ the man replied without looking round, his voice as soft as before but carrying back to Madjid as clearly as if he had shouted it. ‘My name is Solomon Creed.’
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Commandant Benoît Amand of the Police Nationale felt the buzz of an incoming call in his pocket. He ignored it, reaching out instead to wipe a finger across the swastika someone had sprayed on the Jewish memorial, the thick black paint dripping on to the names carved into granite remembering those who’d been rounded up and transported to the death camps on the night of 26 August 1942. He heard the crunch of footsteps across the boules court and the slop of water in a bucket.

‘You want to take pictures first?’ a voice asked.

‘No,’ Amand said, moving past him and heading across La Place 26th Aout towards Café Belloq on the far side of the square. ‘I want you to scrub away all trace of it.’

The breakfast crowd were sitting in the shade of a wide, red awning, drinking their coffee and staring at their phones and newspapers. A few were looking over at him. Jean-Luc Belloq was one of them. He had been polishing the same glass with his apron ever since Amand had arrived.

Amand reached into his pocket, his hand pushing past his now silent phone to the bottle of glycerine pills, and unscrewed the lid one-handed so Belloq wouldn’t see. He passed the half-constructed stage, part of the planned celebrations to mark seventy years since the end of the Second World War. The banners weren’t up yet, otherwise the vandal might have defaced them too. The rest of the square was deserted, the chess tables and boules courts not yet populated by the old men who used the square as an al fresco social club. He palmed a glycerine caplet, popped it into his mouth under cover of a cough, manoeuvred it under his tongue and immediately felt the tightness in his chest melt away. His phone buzzed again, rattling against the pill bottle, but he let it ring, focusing instead on his breathing like his doctor had taught him as he mounted the stone steps to the café and nodded a greeting to the few diners who weren’t tourists.

‘Commandant,’ Jean-Luc said, polishing the glass like it would never be clean. ‘I still can’t get used to the way you look. Let me get you a coffee.’ He made to turn then stopped and struck his forehead theatrically with his palm. ‘Sorry. No stimulants, right? Must be so frustrating to lose all that weight and still have the heart of a sumo.’

The phone in Amand’s pocket stopped buzzing and the pill under his tongue continued to dilate his veins. ‘What time did you open this morning?’ he asked.

‘Around six, same as always.’

‘Notice anything suspicious?’

‘Suspicious how?’

‘Like someone over by the memorial plaque spraying a swastika on it?’ Jean-Luc shook his head. ‘Anyone else around?’ He continued to shake his head. ‘What about the café, anyone in before you?’

‘I’m always first in.’

‘When did you notice the graffiti?’

‘I didn’t.’ Jean-Luc nodded at a waitress cleaning a couple of tables at the rear of the terrace. ‘She did. She told me. I called you.’

‘Does she have a name?’

‘Probably. We have a high turnover of staff here and I’m not good with names.’

Amand nodded. Café Belloq was notorious for working its staff into the ground and paying them peanuts. ‘Mind if I talk to her?’ He started to head over and Jean-Luc followed. Amand stopped and turned to him. ‘Alone, if you don’t mind.’

Belloq looked like he did mind but the phone started ringing inside the café, the trilling bells like an echo from the past. It was an old Bakelite model, so ancient it had become fashionable again, a result of meanness rather than forward thinking or style.

‘Shouldn’t you get that?’ Amand said. Jean-Luc glanced at the waitress, then turned and marched away. Amand waited until he disappeared inside the café before walking over to the waitress.

‘Mademoiselle?’ he said, stopping at her table. ‘I’m Benoît Amand from the Police Nationale.’ She looked up in alarm from the croissant crumbs she was sweeping on to a plate. ‘Don’t worry, you’re not in any trouble. What’s your name?’

Her eyes flicked over to the café where Jean-Luc was visible through a window, talking on the phone and looking in their direction. ‘Mariella,’ she murmured.

‘Mariella, Monsieur Belloq says it was you who spotted the graffiti on the plaque.’ She gave a tiny nod. ‘What time was this?’

