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CSI / SOCO (Crime Scene Investigator / Scenes of Crime Officer)

BRI Unit (Brigade de Recherche et d’Intervention, or Anti-gang unit)

Response unit / firearms unit


[image: Map of Paris]


VEIL OF SECRETS




CHAPTER ONE




“Mademoiselle!”

The young waitress stopped and turned, gripping a tray of champagne flutes. Henri de Saint-Clair, France’s greatest living novelist, reached out and took a glass.

“Merci,” he said with a nod, before turning to his companion. “She must have walked right past me at least seven times.”

“Then she cannot have recognised you,” Michel said. “Despite that thing around your neck.”

Henri frowned, adjusting his cravat. “It’s my signature look.”

“And it’s one you haven’t changed in decades. Salut!” Michel clinked his glass against Henri’s. “Here’s to the success of…” Michel, former literary editor of Le Monde, but now languishing somewhere between freelancing and retirement, checked the poster hanging from the vaulted glass ceiling of the Musée d’Orsay “…Emmanuel Koundé.”

Henri leaned in with a sneer and raised his glass. “The future of French literature.”

“They said that about you, once.”

Henri smiled and puffed out his chest. “And they were right.”

After an awkward pause, Michel asked, “I don’t suppose you’ve actually read the damn thing, have you?”

Henri raised an eyebrow. “I was sent a review copy, naturally.”

“But you never?”

“No.” Henri lowered his voice. “If I thought he had got his publishing deal on merit…” He gave a dismissive flick of his hand. “I get letters all the time from aspiring French writers asking for my help. But with a surname like Moreau or Dubois, they don’t stand a chance these days. I want to tell them to change their name to Mbappé or Dembélé. Or pretend to be gay.”

Michel snorted. “I don’t think gay cuts it anymore, my friend. Six figures? You probably need to be non-binary at the very least.”

Henri’s gaze wandered across the room. His agent, Sabine Leroy, gave him a loose wave, though her attention was fixed on Koundé, laughing at something he’d said.

Henri sighed. He remembered what it had been like to be the man of the moment, to hold court with the great and the good of the publishing world. When he won the Prix Renaudot for his second novel, Drift, people would stop him in the street and ask for his autograph.

Forty years on, if someone approached him, it was usually to ask for directions.

“I hear it’s actually very good,” Michel said.

Henri swilled champagne around his mouth before answering. “You know what they say, Michel. Do not judge a man by his first book, judge him by his tenth.”

Michel gave a knowing smile. “And how is your latest doing?”

Henri hesitated. “Some of the best reviews of my career.” He omitted the part about the abysmal sales.

Michel patted his shoulder and disappeared into the throng. Henri strolled through the gallery, pretending to admire the sculptures rather than looking like he had no one to talk to.

The Musée d’Orsay was housed in a former railway station, and the central gallery was enclosed by an enormous arched glass ceiling. It was easy to visualise the commuters of the early twentieth century catching a train to the banlieues. Now the space was filled with sculpture – a polar bear in white marble contrasting with the black bronze of Rodin’s The Gates of Hell. In the rooms off the main hall hung paintings by Degas, Renoir and Monet.

Henri had always envied painters. Their work endured on gallery walls. His words, once celebrated, now gathered dust in second-hand bookshops.

When no one approached him, Henri decided to slip out unnoticed.

“Monsieur de Saint-Clair?”

Henri turned hopefully. “Yes?”

“It is you. I recognised your cravat.” The young man, his eyes pink with alcohol, held out his hand. “Rémy Lacroix. I work for your publisher.”

“Very nice to meet you.” Henri smiled, waiting to be asked for an autograph or some advice.

“I once dressed as you at a fancy-dress party.” The man gestured to Henri’s attire. “Linen jacket, purple cravat. Hardly anyone recognised me.”

Henri’s smile tightened.

“Obviously, they were philistines,” Rémy added. “Actually, you were one of the reasons I wanted to work at Ricochet Publishing.”

Henri felt himself warming to the young man. “I’m flattered. You’ve read my books, then?”

Rémy nodded enthusiastically. “Like everyone, I consider Drift a masterpiece.” It was clear it was the only book of Henri’s that he knew.

“Well, I have become a much better writer in the intervening forty years.” Henri cleared his throat. “If you’ll forgive me.”

“You’re leaving? Before the speeches?”

“Another engagement.”

Henri walked towards the exit, his stride measured. He had no engagement. Just a cognac, a crossword and the last of the news on Le 20H if he was quick. Besides, it was better to leave early than give the impression he had nowhere else to be.

It was a warm June evening, so he decided to walk along the Seine to his apartment on the Île Saint-Louis. He ambled along the bank of the river, remembering the launches for his own books, where Catherine Deneuve had been spotted talking to Madame Chirac, or the time Gérard Depardieu had appeared and insisted he play the lead in the film adaptation of Drift. In the end, the producers had decided it was ‘unfilmable’, which Henri took as a compliment.

He passed the recently renovated Notre-Dame cathedral where tourists gathered for selfies and romantic assignations. Did any of those visitors, he wondered, recognise the tall, silver-haired man walking through the background of their photos? He crossed over the Pont Saint-Louis, the water shimmering beneath the streetlights, before navigating his way back to his apartment.

Inside, he emptied his pockets – keys, wallet and the battered paperback copy of Drift he always carried in case he was asked to do a reading. He placed them beside his awards on a console table.

The Prix Renaudot was the most prestigious, but not his favourite. He reached for the Prix Chevalier, a crystal obelisk engraved by Cartier. It caught the dim light and seemed to glow.

He ran a finger along its edge, as he did every night, then headed to his book-lined study. He poured a cognac from a cut-glass decanter, stood by the window, and toasted the Paris skyline. This view, north across Le Marais to the shining dome of the Sacré-Cœur, was the reason he’d bought the apartment.

He had just taken his first sip when he heard a sound from the kitchen. A faint clatter. The brush of something against metal.

Henri turned, listening. The apartment was still, except for the slow tick of the grandfather clock.

He shook his head. It’s nothing.

Just a summer breeze, or the creaking of an old building.

But he put down his cognac and crept towards the source of the noise.

The kitchen door was ajar.

He reached for the light switch.

A figure. Hooded. Standing by the refrigerator.

They locked eyes.

For a moment, neither moved. The figure’s head tilted slightly, as if measuring Henri. Assessing him.

Henri’s legs began to tremble. “Who are you?”

The figure lunged at him. It muttered something, like a worshipper reciting a prayer, then slammed Henry to the ground, cracking his skull against the tiled floor. The figure loomed over him, the Prix Chevalier clasped in its hands.

Henri blinked up at it, his breath catching.

A weapon now. Not an award.

The last thought he had was of how much it resembled a glass dagger.


CHAPTER TWO




“We’ve been on the tarmac for over two hours now. They’ve just announced that they’re pulling us all off and putting us into a hotel.”

Dr Petra McBride clutched her phone to her ear and glared at the empty seat in front of her, flanked by two subdued women from a hen party that had clearly gone tits-up. She sighed.

“Sounds rough,” her solicitor said.

“You could say that. Blame the drunk woman who decided she was going to assault the cabin crew.” She glared at the empty seat.

“OK. So you’re not going to make it back tonight?”

“I’m really sorry, Jackie. But there’s no way I’m going to be back in Glasgow this evening.”

“Don’t worry, Petra. We can do most things over the phone. I just need you to pop in with your ID at some point.”

Petra wrinkled her nose. “Even though we’ve known each other for donkeys?”

“I know. It’s a bit ridiculous. But now I’m working for a new firm of solicitors, we need to verify your ID. Legal requirement and all that.”

