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			Fred Vargas

			A creator of deadly labyrinths

			
					Born in Paris in 1957.

					Notable works:	Have Mercy on Us All (2001; English translation published in 2003), novel

	This Night’s Foul Work (2006; English translation published in 2008), novel

	The Ghost Riders of Ordebec (2011; English translation published in 2013), novel




			

			The main passion of Fred Vargas (real name Frédérique Audouin-Rouzeau) is the Middle Ages. She is an expert in eukaryotic archaeology, in which she holds a doctorate, and wrote her first novel, Les Jeux de l’amour et de la mort (“Games of Love and Death”, 1986), while on a dig. This novel is part of the prestigious Le Masque collection for crime fiction and was awarded the prize for best debut novel at the Festival du Cognac, which focuses on police and crime writing.

			Vargas chose her pseudonym based on that of her twin sister, the painter Jo Vargas, and in the 1990s began a cycle of novels based around the character of Jean-Baptiste Adamsberg. She has found success in the domains of both literature and film, as some of her books have been adapted for the screen.

		


		
			A Climate of Fear

			A secret in Iceland and the bloodshed of the Terror

			
					Genre: crime novel

					Reference edition: Vargas, F. (2017) A Climate of Fear. Trans. Reynolds, S. London: Transworld.

					1st edition: 2015 (first English edition 2016)

					Themes: inquiry, murder, cannibalism, French Revolution, guillotine, Iceland

			

			A simple letter that a dying woman tries in vain to post ends up in the pocket of Marie-France and triggers a new inquiry, led by Jean-Baptiste Adamsberg, the head of the Serious Crime Squad in the 13th arrondissement of Paris. In the course of the investigation, the reader discovers the habits and secrets of two clans: the first is a wealthy family who live on a stud farm, while the second is a 700-strong group who regularly reenact the first National Assemblies held during the French Revolution and are led by a man who bears an uncanny resemblance to Robespierre. The two seemingly unrelated groups are linked by a series of murders and family histories soaked in the blood of the French Revolution.

		


		
			Summary

			A mysterious letter

			Obituaries have fascinated Marie-France since she read the name of Alice Gauthier, a woman she saved from a nasty fall near a post box, in one. When she finds a letter written by Alice in the pocket of her coat, Marie-France decides to post it for her. However, she does not know that Alice’s death was no accident: she was found in her bathtub, fully dressed and made up, with her wrists slashed. Commissaire Bourlin from the 15th arrondissement of Paris, who is in charge of the case, is not prepared to let it drop. This apparent suicide is suspicious: the dead woman left no note and no money, and, as far as anyone knows, had no problems. However, time is of the essence, as the judge wants to close the case. Only two details could keep the investigation alive: a strange symbol discovered near the bathtub, and a neighbour who heard a man called André visit the victim the day before her mysterious death. There must be a story behind the symbol, so Bourlin asks for help from Commandant Adrien Danglard, a very erudite man from the Serious Crime Squad in the 13th arrondissement, led by Commissaire Adamsberg. Unfortunately, Danglard is unable to interpret the symbol.

			The stud farm

			Marie-France knows that she is connected to this strange affair, so she meets with the investigators from the Serious Crime Squad and tells them that the letter was addressed to a man called Amédée Masfauré, who lives on a stud farm not far from Paris. Because of the similarity between the names Amédée and André, Adamsberg summons Bourlin and they go to the stud farm together. When they get there, they learn out that the owner, Henri Masfauré, has just shot himself. However, one detail catches Adamsberg’s eye: when he is studying the crime scene, he finds the same symbol that was discovered near Alice’s body. 

			After much back-and-forth between Céleste, an old servant, Pelletier, the manager of the stud farm, and Victor Masfauré, Henri’s secretary, Amédée Masfauré, Henri’s son and the presumed intended recipient of the letter, finally agrees to talk to the investigators. It seems that Alice knew that she did not have much time left and wanted to make a confession about the death of Marie-Adélaïde, Amédée’s mother, ten years earlier during a trip to an island off the Icelandic coast. Alice was a member of the expedition and wrote that somebody killed a man who was with them, then murdered Marie-Adélaïde after an attempted rape. Amédée does not know the criminal’s name, as Alice refused to tell him. She wanted to protect the murderer, who took care of the group when they were trapped by fog and fed them seal meat. Before they returned to civilisation, the man threatened to kill them if anyone said anything about the murders, which were disguised as an accident. Henri and Victor, who were also part of the expedition, agreed to hide the crime from Amédée, as they were afraid that the killer would take revenge if they said anything. Victor is interrogated alone and gives them some further details about the members of the team: there was a volcanologist called Sylvain Dutrémont who died in suspicious circumstances, a sportsman, a doctor, a penguin expert, Alice and her environmentalist boyfriend, a burly man who used a Nordic walking pole, and the murdered man, Éric Courtelain.

			Confusion and a red herring

			Adamsberg links the symbol to a sketch of a guillotine on Dr Guillotin’s blueprints, which were revised by Louis XVI: it is like a capital H with a closed curved line across it. As he thinks things over with his team, he finds out that Marie-Adélaïde Masfauré, who was born Marie-Adélaïde Pouillard and came from a poor family, was a theatre lover. After marrying the millionaire researcher Henri Masfauré, she apparently abandoned her son Amédée in a special “institution” for five years. Amédée claims to remember nothing, apart from some ducks with their heads cut off and an encounter with a protective teenager.

			A third suicide gives the investigators more to think about: Jean Breuguel apparently cut his stomach open with a knife, but the noises heard by a neighbour suggest a struggle with a potential murderer. The victim’s library contained three books on Iceland. The fact that the books are new and that the symbol is poorly carved on a skirting board suggests a red herring, because Amédée and Victor are the only ones who know about the incident in Iceland and the nature of the symbol. Victor could be trying to lead the police astray in order to protect Amédée. The inquiry reaches a dead end. Adamsberg then publishes a press release about the murders, in the hope that one of the members of the expedition to Iceland will come forward.