‘When I was setting the tables out. Six thirty maybe.’

‘And when did you tell Monsieur Belloq about it?’

‘I told him as soon as I spotted it.’

‘And was anyone else around at that time?’

‘No.’

‘Thank you, Mariella.’

She nodded and scurried away, grateful for the release.

Amand headed into the café, glancing over at the man with the bucket scrubbing away at the memorial plaque, the swastika now concealed beneath thick suds that dripped grey down the stonework.

‘He’s here,’ Belloq said, holding the phone out to him the moment he stepped into the bar.

‘Is that clock right?’ Amand asked, nodding at the grandmother clock that had kept time in Café Belloq since before the war.

Belloq nodded. ‘I reset it each morning when I wind it. Why?’

‘Because I’m interested to know why it took you three hours to call us after you first saw a Nazi symbol painted on a Jewish memorial outside your café.’

Belloq shrugged. ‘Didn’t think it was important.’

Amand took the phone and caught the smell of tobacco soaked into the black plastic over decades. ‘Amand.’

‘Why aren’t you answering your phone?’

Amand stiffened, picking up on the tension in the sergeant’s voice. ‘What’s up, Henri?’

‘It’s Josef Engel. His cleaner just called. She’s hysterical, said that there are rats everywhere. Parra is already on his way to Engel’s atelier. She said that he’s been murdered.’
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Solomon’s hand stung where he’d caught the cane, a burning sensation that was not entirely unpleasant. He flexed his fingers to feed the ache and let it sharpen his senses as he walked down the road. He could smell hints of the town ahead of him now, like something small and hard buried beneath the softer, blanketing smells of the countryside: stone and concrete; hot tile and cooking oil; sour sweat and hair grease and the underlying sewagey stink of almost a thousand years of human occupation.

His feet were road weary inside the scuffed rancher’s boots he’d borrowed from a dead man in Arizona. They had carried him along the interstates and back roads of New Mexico and Texas, clanged on the sheet-metal deck of a container ship out of Galveston, and now trod the same straight road sandalled centurions had built two thousand years earlier. Squares of grey overlapped on the road’s surface where intense summer heat and dry frozen winters had split and cracked it again and again until it had become a thing of fragments – like Solomon himself.

The town of Cordes came into view gradually, emerging from the mist like a mountain castle at the end of the patchwork road. Castellated walls circled the summit, the thick stone worn with age and blending into the jagged outcrops of limestone from the original Puech de Mordagne. Stone buildings clung to the side of it like barnacles on a shark’s fin and Solomon could read the history of the town’s development in its architecture, oldest buildings at the top, youngest at the base, with narrow winding streets and long flights of stone steps linking the different levels. A thin tower rose up at the top, the name of the church it belonged to whispering in his head, prompted by the sight of it: L’Eglise Saint-Michel – the Church of St Michael.

Solomon had seen the town before, in a dream. He slept little and dreamed hardly at all and when he did it was usually the same dream, the one of the mirror that showed no reflection. But once, in his cramped bunk in the galley of the transport ship, he had slipped into slumber and seen this place, misty and indistinct, exactly as it appeared now.

Cordes-sur-Ciel – Cordes on Sky – named for the phenomenon Solomon was now witnessing where the town seemed to float on the valley mist.

The town continued to materialize from the mist as he drew closer, and more facts surfaced in his mind:

Founded 1222 by the Comte de Toulouse … Almost ended by plague in 1348 … Battered by the Hundred Years War in the fourteenth century and the Wars of Religion in the sixteenth.

Market town. Merchant centre. Textiles and wool, then indigo and Broderie Anglais lace. The small crocodiles on a famous French designer brand had been made here.

Tourist town now, teeming in the long summer months with people drawn by its history and weather and the beautiful stone houses with views over vine-covered valleys.

The information cascaded through Solomon’s head, every fact correct but nothing that told him how he might be connected to the place. That part of his memory was gone, along with every other detail of who he was or might once have been. Whenever he focused his know-it-all mind on thoughts of himself, it fell silent – no facts, no memories. It was like staring into the mirror in his dream, the one that reflected nothing. All he had were fragments and questions.