Petra looked at the passport in her hand and inhaled with resignation. “Understood. What time do I need to be there?”

“As long as you can get here by tomorrow afternoon at one, we should be fine.”

Petra closed her eyes and pictured the journey from Glasgow Airport to the solicitors’ offices. So long as she caught an early flight, she could do that. Just.

“So if I’m there by then, we’re still on for the sale to go through next week?”

“Yes, your buyers seem very keen. Don’t worry, they know you’ve been away. Spain, isn’t it?”

“Aye. And they know it’s work, and not some jolly that’s holding things up?”

“They do. Obviously, I didn’t tell them you were working with Interpol. I wanted to, mind. It sounds very glamorous.”

Petra snorted. “Well, I guess it beats working at HMP Barlinnie.”

Jackie snorted. “Christ! I’d forgotten you used to work there. You kept a spare set of clothes in your locker in case you got covered in⁠—”

“Ladies and gentlemen, good news. Our support team have arranged rooms at the Hotel Alameda for those of you who need them. Colleagues will be waiting as you disembark, to help you make arrangements.”

Colleagues, thought Petra as the sound of muttered complaints rippled through the plane. Why couldn’t anyone speak English anymore?

“Right, Jackie,” she said. “Seems like I need to get off the line. I’ll come straight to the office when I land. If you’re there, maybe we could grab lunch?”

“Sorry, Pet. Got a date.”

“At lunchtime?” Petra was intrigued. “Who with?”

“Met her on Tinder. Her name’s Rhona.”

Petra’s heart sank. “She doesn’t work for an MSP, does she?”

Jackie was silent for several seconds. “Dear God, please tell me you haven’t dated her, too?”

“It was a while ago, if that helps.”

“Jesus. Is there a lesbian in Scotland you’ve not been out with?”

Petra rolled her eyes. “I don’t know what you’re implying. But it’s probably best not to tell Rhona you know me. Anyway, I hope you like dogs.”

“Eh?”

“She had three when I knew her.”

“Christ! What is it about lesbians and bloody pets?”

“I know,” Petra replied with a sigh, remembering her attempts to bond with her last girlfriend Aila’s cat. “Right, gotta go. Have fun with Rhona.”

Petra let her phone drop into her lap and returned her attention to the World’s Worst Hen Party as they pulled bags down from the lockers. Five women in their twenties, some still wearing their I’m With Her T-shirts. Others had glitter in their hair. One had the inevitable inflatable, now limp, stuffed into her hand luggage. None of them were making eye contact with the other passengers.

Petra had spotted them in the departure lounge and worried they’d be disruptive, but they’d barely said a word to each other. It was the sixth member of their party who’d pissed off the cabin crew, and who had – after a long wait – been escorted off the plane. One of the others had asked to sit in a different seat, so she could put some distance between herself and her friends. Or former friends.

Petra suppressed a laugh at the thought of Jackie – whom she’d dated briefly after university – going on a date with Rhona.

Perhaps it was just as well she was selling her flat. Intellectually, she knew there was no reason to stay in a place she never would have owned had she not inherited it. And after it had been vandalised by the Greenwoods, she knew that, emotionally, she would never consider that flat home again.


CHAPTER THREE




The Louvre was never truly silent, even in the dark hours before dawn. The great palace breathed – a hum of ventilation, the creak of ancient stone, the whisper of water through unseen pipes. Nevertheless, Bernadette Chérif appreciated the hours before the deafening hordes poured in. It was why she got up so early, why she commuted in from La Courneuve before first light. For an hour every day, it felt like the Louvre belonged only to her.

The early shift as a security guard allowed Bernadette to study for her master’s in curatorial practice at the Université de Paris. Every day, she took twenty minutes out of her patrol to study one painting in detail, making notes on her iPhone about composition, style, technique and subject matter. She stifled a yawn as she entered the Denon Wing, her shoes clicking against the polished wooden floor.

Decorated in a deep shade of red, the vast Salle 702 housed some of the most important paintings in French history. While it didn’t attract the same crowds as La Joconde, or ‘the Mona Lisa’ as way too many of the signs described her, still in the Salle des États for now, during opening hours it was nevertheless filled with voices in every language, the ceaseless shuffle of feet and the constant flicker of camera shutters.

Bernadette had come to look at a portrait of a long-dead pope for an essay she needed to hand in, but it was impossible to walk past Jacques-Louis David’s Coronation of Napoléon. Almost ten metres across, the depiction of Napoléon surrounded by his courtiers dominated the cavernous space.

Without daylight streaming through the skylight above her head, the gallery was solemn, almost reverent. The stillness made the painting feel alive, Napoléon locked in his moment of triumph, his raw ambition palpable as his wife knelt in supplication before him.

Bernadette unhooked the torch from her belt. In its beam she could just make out David’s original brushwork, the version that showed Napoléon holding the crown above his own head. But that had been considered too prideful, even for Napoléon, and the artist had repainted it with Napoléon crowning Josephine instead. It was something Bernadette liked to point out to the tourists.

As she turned towards the portrait of Pope Pius, something caught her eye. Her torch illuminated dark marks on the wall by the white information panel.

Finger marks.

Blood?

She peered closely.

No, not blood.

In daylight, the stains wouldn’t even be visible against the red wall.

Probably just traces of Coca-Cola from the sticky hands of a badly behaved child.

Then she saw something else.

A torn piece of paper, lying just beneath the bench opposite the Coronation of Napoléon. She swung her torch beam towards it and froze.

It looked like it had been soaked in blood.

Don’t touch. Don’t tamper.

Slowly, Bernadette crouched. The page had been torn from what looked like a vintage paperback, the words tightly packed on fragile paper.

She fumbled for her radio.

“This is Chérif. Room 702. I found something. You need to come take a look.”

The response crackled back. “What kind of something?”

Bernadette stared at the paper, its stain dark against the honey-coloured oak floor. The Louvre had seen its share of mysteries, and this felt like another one.

“Blood,” she said, keeping her voice level. “I think we’ve got a problem.”


CHAPTER FOUR




Capitaine Jean-Luc Moreau was not having a good day.

Even before leaving his house that morning, he’d managed to argue with both his window cleaner and his neighbour, had burned his right hand on the handle of the pan in which he’d overboiled his egg, and had forgotten to put his antacid tablets in his tattered leather satchel. As he approached the grand apartment building overlooking the Seine on Île Saint-Louis, he also realised that he was hopelessly overdressed.

He flashed his ID to the uniformed officer at the front door and climbed the stone stairs. By the time he’d reached the top and been greeted by another policeman, he was sweating.

Should he take off his jacket? Or would that just reveal the dark patches on his blue shirt that clung to his back and underarms?

“Capitaine?” A young woman stepped out of the apartment and extended her hand. “Léa Carpentier. Your new brigadière.” She wore a crisp white shirt and navy trousers. Blue plastic overshoes covered her smart brogues.

“Yes, of course.” Jean-Luc was a little breathless. “Have we met before?”

He winced as she squeezed his burnt hand a little too tightly. She seemed young to have made the rank of brigadière.

She tucked her dark brown hair behind her ear, and he tried not to stare at her pale blue eyes. “At my job interview.”

“Yes, of course,” he said. “That’s not a Paris accent. Where are you from?”

“Aix-en-Provence. I moved here three years ago.”

Just what I need. An out-of-towner on a high-profile case.

Jean-Luc gestured towards the open apartment door. “Shall we take a look?”

She handed him a pair of overshoes, and he bent awkwardly to put them over his loafers, his satchel falling to the floor. He wasn’t making a good first impression. Then again, he rarely did.