			Call me Robespierre

			After the press release is sent out, the investigators receive a letter from the Association for the Study of the Writings of Maximilien Robespierre, written by the organisation’s president, François Château. He wants to meet Adamsberg because all three of the victims were members of his group: Henri was a patron, while Alice Gauthier and Jean Breuguel attended occasionally. Furthermore, a fourth member of the group seems to be missing. The investigators meet Château in a café, and he tells them that he has received two anonymous threatening letters. It is starting to look like Iceland could be a dead end. Château suggests that Adamsberg, Danglard and Veyrenc take part in one of the association’s meetings, where they dress up and reenact the speeches at the National Assembly during the French Revolution. Once there, Adamsberg meets Château’s treasurer and secretary, who also participate anonymously in the sessions: they are referred to as Leblond and Lebrun. They are also carrying out a study on the behaviour of the people present, for whom the reenactment provides catharsis.

			There is a fourth death: Angelino Gonzalez is found dead in his cellar. It looks like a fall, but the symbol drawn in blue chalk confirms that he was murdered. The fact that Victor does not know about Angelino’s murder lessens suspicions that the killing is linked to the events in Iceland. However, thanks to Adamsberg’s sketch of Gonzalez in 18th-century clothing, Château identifies him as a regular at the meetings, at which he played important roles. Adamsberg begins to have doubts: given the energy with which Château plays the part of Robespierre and his belief that he is a descendent of one of Robespierre’s illegitimate sons, could he be trying to start a new Terror by killing some members of his group?

			From the infras to the farm at Thost

			Leblond and Lebrun suggest investigating a smaller group of the association more closely. This group, known as the “infras”, has about 20 members, who, unlike the others, do not get caught up in the emotion of the meetings. Thanks to the research carried out by Château’s right-hand men, the members of the association can be divided into two groups. The first group, who were overseen by Henri and Victor Masfauré, comprises Alice, Breuguel, a dentist, a cyclist, a former actress and an ordinary man. The second group is made up of the descendants of people who were sentenced to be executed by guillotine. Leblond and Lebrun put forward seven new possible suspects to the investigators, which makes Adamsberg uneasy, as he thinks they could be trying to cover up their boss’s murder spree. The two men speak in identical terms and use the same wording, as though they had planned what they were going to say to the police. Similarly, Victor and Amédée gave an almost identical account of the episode in Iceland, as though they had agreed on it beforehand. Adamsberg believes that there is still more to learn about what happened in Iceland. What happened between Amédée, who spent five years in an institution, and Victor, who was placed in the care of the state as a child? The investigators check the official records and find no trace of a “Victor Masfauré”. However, they find that an “Amédée”, left nameless when he was born, was placed with a foster family called the Greniers, who were known for treating children severely, at a farm. As the Greniers are now dead, a neighbour talks about seeing a little boy and a teenager. The postman says that he used to deliver a single envelope, under the name Pouillard, to pay for the children’s board. It seems that a few years later, Marie-Adélaïde, the mother, came to pick up the youngest child, leaving the older one without a backward glance.

			The Icelandic revolutionary

			Danglard does not learn anything useful from the interrogation of Danton’s descendant or his participation in the Assembly. He is accompanied by Lebrun, who is dressed as the deputy Georges Couthon and strikes the ground with his cane. Meanwhile, Adamsberg tells Amédée and Victor that they are related. Amédée had not recognised Victor, who admits that he came back to take revenge on his mother, but claims that he would never have dared to kill her. As the case is going nowhere, Adamsberg ignores Danglard’s advice and leaves for Iceland with Violette Retancourt and Veryenc.

			When they reach the island of Grimsey with Almar, their translator, the team hires a boat to get to the island where the murders took place. Once they get there, they see that all traces of the campsite have disappeared, but holes made by an old clothes dryer allow the Commissaire to pick up a mixture of coal and bone fragments. At the inn, Almar, who is a physiotherapist as well as a translator, identifies them as human bones from two right wrists, which means that there must be two different bodies. Traces of burning and blades make things abundantly clear: the two victims were dismembered and eaten by the members of the expedition. Even though the murderer managed to convince them that they were eating seal meat, the lie did not stand up for long because the doctor recognised the human remains. Everyone was then forced to eat Madame Masfauré, knowing full well what they were agreeing to.

			When Adamsberg’s team returns to France, Victor admits that the expedition practiced cannibalism, but swears that he was the only one who did not eat his mother. At the same time, news reaches them about another attempted murder in Dijon: a man in a wig painted a red guillotine on a blue oil can and tried to hang Vincent Bérieux. Although Bérieux escaped, he cannot talk about what he experienced.

			Back in Paris, Adamsberg’s ideas and sketches come together: the killer from Iceland and the murderer from the Assembly are one and the same person. He cannot wait to show his drawings to Victor, so he rushes to the stud farm and forces his way through a police barricade. When the man recognises that the portraits match up, a man armed with an MP5 machine gun threatens Adamsberg, Victor and Amédée. The Commissaire touches the right hand of the man, who opens fire, injuring the servant Céleste and her pet boar. The police officers, who pursued Adamsberg after he pushed through the police barricade, arrive on the scene and kill the shooter. He turns out to be Lebrun, real name Charles Rolben, a high-ranking magistrate and the Association’s secretary. 

			Adamsberg joins the dots

			Adamsberg connects the various elements of the case. The first thing he focuses on is the fact that Victor and Alice both described the seal meat in an identical way: they said that it tasted like fish. However, this is actually not true. Next, he remembers the Icelandic murderer
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