He unbuttoned his tailored suit jacket and looked at the label stitched inside:

Ce costume a été fait au trésor pour M. Solomon Creed – This suit was made to treasure for Mr Solomon Creed.

The gold thread shone in the morning sunlight, spelling out the address where the suit had been made around the edge of the label:

13, Rue Obscure, Cordes-sur-Ciel, Tarn.

He let the flap of the jacket fall back down, the cut fitting the slender contours of his body perfectly. This was the place where someone had measured him and adjusted the cut until it fit him like a second skin. Here someone must have taken payment, perhaps made arrangements for its delivery, noting down an address and a name, tiny fragments of his lost history that might lead all the way back to who he really was, like stones through a dark forest. He was incomplete and so was the story of the clothes he wore.

Ce costume, the label said – this suit – yet he only had the jacket.

He re-buttoned it, the scents of his long journey trapped in the fabric – the salt of the ocean, diesel fumes and rice-wine vinegar, horseradish and tobacco smoke. He flexed his hand and carried on walking towards the town and the tailor he had travelled over five-thousand miles to find. Towards the address stitched in gold on a label. Towards answers.

The scent of the town was stronger now he could see it, the smell of the people who lived here soaked into the stone over countless centuries and carrying on the misty breeze like pollen. Solomon breathed deeply, identifying each scent as easily as a florist enumerating the fragrance of different flowers. He knew the cause of each too, the emotion beneath each enzyme: fear, regret, happiness, longing … and a new scent, an unusual odour, sharp and metallic, that seemed more familiar to him than all the other smells blowing his way on the shifting breeze. It was a smell that made his heart thrum faster and the brand on his shoulder ache in a way that told him it was significant – the smell of freshly spilled human blood.
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Lieutenant Emile Parra was already at the Atelier on the Rue Obscure when Amand arrived. He parked his fifteen-year-old Citroën, stepped out into the street and looked up at the silent and shuttered house, the single-storey workshop built on the side with a sign above the door saying ‘Atelier Engel – Costumier’.

Amand looked over at Parra. ‘Who’s been inside the house?’

‘Only the cleaner – and me.’

‘Where is she now?’

Parra nodded up the street to where a thin, grey woman in a pale blue housemaid’s smock sat on the steps of a shuttered-up holiday home, her hands folded in her lap, her eyes fixed on the cobbles in a way that made her look like she was praying. Amand recognized Madame Segolin, a matriarch from one of the older local families. ‘Have you questioned her?’

‘Briefly.’ Parra flipped open a notebook. ‘Says she got here shortly after eight because there was a queue in Moulin where she gets Monsieur Engel’s baguette. She let herself in, smelled what she thought was blocked drains, went into the atelier and saw Monsieur Engel lying on the floor. Then she saw the rats and ran outside. She called us on her mobile and was sitting there when I got here. She hasn’t moved since.’

Amand watched her rocking back and forth slightly, her eyes open but her focus vague. He imagined she was picturing whatever she had discovered lying on the atelier floor and his chest tightened a little at the realization that he was about to see it too.

‘Make sure she’s OK,’ he said. ‘See if there’s anyone around who can give her a coffee or something stronger.’ He stepped past Parra and entered the atelier.

The foul smell hit him the moment he was inside; sewage and ammonia and rust triggering some primal part of his brain, making him want to turn right around and run. His father had told him once that being brave was not about being fearless, it was about being full of fear but doing the thing that frightened you anyway. Papa had spent five years in the Foreign Legion fighting in North Africa and been invalided out after getting shot in the leg, so he knew what he was talking about. Amand reached into his pocket, popped another glycerine capsule under his tongue, and carried on walking forward.