Léa led the way into the apartment, past a console table where the victim’s wallet and keys lay untouched beside a display of awards and framed photographs.

“The cleaning lady found him at eight,” she said. “Uniforms responded immediately. She reported that he was already showing signs of rigor mortis, so they held off on paramedics. She’s giving us a full statement later.”

Jean-Luc nodded. “We’re absolutely sure it’s him?”

“She’s worked for him for fifteen years. It is definitely Henri de Saint-Clair.”

He eyed the art on display in de Saint-Clair’s hallway. Framed posters of old theatre and ballet productions. A quartet of retro jazz album covers.

“Have you read any of his books?” he asked.

“To be honest, I hadn’t even heard of him.”

No surprises there. A young woman from the provinces. She probably read romances, if she read at all.

When Jean-Luc had been at university, Drift had been the novel every young man wanted to be seen reading. Mind you, he’d enjoyed finishing it a lot more than he’d enjoyed reading it.

“The body is in there.” Léa nodded at an open doorway.

Jean-Luc stood at the threshold of the small kitchen, grateful that the front door was still open. It let in a breeze that diffused the stench of de Saint-Clair’s body. The signature scents of putrescine and cadaverine told him the victim had likely been dead for at least twenty-four hours.

He swallowed.

“Are you OK?” Léa asked.

Jean-Luc frowned. “This isn’t my first rodeo.” He tapped his jacket pocket. “Sorry, I left some medication at home, that’s all.” The antacids would at least have disguised the smell.

He checked the room for obvious signs of entry, or a sustained struggle. The plywood cabinets were old enough to be considered retro, and the stainless-steel appliances showed little sign of use. Apart from the body of one of France’s greatest novelists lying in front of the window, and the bloom of congealed blood beneath his head, the kitchen looked pristine.

“Anything stolen?” he asked.

Léa nodded towards the study. “Looks like some first editions are missing. But his wallet’s still here.”

“Signs of forced entry?”

“I didn’t want to touch anything before the TICs got here – forensics is likely to be crucial to this case – but the strike plate on the door shows grooves consistent with a chisel. Likely a professional.”

Jean-Luc nodded. He crouched down to get a better look at Henri de Saint-Clair’s body. The author wore outdoor shoes, a linen blazer and his signature cravat. Either he was dressed to go out, or he’d just come home when he was attacked. Jean-Luc stared at the face, or what was left of it.

“I think that was the murder weapon,” Léa said.

With some difficulty, Jean-Luc twisted to see a large conical glass ornament, like a tapered candle, lying underneath the oven. It was covered in blood.

“What is that?” he asked.

“Seems it’s an award. For one of his books.”

Jean-Luc barely heard her. He was studying what remained of de Saint-Clair’s face. It had been pulverised, as if a hammer had been driven into his head repeatedly. Only one eye was visible, and he couldn’t tell where the nose ended and the mouth began. Livor mortis had turned his cheeks and neck purple.

“According to Wikipedia,” Léa said, clearing her throat, “he has a daughter. I have an officer tracking down her contact details.”

Jean-Luc scanned the rest of the body. No other visible injuries. He pulled out his iPhone and selected the magnifying app. He winced. Maggots were already starting to hatch from inside de Saint-Clair’s right eye socket.

He would wait for the pathologist to confirm, but he revised his own estimate to thirty-six hours since the author had been bludgeoned to death.

He stood and looked at his watch. “Do we know what Monsieur de Saint-Clair was doing the night before last?”

Léa nodded. “I found a press report that said he attended a book launch at the Musée d’Orsay.”

Jean-Luc stepped towards the window. The Sacré-Coeur rose in the distance, pale against the morning sky. “I imagine he’ll have met his killer at that event.”

“Sir?” Léa said, frowning.

He pointed to the blood-covered award.

“This is a crime of jealousy. The only things stolen are first editions. A brilliant writer’s brain is dashed out, and the murder weapon is one of his literary prizes?”

He raised an eyebrow at the young brigadier. “I think we’re looking for one of his rivals.”


CHAPTER FIVE




Petra woke with a start, jolting herself out of a dream about her soon-to-be-former flat and the graffiti the Greenwoods had daubed all over the walls.

The Greenwoods. She still had to blink back tears every time she thought of them. They’d accepted her apology, but it didn’t change the fact that, deep down, she knew she was responsible for their son’s death. It was her testimony as an expert witness that had released the man who murdered their boy.

She hoped that by selling the flat, she could move on. And maybe they could, too.

She had no idea where she’d go next, but when the money from the sale came through, she’d have plenty of time to figure that out. For several years before the move to Glasgow, she’d done just fine knowing everything she owned could fit into a suitcase and a small storage unit in Dundee. She’d call a charity shop when she landed, get them to take anything from the flat they wanted.

She yawned and rubbed her face. She’d overslept; no time for a shower. Forty minutes later she was back on a plane, nearer the front this time. No sign of those hens. Thank God.

The cabin crew went through the safety briefing, and Petra dutifully checked behind her for her nearest exit, catching a familiar eye in the process.

The hen party guest. The one who’d been kicked off the plane. Did they just let people get straight back onto a plane the next morning, after the way she’d behaved yesterday?

Petra sighed. The woman deserved to go home, even if it was clear her mates didn’t want to travel with her.

She’d keep an eye on her. One good thing about being a psychologist was that she never got bored on a journey. There was always people-watching to do.

She scanned the cabin. She wasn’t the only one watching the errant hen. A man who’d been in the seat next to her had stood up and made his way to the back of the plane before the announcements had come on. And the woman attempting to appease a small child two rows behind Petra kept throwing wary looks at the hen.

Petra smiled. Don’t worry, folks. She’s seen the error of her ways. And at this time in the morning, she’d be sober. Hopefully.

Her phone pinged, reminding her that she hadn’t switched it to flight mode yet.

Idiot.

She opened it to see a message from Susannah Roscoe, the Interpol agent she’d been working with.

Just checking you’re OK. Things didn’t exactly go to plan with the Morales case, did they? Thought you handled it brilliantly, though. Looking forward to working with you again in the future. Let’s hope our next case isn’t so eventful! All the best, Suzy

Suzy, eh? Petra smiled.

As the plane started taxiing, Petra stretched out her legs. Being four foot eleven meant she always had plenty of room, even in economy. She looked again at the message and smiled.

Suzy. It suited her.

Jesus! Have a word with yourself, Petra Fiona McBride.

Susannah Roscoe was not only straight, she was also far too young for Petra’s middle-aged dumpy arse.

She closed her eyes. Three hours to Glasgow, then an Uber to the solicitor’s office. Thank God Jackie was on the right side of Glasgow.

Forget Susannah Roscoe, you’ve got a flat to sell.


CHAPTER SIX




Capitaine Jean-Luc Moreau gripped an ice-cold bottle of Coke with his burnt hand.

Curse that bloody egg pan.

He’d swallowed a couple of painkillers, and was still waiting for them to kick in when his team from the Brigade Criminelle filed into the briefing room.

The Préfecture de Police on the Île de la Cité was an imposing nineteenth-century building with limestone façades, grand arched entrances and ornate pediments, a municipal fortress with the lingering remnants of luxury château. Inside, it looked like any other bureaucratic building, fluorescent-lit offices humming with the low murmur of phone calls, the clatter of keyboards and the occasional barked command. Jean-Luc rolled the cola bottle between his hands and checked his watch. One minute past midday.