A plastic mop bucket lay on its side with bottles of bleach and cloths spilling out across the floorboards. He imagined Madame Segolin dropping it when she’d seen what was in the room. He moved towards it and looked ahead, but crowds of headless mannequins in various state of undress blocked his view. The rising heat of the day was already starting to stir the first pungent smells of decay into the odour of blood and piss and shit. He reached the bucket and the slumped figure came into view. It was lying in a dark puddle that reflected the light streaming down from the overhead skylights. Amand took another step forward and a slight movement on the body made him freeze. He watched a small pointed snout lift up from behind the old man’s head, its whiskers wet, its teeth long and red. The rat sniffed the air for a moment then ducked back down to continue feeding.

Bile burned in Amand’s throat. He stamped on the floorboards to try and scare the vermin away and more rats appeared from underneath the body, scurrying away to the safety of the shadows, wet fur and claws leaving trails across the floorboards. One stopped by a small wooden box lying close to the body and looked back. Amand stamped on the floor again but the rat squeaked a challenge, its ragged ears twitching towards him. It turned and started moving towards the body again. Amand felt the bile rise higher. He reached for his service pistol, unsnapped the safety strap and drew. The gunshot boomed in the silence of the workshop and the rat spun away across the floor, a smear of blood and splintered wood marking the spot where it had been. Amand heard running footsteps behind him and turned and held up his hands. ‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘I’m OK. Call La Domial in Les Cabannes, tell them to grab some rat traps and bring them up here. Traps, not poison. These damn things are evidence now.’ Parra nodded, reaching for his phone, his wide eyes staring past Amand at the body on the floor. ‘And call Albi to get a move on with the STIC team. We need to process this room and bag the body before anything else takes a bite out of it.’

He turned back and stepped further into the workshop, weaving between the mannequins to take a closer look at the body. He swallowed hard when he saw the old man’s face. He had known Josef Engel well enough, but he did not recognize the thing now lying on the floor before him. His face and upper body were red and scourged, thousands of tiny bites showing where the rats had feasted. Amand began to rehearse the conversation he would have with Josef’s next of kin, wondering how he could translate all of this into quiet words of condolence.

‘Call Marie-Claude,’ he said. ‘Check she’s at home, and if she is, make sure she stays there. Whoever did this might have a grudge against the family. In fact, send someone round, make sure she’s OK and tell her I’ll be along short—’

The sound made both their heads whip round.

It was music. A piano being played inside the main house.

Amand raised his gun towards the sound and glanced at Parra. ‘You said no one was inside.’

‘Madame Segolin said …’

‘You didn’t check?’

Parra shook his head. ‘I saw the body and called you.’

‘Where’s your gun?’

‘In the car. I could go and—’

‘No. Stay here. Watch my back and call the office. Get more people over here fast and send someone to Marie-Claude’s house.’

Parra nodded and looked down at his phone. Amand moved towards the door to the main house, leading with his gun. The music continued to play, complex clusters of notes tumbling over each other, and the tightness in Amand’s chest grew worse.

Bravery is being afraid of something and doing it anyway.

He reached the door, twisted the handle, and entered the main house.
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The loud knock on the door made Marie-Claude spill the milk she was pouring on her son’s Cini Minis. She glanced at the clock: 8.22 – too early to be a social call.

‘Who’s that?’ Léo asked, his thick, round glasses making his already large brown eyes look even bigger. ‘Is it Papa?’

She called this look his Disney Eyes, big and wide and filled with all the hope and desire a seven-year-old could muster. But sometimes it was a Bambi look, a look of fear, and this was one of those times.

‘No,’ she said, and Léo’s glasses magnified his relief. ‘It’s probably a delivery or something. Eat your breakfast, I’ll go see who it is.’

Marie-Claude stepped into the hallway and pulled the door almost shut behind her. She could see the dark shape of whoever was standing at her door shifting behind the large pane of frosted glass that let light in. He looked too small to be her husband – her ex-husband. It couldn’t be him. Only it could. Jean Baptiste had been released from prison three weeks ago, early and with no warning, and no one had seen him since.

She moved down the short hallway, glancing at the baseball bat buried in the coats and rubbing the scar on her forearm. Amand had offered to get her a gun, but she’d said no. What would she do with it anyway? She couldn’t shoot her ex-husband, and she didn’t want a loaded gun in the house, not with Léo around. She peered through the peephole, her heart hammering hard. A gendarme stood on the other side, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. Marie-Claude let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, checked the chain was on properly, then opened the door. The rattle of the chain made the gendarme snap to attention. ‘Sorry to bother you, madame. I was told to come and check you were home and make sure you were OK.’

‘Why?’ She dropped her voice. ‘What’s happened? Is this about my ex-husband?’

‘I don’t know. I was only told to make sure—’

‘Who told you?’

‘Commandant Amand.’

‘Did he say why?’

‘I didn’t actually speak to him, I just got the message to make sure you were here and tell you to stay put until the Commandant gets here.’

‘So I’m under some kind of house arrest?’

‘No, Amand – I mean, the Commandant, said—’

‘My son’s due at school in twenty minutes, how’s that going to work if I’m not allowed to leave the house?’

‘I was only told to … I’m sure the Commandant will be here before then.’

‘Well, he better be, or I’m taking my son to school regardless.’

She closed the door before he could answer, locked it again and leaned back against the wood, her knees trembling slightly from the adrenaline. She hated living like this, hated the effect her ex had on her. Jean Baptiste. Out there somewhere, gone for four years but still casting a shadow over her life. Every knock on the door, every time the phone rang, every footstep she heard following her down the street, all of it making her senses sharpen and her heart hammer harder. It was exhausting. Infuriating.

She had seen a counsellor for a while after it had happened, a lady psychiatrist who’d told her how post-traumatic stress sufferers were in a constant state of heightened alert – fight or flight – all the senses lit up all of the time. She’d also told her how kids healed faster than grown-ups and that she should concentrate on herself and stop worrying so much about Léo. Marie-Claude had stopped seeing her after that.

She moved away from the front door, her legs still shaky, and paused by the open door of her bedroom. She had been logging some interview footage before Léo woke up, and her messy bedroom was lit by the cold glow of her laptop screen and a freeze-frame of a ninety-year-old man with tears shining on his cheeks. She kept her work away from home as much as possible, realizing that what was therapeutic for her was not necessarily the best thing for her son to be exposed to. As soon as he was old enough to deal with it all, she planned on telling him everything: about their family history, about the dark legacy they carried. But for now she shielded him from it, squirrelling her work away in a small unit on the other side of town, far away from watchful eyes.

She closed the door and moved back up the narrow hallway, stopping outside the kitchen door for a moment and watching Léo through the crack. He was eating his breakfast and reading the back of a cereal box. Always reading. She wondered if it was a form of escape for him, a way of zoning out the real world and disappearing into an imaginary, better one. Or maybe he just liked reading and would have been exactly the same if he’d been born into a normal family, whatever one of those looked like.

Léo looked up when she stepped through the door, his curiosity magnified by his glasses. ‘Who was it?’

‘No one. A friend of Uncle Benny’s.’

‘Was it about Papa?’

‘No.’ She picked up the cereal box and moved it over to the worktop. ‘Finish your breakfast or you’ll be late for school.’

‘But the man at the door said we weren’t to go anywhere.’

Marie-Claude shook her head. She tried so hard to protect Léo, make sure he had as normal a life as possible, but he picked up on everything. For the first couple of years after it happened he had been totally mute. It was like the trauma of seeing what his father had done to his mother caused him to sink deep into himself. It had made him extra-sensitive, watchful. He saw everything, more than most people, too much, and it made her want to cry because she just wanted him to be a regular kid and she couldn’t do anything about it.

‘Eat your cereal,’ she said, moving over to the sink to keep her back to him. ‘I’ll decide who goes to school and who doesn’t, not you, and definitely not Uncle Benny.’

He watched the gendarme walk away from the house, get back in his car and light a cigarette.