“Good afternoon.” He waited for the detectives to give him their attention. “As I’m sure you know by now, Henri de Saint-Clair, the author of Drift and winner of the Prix Renaudot, was found dead this morning by his cleaner at his apartment on the Île Saint-Louis. The TICs are on site now, but initial indications are that he was killed the night before last⁠—”

“Sir?”

“Go ahead.”

“You say ‘killed’. Are you sure it isn’t natural causes? He must have been ancient?”

Jean-Luc suppressed a belch. He really did need to get hold of some antacids.

“Quite sure,” he said. “The man barely has a face. The murder weapon appears to be a heavy crystal award, something he’d won, and I’m sure the cause of death will turn out to be repeated blows to his head. No other visible wounds. He was sixty-eight, by the way, so not that ancient.” Another hand went up. “Hold your horses. I’ll take questions in a bit.”

“First things first, next of kin. I believe there’s an ex-wife and a daughter.” He looked at one of the lowest ranked gardiens on the team. “Thérèse, can I put you on informing them ASAP? This will break quickly, so as soon as they know, liaise with the media unit and let’s get a statement out there.”

Thérèse nodded. “Yes, boss.”

“I believe our new brigadière, Léa Carpentier, has tracked down the daughter’s contact details, and she’s now co-ordinating the house-to-house enquiries.” He looked up. “Have you all met her?”

Nods all round.

“Benji, you’re on CCTV. Fabrice, I want you tracking de Saint-Clair’s last known movements. Emile, speak to the cleaning lady, will you?” Jean-Luc looked up from his notes to check his team was still paying attention. “Now, I don’t want to be too judgemental about this, but I’m going to guess that I’m the only person in this room who has actually read any of de Saint-Clair’s books?”

He was met with a sea of blank faces.

No surprise there.

He picked up the Coke bottle again, but it was warming quickly. “Given the likely murder weapon and the cause of death, we need to find out who his literary rivals were. This looks to me like a crime of passion, so I want a list of everyone who has ever threatened de Saint-Clair, or who lost out to him for an award or a prestigious academic role. Elise and Bertrand, can you take that on please, given that you two have at least read some books.”

Elise smirked. “Well, I have, boss, but I can’t speak for Bertrand.”

“Yeah, the last thing he read was Le Petit Prince,” someone muttered.

Bertrand protested, stroking an imaginary goatee to prove his intellectual credentials.

Jean-Luc shook his head, then turned at a knock at the open door. Léa Carpentier stood in the doorway.

“Brigadière,” he said. Turning up late to a briefing was not a great start to her time with the Brigade Criminelle.

“I’m sorry I’m late.” She nodded to the assembled detectives as she held out her phone for Jean-Luc. “I thought you’d want to see this.”

The capitaine peered at the image on her phone. “What’s this?”

“Zoom in. It’s a page from Drift, a first edition, by the looks of things.”

Jean-Luc frowned. “Why…?”

He zoomed in.

“It’s soaked in blood.” Léa waited for that to register with him. “It was found yesterday, by a security guard at the Louvre.”

He handed her back the phone.

“It was discovered next to Le Sacre de Napoléon,” she said. “The painting depicting Napoléon’s coronation, by Jacques-Louis David.”

Jean-Luc turned to the room. “Are we absolutely sure that de Saint-Clair’s death hasn’t been reported in the media?”

“I checked the wires and social media just before I came in,” said a member of the media team. “I suppose the cleaning lady might have told someone?”

Léa shook her head. “She only found the body this morning. This” – she waved her phone – “was found yesterday.”

Jean-Luc plunged his right hand into his pocket and winced. He looked across the heads of his assembled team.

“So either this is a very strange coincidence, or⁠—”

Léa finished his sentence. “Or someone knows more than we do.”


CHAPTER SEVEN




Light streamed through the pale muslin curtains, casting the bedroom in soft shadows. Julia Stephens stretched out a toned, muscular arm, brushing a soft pile of scatter cushions. When she realised her wife of three years wasn’t beside her, she opened her eyes.

“Babe?” she called out. “Are you coming back to bed?”

No answer. Camille must have taken Bijou out for a walk.

Julia fell back against the pillow and looked up at the dreamy canopy of their four-poster bed. It was a decadent find from an antique shop in the eleventh arrondissement. The dark carved oak, intricate and regal, whispered of Madame de Pompadour’s boudoir. They’d simply had to have it.

When the delivery team had arrived and realised that Camille and Julia lived on the third floor, they’d refused to carry it up. Too heavy, they said with a shrug, and left it on the street. Julia was outraged – she couldn’t imagine the same thing happening in London – but Camille told her this wasn’t unusual for Paris. Besides, she had an idea.

It was an opportunity for content for their @ParisWives channels. The couple made up the bed – with four-hundred-thread-count Egyptian cotton supplied by one of their sponsors – and slept on the street. They must have got over 300,000 likes for that post, as well as thousands of comments. They even made it onto the nightly news. Not only did it bring them a huge new audience on TikTok and Instagram, but a local removals company saw an opportunity for some cheap publicity. They came the next day and shifted the bed into their apartment.

Julia rolled over and picked up her phone from the bedside cabinet, another vintage find that had featured in the background of hundreds of @ParisWives posts.

Twenty-one minutes past midday. Shit. How had she slept so long? She was having lunch at Café de Flore in less than an hour.

She pushed back the covers, pulled on a robe and padded out into the hallway, her tanned feet cool against the herringbone flooring. Her right ankle sported a tattoo, an entwined C and J, the same design Camille had on her wrist. It was also their logo.

In their living room, with its vast window overlooking one of Le Marais’s small garden squares, Bijou – the cutest looking Maltese with 150,000 Instagram followers of his own – was lying on the upholstered back of an occasional chair, catching the midday rays. He turned his head to look at Julia, moving any more of himself clearly too much effort.

“Bijou?” Julia tilted her head. If the dog was at home, where was Camille? “Babe? Are you here?”

She darted into their office, where two large photographers’ lights loomed over their hers-and-hers matching iMacs, ready for their regular podcast appearances.

No Camille.

Julia couldn’t hear the water running, so she knew her wife wasn’t in the bathroom. She checked anyway, her chest tightening with concern. She jabbed the screen of her iPhone, making sure she hadn’t somehow missed a message.

No message.

She opened their shared calendar app. There was nowhere Camille was meant to be.

Was it a special day? Had she forgotten an anniversary? Had Camille snuck out to arrange a surprise?

In their immaculate kitchen, the scene of dozens of high-ranking cookery videos where Camille showed off recipes learned from her Ghanaian mother, Julia scanned the work surfaces for a note. She turned, her breath snatched at the sound of Bijou’s tiny paws on the polished oak floor. It wasn’t like Camille to disappear. “You hungry, pup?”

Bijou seemed to want neither food nor to go outside. Had she slept through Camille getting up and taking the dog out, then bringing him back and feeding him? Maybe she’d had too much to drink the night before.

Julia cast her mind back. Two cocktails at La Coste, that was all.

Still puzzled at Camille’s absence, she slipped a pod into their coffee machine and messaged her wife before scrolling through her phone. An espresso, a power shake, a quick shower and the breeziest of glow-ups – their makeup tutorials were bringing in hundreds of new followers every day – and she would leave for lunch.

She checked the comments on last night’s TikTok. Almost seven hundred reposts.

After two years in Paris, Julia’s French was improving, but her eyes were still drawn to the comments in English. She pushed her hair behind her ear and smiled: every day there was some girl in another suburb who said the @ParisWives content had inspired her to come out.

Some of her friends back in Britain didn’t think being an influencer was a real job, but Julia knew her work made a meaningful difference to young girls all over the world. And being an interracial couple made them important role models to girls dealing with racism as well as homophobia. Yes, they had to share their lives with their followers, but Julia was comfortable trading her privacy for luxury. She loved her life.