He had parked his own car pointing away from the house, far enough that he wouldn’t be obvious and close enough to watch the house using his mirrors. He was waiting for the woman to leave so he could search the house. She would leave soon and maybe drop her son off at school before heading to the Commissariat de Police, or perhaps she would go straight to the morgue to identify her grandfather’s body. It all depended on how the lead investigator wanted to run things. Commandant Amand, that was his name, he had picked that up from the police scanner plugged into the car’s cigarette lighter. The gendarme smoking in the parked car was far too junior to be him and he had spent too little time talking to the woman to have told her anything much. She hadn’t seemed upset either. Maybe he was here to collect her.

She would certainly be upset when she found out what had happened. Someone would sit with her, a grief counsellor or someone trained in dealing with the recently bereaved. The police would have questions they needed to ask:

When did you last see or speak to your grandfather?

Did he have any enemies?

Do you know of anyone who might have wished him harm?

He felt no joy in having caused all this and reminded himself that her grandfather should have died in the war. By rights she shouldn’t even exist and neither should the little boy. They were mistakes of history. Mistakes needed to be corrected.

He opened his window a little to let in some air.

He waited.
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The piano sounded much louder in the main house. It was something complicated and classical, and a vague memory popped into Amand’s head of a movie where this same tune had driven a pianist insane. Whoever was playing it now was having no such trouble. It sounded so good that Amand wondered if it was actually a recording, a CD player or something on a timer that had switched itself on automatically. Except a note kept cropping up, muted and flat, that would never pass on a commercial recording. Someone had to be playing it.

Amand followed the music down the hallway, keeping his footfalls soft and straining his ears for any sounds beyond the music. He had never been in the main house before and he peered into each doorway before passing, checking no one was there as he moved closer to the room where the music was leaking through a partially opened door. The house had been searched, he could see that from the mess and all the opened drawers. What they were looking for, he had no idea. Maybe whoever was playing the piano might know. He reached the end of the corridor as the music reached a crescendo, raised his gun and stepped through the door and into the room.

Adrenaline-sharp senses took in the salon all at once – drape-softened windows, elegant antique furniture, bookcases filled with fashion magazines, and more tailor’s dummies arranged around the room like headless party guests listening to the recital being given by the tall, pale man sitting at the upright piano against the far wall. This room had been searched too.

‘Hands where I can see them,’ Amand said. The man at the piano ignored him and continued to play, swaying slightly as his long white fingers coaxed music from the keys. ‘Stop playing and raise your hands.’ Amand raised his gun and took a step into the room.

The music grew louder in response, building in intensity before the last chord fell and echoed away into silence. ‘I wondered if I could play,’ the man said, his voice soft and deep. ‘I saw the piano and had to know.’ The fingers of his right hand rippled up the keyboard, hitting the hollow note at the end of the run. ‘The G above middle C needs some attention,’ he said, stabbing it a few more times with his little finger. ‘But that’s not going to happen now, is it?’ He turned slowly on the stool and looked up at Amand. ‘He’s dead isn’t he, the tailor?’

He was younger looking than the white hair had prepared Amand for, his pale skin unlined and tight over high cheekbones and a sharp nose. His eyes were dark though. They didn’t look at the gun at all. ‘What makes you think he’s dead?’

‘The blood,’ the man said in his deep, soft voice. ‘I can smell the blood.’

Amand frowned at the odd answer. ‘Who are you?’

‘I was hoping the tailor might help me answer that. I assume that’s him lying dead in the back?’

Amand blinked, his head throbbing with low-level pain. This whole situation was bizarre. The stranger seemed utterly unbothered by the fact that he had a gun pointing at him or that there was a dead man close by. ‘Who are you?’ he repeated. ‘Tell me what you’re doing here.’

‘I came to see a man about a suit,’ the man replied, rising slowly and carefully buttoning his jacket. ‘This one, to be precise. And my name is Solomon Creed.’

‘How did you get in the house, Monsieur Creed?’

‘Through the front door.’

‘You just walked in?’

‘No, I knocked first. The door was unlocked, so I came in. How did he die? I assume not peacefully. May I see the body?’ Solomon took a step forward.

Amand raised his gun. ‘No, you may not. What you can do is put your hands on your head and turn around.’

Solomon glanced at the gun for the first time. ‘You’re not going to shoot me. Not like that rat in the other room. Big difference, shooting a rodent and shooting a man.’ He took another step forward.

‘I’m warning you, monsieur.’ Amand moved back to maintain the distance between them and felt the edge of a chair bang against the back of his leg. There was a blur of movement and a slight tug at his hand and Solomon was gone, darting past and through the open door. It happened so fast it took a moment for Amand to realize he no longer had his gun.

‘Parra!’ he shouted, and launched himself through the door. Solomon was almost at the door to the atelier. He could see the gun in his hand, his long fingers wrapped around the dark metal of the barrel. The door to the atelier flew open and Parra stood there, eyes wide in alarm. He tried to block Solomon, but he ducked, twisted and was past him and into the room without even breaking stride. Parra lunged forward grabbing at air, and Amand barged past, carried by his own momentum and ready to throw himself at Solomon if he turned the gun on him. Parra stumbled into the room behind him and they stopped in the doorway and stared at Solomon. He stood in the centre of the room, looking down at the body of the old man.

‘Give me the gun,’ Amand said.

‘I will.’ Solomon leaned down to study the old man’s face. ‘There are smears around some of his wounds, like someone was cleaning him.’ He looked up and scanned the room.

Amand’s eyes flicked to the gun. It was too far away to grab, especially now he knew how quick this man could move.

Solomon breathed in through his nose and turned towards the deep shadows on the far side of the atelier. Amand turned and saw something there. Solomon moved towards it and Amand followed, squinting against the light flooding down from the skylights.

Solomon stepped into the shadows and stopped. ‘The killer wasn’t trying to clean the body,’ he said, his eyes fixed on the writing on the wall. ‘They were using Monsieur as an inkwell.’

The sharp sound of metal on metal made Amand flinch and his head whipped round to discover his gun, field-stripped and held out for him to take. He took the pieces and looked back at the wall, reading the words dripping down the white surface where the blood had run, translating the German in his head:

Das zuende bringen was begonnen wurde.

Finishing what was begun.
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Solomon was taken to the Commissariat de Police on the edge of Cordes market square and booked in by a man with a moustache so clipped and waxed it looked fake and a belly that suggested he liked food a lot more than exercise. He asked Solomon to empty his pockets and he complied slowly while checking the building for alarms and cameras. The Commissariat was old and made of stone like pretty much everything in Cordes. It felt more like a castle than a police station. It was unfortunate Solomon had needed to crash the crime scene the way he had, but when he’d seen the police were already there he knew his only chance of seeing what had happened was to go inside. Standing now inside this solid building with its narrow windows and thick walls he wasn’t convinced it had been the wisest move.

‘No ID?’ the man with the belly and neat moustache asked.

Solomon looked down at the small pile of everything he owned: an American quarter he’d found by the side of a Texas road; a shard of antique mirror; a leather string necklace with a cross made from old horseshoe nails. He opened the flap of his jacket and pointed at the label. ‘Only this.’

The officer squinted at the name and writing on the label, copied it all down then swept the items into a large envelope. Solomon was led away down a set of spiral stone stairs into a low, arched corridor in the basement of the building with whitewashed walls and a vague odour of damp and stale air and disinfectant.

‘Wait in here,’ the sergeant said, unlocking a solid steel door which opened on to a small, windowless room containing a table and two chairs.

Solomon stepped inside and the skin tightened on the back of his neck as the door was closed and locked behind him. The police officer’s shoes clipped away across the flagstones and up the spiral stairs, quieter and quieter until all he could hear was the faint buzz of the lights above him and the soft hiss from a small ventilation grille set into the wall above the door. There were no distant phones ringing or murmurs of conversation and it made Solomon realize how solid his prison was and magnified his unease at the feeling of being caged.