She poured her coffee and took a sip. Phone still in hand, she went to the bathroom to run the shower. It took forever to get hot.

She groaned at the inevitable messages from guys who seemed to really, genuinely, think they were the first to propose a threesome. And then there were the morality police, appalled and disgusted at what they called her and her wife’s ‘lifestyle’. She began her usual routine, blocking some of the most pious comments, especially those citing biblical authority for their belief that the couple were destined for hell.

Julia recognised the profile photo used by @dessous.

Haven’t I blocked you before? Do you seriously not have anything better to do?

It wasn’t as if his comments would stop them posting. And the skimpier their clothes and the more provocative the poses, the more likes they got. Delete, delete, delete.

Julia crouched down to give Bijou a nuzzle, then remembered her shower. Bijou followed her to the bathroom. Before taking off her robe, she took one more look at her phone. Camille hadn’t replied.

She decided to text again.

Babe, Bijou and me are worried. Should we be?


CHAPTER EIGHT




“And that’s all you need?” Petra asked the flustered woman on the reception of Trollope Davis solicitors. What she wanted to say was ‘And I came all this bloody way just for that?’

The woman had taken her passport, checked that the photo looked vaguely like the woman standing in front of her, photocopied the passport and handed it back to Petra. Identity verified.

“That’s it,” the woman said, looking at the clock on the wall.

Twelve forty-five. Petra had made it.

“Right then.” Petra pocketed her passport and looked down at her luggage. “I suppose I’ll be off.”

She wheeled her case through the revolving doors and onto the streets of Glasgow’s Merchant City. Lined with Victorian warehouses, the area was often used by British film crews as a cheap alternative for New York. If she squinted, mentally added a fake fire hydrant and a pretzel vendor, Petra could see the resemblance.

It had been a few years since she’d last been in New York, a city she abandoned when her relationship with a gallerist called Ursula threatened to get serious. For better or worse, Petra’s only real commitment had been to her work.

The weather was sultry by Glasgow standards, but it was still only fifteen degrees in the shade. Nevertheless, there were office workers in shirt sleeves drinking pints on the pavement outside Merchant City’s many bars.

She hadn’t spent long in Madrid – she’d only been there to give expert testimony at a murder trial – but its cobbled squares with tables and chairs where cool bottles of Albariño were shared between friends felt so much more sophisticated than Glasgow’s beer culture. The weather had been better, too.

Madrid.

She took a sharp intake of breath, remembering just how bad things had been there, and how close she’d come to…

“Cheer up, love.”

Petra turned to the pint-holding man who’d shouted at her. “I’ll cheer up when you fuck off.”

He all but took a step back in shock before giving her the finger.

Petra steamed ahead, her grip tight on the handle of her case. She’d passed another five bars before she realised she didn’t know where she was heading. She’d thought she was going in the direction of Argyll Street station, but she’d taken a wrong turn, which wasn’t like her. An ex-girlfriend called her the ‘human compass’ her sense of direction was normally so good.

But here she was, standing on the corner of two streets she wasn’t entirely sure she’d seen before, trying to work out which way to go. She might have owned a flat in the West End and worked the odd assignment in the city over the years, but Glasgow had never been home.

Petra looked up and down, weirdly rooted to the spot, as her breaths got shorter and shorter. What was she looking for? The intellectual part of her brain was scouting for something familiar, but the chimp part of her cerebral cortex was on alert for something else.

The Greenwoods.

Heat rose from her neck, setting her senses on high alert. Petra scanned the faces of the people passing. No one looked even vaguely like Louisa and Greg Greenwood, but her chimp brain couldn’t quite stamp out the idea that the Greenwoods had hired one of them to stalk her.

Jesus, pull yourself together.

She’d made her peace with the Greenwoods, as well as could be expected. Not more than a couple of miles from here. That was somewhere she wasn’t revisiting.

Her Aunt Lydia’s flat – her flat – was still empty, still hers. Not for long, but for long enough.

Petra shook her head. The flat would be a mess. Packed up boxes, many of which she’d never emptied. The smell of disuse.

She couldn’t face it.

She couldn’t really face Glasgow, but it looked like she had to.

A hotel. She had all this money coming to her from the flat sale. She could afford a hotel.

She continued walking, her step not as springy as the step of a woman of her means should be.


CHAPTER NINE




Jean-Luc was met at the security entrance to the Louvre by Patrice Simon, the gallery’s deputy head of security. At least six foot seven, with the heavy jawbone of a fairytale giant, he carried a stiff brown envelope, almost lost in one enormous hand.

“Bonjour,” Patrice said, extending his other hand. “It is just you?”

“Bonjour.” Jean-Luc flashed his ID to avoid the giant gripping his burnt hand. “Until the forensics can get here, it is best that as few people as possible visit the crime scene.”

Patrice frowned. “Sir, approximately 15,000 people have passed through Salle 702 since yesterday morning.”

Jean-Luc chewed the inside of his lip but said nothing.

“This way.” Patrice turned on his heel.

“Will a curator be joining us?” Jean-Luc asked.

“I have asked the team, but Mademoiselle Chérif is almost as knowledgeable.”

Jean-Luc craned his neck to look up at Patrice. “Remind me?”

“Bernadette Chérif. The security guard who found the piece of paper.”

The hulking giant opened a door and Jean-Luc was thrust into a crowded corridor. The last of the day’s visitors milled around, heads bent over guidebooks, barely noticing the art. Jean-Luc had to strain to hear what Patrice was saying.

“She’s studying art history. Doing a master’s in curatorial practice. Works security in her spare time.” He sighed. “We get a lot of art students. They hope it will help them find a job when they graduate.”

Jean-Luc raised an eyebrow. “In my experience, security guards usually want to become police officers.”

“Or used to be police officers. I served for four years.”

“In Paris?”

“Yes.”

Jean-Luc looked him up and down. Mostly up. “Hard to miss a man your size.”

“It’s a big city, but yes, getting a uniform to fit was a challenge.” Patrice gestured ahead. “Please, up here.”

They turned to see the imposing Escalier Daru, an austere stone staircase with bronze balustrades, reaching up to cathedral-like arches with skylights above.

Jean-Luc was momentarily silenced. The scale of the Louvre was almost unfathomable.

“I haven’t been here since” – he stopped to think – “twenty years or more.”

“That’s more recently than most Parisians. Shall we?”

Jean-Luc looked up and took the first step, wishing he’d asked if there was a lift.

“I had heard of you,” Patrice said. “The Simenon case from a few years back? That was yours, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.” Jean-Luc smiled.

“Very good police work.”

Jean-Luc nodded. “Thank you.” It had been a complex fraud investigation requiring the diligent, careful processing of evidence. A case that had played to Jean-Luc’s strengths. Other officers might trust their gut or take chances with procedures, but Jean-Luc was meticulous. A details man.

Halfway up they passed one of the most famous sculptures in the Louvre, Winged Victory of Samothrace. A headless goddess from ancient Greece, carved from white marble, posed like a figurehead on the prow of a ship, the folds of her dress pressed against her skin by an imaginary breeze. They had to squeeze past visitors trying to get a selfie.

Two rooms of Renaissance art later, they reached the closed doors of Salle 702. A small knot of tourists stood around the security guard, demanding admittance. When he allowed Patrice and Jean-Luc past with just a nod of the head, their frustration hitched up a few decibels.

The heavy door fell shut behind them. Jean-Luc felt it in his chest. The hush. The shift in scale. The room stretched out, cathedral vast. For a moment, he felt like a child.

“Impressive, non?” Patrice asked.

Jean-Luc just nodded.

A lone figure got to her feet and waved. Early twenties, the sides of her head shaved. When he got closer, Jean-Luc saw the nose piercing.

“Capitaine, this is Bernadette Chérif,” Patrice said.

Jean-Luc approached but didn’t offer a hand. His burn was throbbing. “Capitaine Moreau. You’re working?” he asked, indicating her open laptop.

“Yes,” she replied. “Best study hall in Paris. If only it was always this quiet.” She gestured at a painting. “I’ve got a paper on religious portraiture.”

Jean-Luc, keen to avoid small talk, gestured to the bench. “This is where you found the piece of paper?”

“No.” She seemed eager to please, almost excited to be speaking to a detective. “It was that bench there.”

“Show me.”

They crossed the polished floor, footsteps echoing.

“It was there. Just beneath the bench.” She turned. “You see, at first, I spotted these marks.”

Jean-Luc twisted to see where she was pointing.

“You can barely see them against the red wall,” she said.

He stepped over to peer closely. Faint smears of discolouration marked the paint around the information panel for the Sacre de Napoléon.

“And then I spun round and I saw it.” She looked at him intently. “And then I radioed Monsieur Simon.” She nodded at her boss. “That’s all. I didn’t touch anything. My brother’s a cop in Saint-Denis.”

“It seems everyone has a connection to the police today.” Jean-Luc pressed his lips between his teeth as he looked around the room. “Was there anything else lying around?”

Bernadette shook her head.

“Not even a fuzzy lollipop stick? A discarded map?”

“No.” She seemed shocked at the suggestion. “The cleaners had been through the night before.”

“So they missed this?”

Patrice looked unsure. “It’s possible.”

Jean-Luc turned to him. “I’ll need their names.”

Patrice nodded. “I’ll get you a list.”

Jean-Luc surveyed the room. “Because the other possibility is that someone placed it here after the galleries had been cleaned.” He folded his arms. “Who has out-of-hours access to these rooms?”

“The security teams, the curatorial teams, the cleaners, obviously,” Patrice said.

“You track entries?”

“No,” Patrice said, “but the CCTV runs 24/7.”

“I’ll need the footage.”

“I must admit,” Patrice said, “I’m surprised you care so much about a piece of paper.”

Jean-Luc thought for a second before offering an explanation. “You will find out soon enough. Henri de Saint-Clair was murdered two days ago.”

Patrice looked blank. Bernadette’s mouth, in contrast, fell open.

“So the appearance of a page from a book of France’s greatest living—” Jean-Luc stopped himself. “Greatest writer, drenched in blood, in the nation’s greatest museum, is something we need to look into.”

Bernadette cocked her head. “So it is significant, then? This piece of paper?”

Jean-Luc was reluctant to give away anything more. “Potentially.”

She elbowed Patrice playfully. “You see, I told you.”

Patrice handed Jean-Luc the cardboard envelope he’d been holding. Inside was a clear plastic sandwich bag containing a torn page from a paperback book.

Jean-Luc held it up. It had been taken from Drift, the author’s first book, and appeared to have been dipped in blood, rather than splattered by it.

Intentional. It could well be from one of the first editions taken from de Saint-Clair’s apartment.

“Who has handled this?” Jean-Luc asked.

“As far as I know, just the two of us.”

Jean-Luc nodded. “I will take this.” He walked over to the display panel to inspect the finger marks. Without Luminol he couldn’t be sure it was blood, and whose blood it might be was a question only the TICs could answer.

He stared again at the place where the paper had been left. Directly in front of the painting of Napoléon.

“What can you tell me about this painting?” he asked Bernadette, peering again at the finger marks.

Briefly, she sketched out its history: painted by Jacques-Louis David, the nation’s greatest painter and chronicler of the French Revolution, having been commissioned by Bonaparte himself. David, she told him, had even attended the coronation.

Frustrated, Jean-Luc interrupted. “Yes, but why this painting? What is it about this painting that links to the work of Henri de Saint-Clair?”

Bernadette flinched. “I do not know, sir. I have not read any of his books.”

Yet again, Jean-Luc had been sharp. He really had been in a foul mood all day. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap.” His phone rang. It was Léa Carpentier.

“Brigadière. How can I help?”

“The TICs have been in contact. The forensics team should be there within the hour.”

“Thank you for letting me know.”

“So, what do you think?” Léa asked. “Is there a connection between the page from the book and the murder?”

Jean-Luc looked at the contents of the clear plastic bag and the painting of Napoléon. I’m not so sure. In fact, I’m beginning to doubt it very much.”


CHAPTER TEN




Julia Stephens arrived back from her lunch at Café de Flore on the drunk side of tipsy. The waiter had brought her table complimentary kir royales, and they had polished off a bottle of Puligny-Montrachet between two of them.

She checked her phone, swaying a little as she climbed out of her Uber. Her lunch had already received 1,400 likes. She couldn’t wait to tell Camille.

She entered the lobby of the apartment building, leaning on the bannisters as she climbed the stairs in her four-inch Louboutins. Great for Instagram, not so great for living on the third floor.

She sniffed. Someone on the first floor was grilling meat, or smoking maybe. Julia wrinkled her nose and continued upwards. She was still checking messages when she reached the top.

By now, the smell was impossible to ignore. She checked over her shoulder to see if it was coming from the other penthouse apartment.

No.

It was coming from hers.

Bijou!

Julia staggered towards the front door, fumbling with her keys. She crashed through the door, shoulder first, breath coming hard. Bijou ran between her feet and down the stairs.

She called after him and was about to run back down when the smell hit her.

It hit her nostrils like a punch – thick, chemical smoke, rolling out from under the bedroom door in slow tendrils.

“Camille?”

Camille had gone out. Hadn’t she?

She should go after Bijou. But…

Julia staggered along the corridor, her brain dull with wine, impervious to any danger. “Is there anyone in there? Camille?”

Please don’t be home. Please be out.

No response.

The air was sharp with scorched fabric and something worse. Plastic maybe, or petrol. Her shoes skittered on the herringbone floor. She lunged for the bedroom door and threw it open.

Flames licked up the wooden columns of the four-poster bed. The curtains had gone already – just blackened shreds clinging to the rail.

Julia felt her mouth fall open. She coughed then turned her head, as if expecting someone to come and explain why her bedroom was on fire. She shielded her eyes and looked again.

Camille lay sprawled across the bed, one arm flung out. Motionless.

“Camille!” she screamed.

She froze. Then instinct took over and she ran to her wife.

She reached out, but the flames were too intense.

“Camille! Wake up!”

She heard a footstep and turned to see a figure appear behind her. A man. Big. Thick beard. Crucifix around his neck. Eyes wide.

A neighbour?

“Help me,” she pleaded.

He moved towards her and grabbed her arm.

“It’s not safe,” he said, pulling her into the hallway.

“No!” Julia wrestled free and ran back towards Camille.

This time, his hand clamped over her mouth. He pulled her tight into his body and dragged her out of the room, kicking and straining against his thick arms.

As she looked at the burning bed, Julia realised with horror that he had not come to save her.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




Petra propped herself up in bed and scanned the hotel room. It was nice enough, but anonymous. Bland.

Was this her future from now on? Drifting from hotel to hotel, attempting to wangle expensed overnight stays from organisations that hired her? She’d soon run out of the flat money this way.

She sighed. It was only eight o’clock and she was bored. Thoughts of the flat dogged her, a vague guilt at leaving all her stuff there for the new owners to deal with. And the Greenwoods, of course. She’d never escape the bloody Greenwoods.