He stamped on the flagstones and it thumped dully, no echo, no hollow sounds, only the muffled noise of sound-waves being swallowed whole by dense stone. He made a fist and banged each wall. They all sounded the same. Solid. Impenetrable. The whole room, the entire basement probably, had been carved out of the same dense rock the city was built upon. The only wall that echoed slightly was the one with the door in it, but even that was a foot thick and made up of large stone blocks painted white to bounce the light around and keep the dust down. The door was solid too, oak or ash, with a thick, steel skin held in place by flat rivets the size of coins. There was a small window at head height, small squares of wire running through thick green safety glass. Hard to break through, even if he had the tools to do it. He moved over to the table and pulled out one of the chairs. It was tubular and light, too flimsy to break through either glass or wall. Brute force would not get him out of this room. Only thought could set him free.

He sat on the chair, took off his boots and socks then planted his feet on the cold stone floor and his hands on the tabletop. He closed his eyes and listened to the buzzing light and the silence beyond the locked door. The booking officer with the manicured moustache would be running his name through various French ID databases now. He didn’t know how long that would take to process, a while probably, and the lead investigator, the man whose gun he had taken, would be busy too – dealing with the body, processing the crime scene, talking to next of kin. Solomon was low priority for the moment. They hadn’t even charged him with anything yet. But the ticking of Solomon’s mind told him that under French law they could hold him for twenty-four hours, charge or no charge. He needed to get out of here. He’d already arrived too late, but only just. The tailor’s blood was fresh and the person who’d spilled it still close by. They had been searching for something, the upturned state of the house showed that. Maybe they’d found it. Or maybe they were still looking. And Solomon had come too far to be discouraged by the fact that the man he had come to see was dead. On the contrary, he believed that was why he was here. He knew it, deep down in the place where what truth and certainty he could call upon resided, and from the ache in his shoulder that always flared at moments of importance like these.

Solomon closed his eyes and pictured himself back at the atelier. He had discovered during his long sea passage that by concentrating on specific places and moments he had experienced he could recreate them in his mind in photo-realistic detail. All he needed was a remembered object, something solid to anchor his thoughts, and by focusing on that specific thing he could rebuild the whole scene in his mind until it was as real and detailed as if he was standing there. He could then study the memory, walk through it and analyse each object like exhibits in a museum. He could scrutinize people too, recall their conversations, picture what clothes they’d worn, the time displayed on their watches. His mind had provided a word for it – Hyperthymesia – superior autobiographical memory, a term that carried a certain degree of irony, seeing as Solomon’s own autobiography was somewhat thin. A few times he had tried focusing on his jacket, one of the few objects he possessed from before, to see if it helped him remember. But each time his mind remained blank, like he was on the edge of a seaside cliff, staring into a thick bank of fog and knowing something vast was out there but unable to see it. That was why he had travelled so far to find the man who’d made it and felt honour-bound to find out who had killed him and why.

He took a breath and focused on the memory of the bloody words daubed on the atelier walls:

Das zuende bringen was begonnen wurde.

Finishing what was begun.

In his head the dungeon walls began to melt away and the atelier reappeared, the mannequins, the smell of blood, the scurrying of the rats. Solomon stood in the centre of it all, noticing things he had barely glimpsed before – invoices tacked to the wall by the phone, piles of paperwork stacked on the workbench, names and addresses scribbled on the backs of envelopes. One in particular caught his attention, the brand on his arm flaring in pain when he remembered it. It was written on an invoice for a storage unit in Cordes. It was a woman’s name – Marie-Claude.

Solomon rubbed at the ache in his shoulder.

Cherchez la femme, he murmured and studied the
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How can he save a man who is already dead?
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A PLANE CRASHES IN THE ARIZONA DESERT.

When Solomon Creed emerges from the wreckage he remembers just one thing: that he must save a man in danger.

A DEATH THAT CAN’T BE EXPLAINED.

In the nearby town of Redemption, Holly Coronado buries her young husband. A terrible accident, or something more sinister?

ONLY ONE MAN CAN EXPOSE THE TRUTH.

When Solomon finds Holly, his
   search becomes a quest for the truth – and a race to expose a terrifying secret, hidden for generations, that could silence a town forever.
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