Might as well make use of the time. She reached over the side of the bed and hauled her laptop up from the floor. She had her report from the Madrid court case to finish off.

She yawned and twisted her hair back behind her neck. She shuffled backwards on the bed and plumped pillows behind her.

The report opened automatically; she’d been working on it when she’d decided to rest her tired eyes and read a book. That had been over an hour ago.

She squinted, scanning for her own annotations, spots where she needed to fill in gaps. The gist of it was all there, but there were always factual details to check.

Most of this she could do herself, but there were a couple of details she needed Susannah Roscoe’s input on.

Was it too late to call her?

Yes. It would be nine o’clock in Paris. Susannah would be out enjoying her evening.

Send her a message. Then she can reply in the morning.

Hi Suzy, she began, then stopped. She deleted the Suzy and replaced it with Susannah.

This was a work message, after all. It paid to be professional.

Hi Susannah. I’ve got a couple of factual details to fill in before I send you my report on the Morales case. You available to answer some questions?

She pushed the laptop off her legs and heaved herself off the bed. She’d been to Markies at Glasgow Central station earlier and bought some strawberries to put in the mini fridge. It was the right time of year for them.

She bit into a strawberry – perfectly ripe – and made her way back to the bed.

Susannah had already answered.

Wow. That was quick.

Petra read the message and smiled.

Sure. I’m at home, watching TV. Bored. Fire away.

Me too, Petra replied. Hotel room blues.

The reply was almost instant. I hope it’s not related to what you went through in Madrid. I feel responsible.

Petra rolled her eyes. Susannah was younger than her – fifteen years, more? – and wouldn’t have gone through some of the shit Petra had seen.

I’m fine. Stop worrying about me. This is just the effect of all the airport shenanigans.

She hesitated a moment before hitting Send. Shenanigans? Did that make her look like a wally?

Shenanigans, Susannah replied. Good word. What happened?

Petra filled her in on the hen do antics.

Jeez, came the reply. What a pain.

You could say that. Anyway, I don’t want to keep you.

It’s fine. Nothing else to do. But tell me what you want to know.

Petra started typing. Before she’d finished compiling her questions, another response came through.

Sorry. Gotta go. Looks like an English woman might have been the victim of… You don’t need to know. Can I call you in the morning?

Petra felt her chest deflate. There had been something exciting about sharing a conversation with Susannah, even if only via WhatsApp.

Sure, she replied. Hope everything’s OK.

It’ll be fine. Speak soon x

Petra felt her mouth fall open. Kisses? Were they exchanging kisses now? Or was that just something people in their thirties did?

She licked her lips, and started typing. Thanks. I’ll be in touch.

She added a x at the end, stared at it for a moment, then deleted it. She hit Send.

She slapped her phone down on the bed.

Petra McBride, ya bloody great eejit. You’re making a fool of yourself.


CHAPTER TWELVE




Véronique Duval checked the time in the top right-hand corner of her screen. Five minutes past nine. A perfectly reasonable hour for a glass of wine. After her yoga class earlier in the evening, she’d earned it.

She padded over from the fold-down desk where her ancient laptop was down to its last hour of battery life and tugged at the door of her rattling fridge. She’d lost count of the times she’d asked her landlord to replace it. The cork of the Sauvignon Blanc gave a pleasing pop as she opened the bottle. The sound of the pale liquid pouring into the tulip shaped wine glass was even better.

The taste? Well, it was from the cheap aisle in Carrefour, but it’d do.

Her phone lit up on the worktop. Her editor at Le Scoop.

Just reminding you I cannot hold the page past ten o’clock.

Véro smiled. She was close, the article almost finished. Just one last read-through to make sure the libel lawyers would have no reason to spike her story. She’d worked on this piece for months. Meticulous. Patient. The story that would – finally – bring down Catherine Reynolds.

The two of them had started out in the same place, interning at Paris Match. But Catherine had been faster, louder, luckier. She had launched La Nouvelle Moderne at twenty-seven, backed by media titans who soon stepped aside so she could take over the editor’s chair. The money had come from an old family friend.

Meanwhile, Véro had earned her stripes with a string of internships at Le Figaro, Télérama and Le Point, where she was eventually hired as a junior reporter. It had been ten hard years, building sources, chasing exclusives.

To an outsider, Véro’s life looked glamorous. Private views, opening nights, trips to LA to interview movie stars.

But she was barely scraping by. Half her salary vanished into her tiny Saint Georges apartment (although if anyone asked, she claimed to live in neighbouring Montmartre). Credit cards were paid off with other credit cards. The designer clothes she wore were ‘borrowed’ from fashion shoots. If she stayed in a luxury hotel, it was because she was reviewing it. She didn’t dare touch the minibar.

Whenever people heard that she knew Catherine Reynolds, they always asked what the successful American who’d created such a stir in French media was really like.

Véro said little. “Our paths didn’t cross much.” “She worked hard.” Anything more would sound like jealousy.

But it was jealousy. Quiet, chronic jealousy. Nurtured from a pale green tinge when they’d first met, to become a deep, luminous, emerald green.

In the beginning, she’d gladly taken the opera tickets Catherine couldn’t use. Or the Chloë jacket, one season out of date, that she didn’t wear any more. It took a while before Véro realised Catherine was treating her like her own private intern. But by then, Catherine had stolen her scoop and their paths were set. Véro fell behind. Catherine soared.

Until now.

Now Véro had proof that the man who had bankrolled La Nouvelle Moderne was a sexual predator and that Catherine, desperate for his cash, not only knew, but had procured young girls to satisfy him.

She was a pimp. A human trafficker of sixteen-year-olds who thought they were getting work experience but soon learned much more about coercion and control than content creation.

Le Scoop would publish in the morning. Véronique would hand over her research to the police by lunch time. By nightfall, the police would be knocking at the door of Catherine’s Avenue Montaigne apartment.

She took a long sip, the wine cooling her throat. Her fingers tingled. This was it. How sweet it was that the biggest story of her career would bring about the end of Catherine’s.

Then something fell.

A thud. Sharp. Close by.

She froze, heart thudding. Was someone here? Had Catherine sent someone?

Véro moved to the counter, grabbed the bread knife, and stepped towards her front door.

Could her elderly neighbour be in here? “Madame Foulon? Is that you?”

Nothing. She cracked the door open.

The plant stand had tipped. A paradise palm lay across the hallway tiles, its soil scattered.

Véro put her lock on the latch and stepped out into the hallway, her heart still pounding. She checked both ways.

There was no one there. It must have been Madame Foulon’s cat.

Yet she couldn’t shake the thought that someone didn’t want her to publish. Had one of her sources blabbed? Had Catherine got wind of the story?

She dashed back to her desk and quickly saved the latest edits. She drained her glass and reached to pour another, then paused. She’d left her research notes, the evidence that would convict Catherine Reynolds, on her bed. She had to lock the documents away.

Véro turned.

And stopped.

A tall man stood in the bedroom doorway.

Bearded. Stock still.

Her throat closed. “Who…”

Véro glanced at the open door behind him, hoping Madame Foulon would hear something. She tried again to speak, but no words came.

He reached into his pocket. Paint stained his right hand.

She couldn’t move. Couldn’t scream. She simply stared.

He pulled something out. Not a knife.

A scarf. Hermès. The vintage Tigre Royale design. Véro had seen it somewhere recently.

He stepped forward. He began to mutter, as if reciting a prayer.

She reached out feebly. He batted her hand away, gripped her by her hair, and smothered her face with the scarf. A faint smell of nail varnish remover.

Darkness crept in. Her knees buckled. The last thing she remembered before she blacked out was where she had seen that tiger design.

The scarf belonged to Catherine Reynolds.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




From the street, the damage was immediately visible. The top floor of the building was a blackened shell, its windows blown out. The roof was gone. In its place, jagged timbers jutted like broken ribs against the deep blue sky.

The air carried more than just the smell of smoke. There was a sharp, chemical tang, like scorched plastic and fake citrus. Foam residue from the firefighters’ hoses clung to the kerb, sticky and unnatural.

“Bonjour.” Susannah Roscoe approached the uniformed officers outside the apartment building. “I’m from Interpol. Capitaine Moreau asked me to attend.”

They eyed her closely, and checked her ID. Without speaking to her, they radioed for someone to escort her. A few moments later, Brigadière Léa Carpentier appeared, her face ashen. She was smartly dressed, with dark hair tucked behind her ears.

“Agent Roscoe?” Her features brightened.

Susannah smiled at her. “Nice to see you again, Brigadière.” She cast a pointed stare in the direction of the uniformed officers, who had clearly doubted that a Black British woman might really be an Interpol agent.

“I didn’t know you were going to be working with us on this case,” Léa said in English, her tone upbeat.

Susannah knew that Léa’s mother was Canadian, hence her flawless English.

“It’s nice to see a familiar face,” Léa continued. “This is only my third day with the Brigade Criminelle, and it is already my second murder.”

She led Susannah up to the third floor. The two women had worked together briefly on a repatriation case in Léa’s old job, and soon after had bumped into each other at Shakespeare and Company, the English language bookshop near the Notre-Dame.

“How are things going with Interpol?” Léa asked. “Settled in yet?”

Susannah was impressed by Léa’s memory. They had only talked for a few minutes in the bookshop. At the time, Susannah had been in Paris for a fortnight after transferring from the Metropolitan Police in London.

“Yes. They found me an apartment in a lovely spot.”

Léa stopped at the landing. “I don’t suppose you can even tell me where.”

“I’m not a spy!” Susannah said. “Our work isn’t that secretive.”

“Yes, but Interpol always sounds so glamorous.”

About as glamorous as an orthopaedic sandal.

“What do you know already?” Léa asked.

“Two victims, one British, which is why you’ve asked for my help.” Susannah took the stairs two at a time. She hadn’t been for a run this morning, so had more energy than usual. “Is it definitely arson?”

Léa joined her on the next landing. “Almost certainly.”

“Capitaine Moreau says the victims are famous?”

A nod. “Kind of. They’re influencers. If you have a teenage daughter⁠—”

“No teenagers in my life,” Susannah cut in, choosing not to take offence at the notion that she was old enough to have a teenage child. She was thirty-four, so technically it was possible, but thankfully all she’d got from her ex was half the mortgage on a shitty studio apartment in Camden and a messy divorce. Her trainers squeaked on the sticky floor. Grey streaks of water damage lined the stairwell.

They reached the top, where investigators from the fire department were checking their notes. They recognised Léa and waved them inside. Susannah felt the breeze from the missing roof and stepped purposefully over the threshold.

She immediately came to a stop. She hadn’t expected to see a body so soon.

“Pathology have been already?” she checked before going any further.

“Yes. The recovery team will be here before midday.”

On the floor of the hallway, a white woman in her late twenties lay on her side. Her once white clothing was grey with water and ash, and her blonde hair was spread out like a damp halo stuck to the floor. She was tall, athletic. Her eyes were open.

Susannah gazed down at her.

What a waste.

Officers and techs milled about, gathering evidence.

“Capitaine,” Léa called out. “Agent Roscoe is here.”

Jean-Luc Moreau appeared from the bedroom. Thinning hair, wire-rimmed spectacles and the weight of the world on his sagging shoulders. He nodded at the body on the floor. “That one is yours,” he said.

That one?

Susannah ignored the crass remark and extended her hand. “Susannah Roscoe.” She noticed his bandaged hand and withdrew her own. “Do you just want me to notify the family? Or are you looking for investigatory help?” She squeezed past him into what remained of the bedroom.

The morning sky was visible through the rafters, the air raw against the blackened walls. In the middle of the room stood the charred frame of a four-poster bed. It was just possible to determine the shape of the figure on top of it and the chains that had tied her to it. There was the tang of petrol in the air.

Susannah swallowed down the bile. However many times she saw this kind of thing, she never got used to it.

Definitely murder.

“Did the woman in the hall die of smoke inhalation?” she asked.

Moreau scribbled in his notebook. “Pathologist reckons strangulation. He’ll know more once the bodies are taken to the mortuary.”

“What can you tell me about the victims?”

Jean-Luc tapped his book with a pen as if to emphasise how hard he was thinking. “Your French is very good,” he said, as if this were a surprise.

Susannah resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Thank you.” She didn’t add that she’d studied languages at Cambridge University before she’d joined the Met. Nor did she mention that she was also fluent in Spanish and Dutch.

“Capitaine?” Susannah pressed. “What do we know about them?”

He wrenched himself from his thoughts, seeming almost surprised that Susannah was still there.

“Camille Durand. Twenty-nine. Ghanaian mother, French father. A model, I believe.” He nodded his head in the direction of the other body. “Julia Stephens, thirty-two. British.”

On the bedside table were metal-framed photos, which had somehow survived the blaze. One, discoloured from the flames, showed two young women, presumably the two dead women she was looking at. One of them held a small, fluffy dog up to the camera.

Susannah turned to the capitaine. “Has the dog been found?”

He nodded. “It ran outside, a passer-by picked it up. It’s been taken to the pound.”

She swallowed. “Any thoughts on motive?”

“Homophobia. Misogyny. Racism.” He glanced at her. “Take your pick.”

“They were a couple?”

Léa appeared at Susannah’s side. “They were known as ‘the Paris wives’. They’re all over TikTok and Instagram.” Her face crumpled. “Or rather, they were.”

Susannah twisted to look through the doorway at Julia’s body. “Do we think the murderer intended to just kill Camille?”

“Or murderers,” Jean-Luc corrected.

Susannah smiled to acknowledge his point. “I mean, they’re quite different MOs, aren’t they? With arson, you walk away. With strangulation, you feel their pulse until you don’t.” She paused, waiting for Jean-Luc to pick up her thread.

He didn’t.

“I’d love a psychologist’s take on it,” she continued.

Again, the Frenchman didn’t seem interested in her speculation.

“I know a great forensic psychologist, if you decide to pursue that angle.”

He nodded vaguely, more concerned with his notebook than anything she had to say. It was clear he wasn’t looking for her input.

“OK, then, I’ll liaise with the embassy and notify the next of kin.” Susannah turned back towards the hallway.

Jean-Luc looked up. “Thank you for coming. Your help is much appreciated.”

Yes, but my time isn’t. You could have just phoned me.

Susannah waved a farewell to Léa and looked again at Julia’s body. The position of her limbs suggested her killer had dropped her the moment she’d breathed her last. An unceremonious end.

Discarded, like trash.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Petra lay in bed, scrolling messages and emails, for as long as the hotel checkout policy permitted. She paid for her room then walked out into the street, unsure where she was heading.

She walked until she spotted a familiar haunt: Gosford’s Wine Bar. It was just opening.

Perfect.

Five minutes later she was sitting at a table in the corner with a glass of Picpoul de Pinet that was already half empty.

I needed that.

She’d ordered food. Some sort of fancy ham sandwich. Drinking in the daytime without food to soak it up. Even Petra wasn’t there yet.

Her suitcase at her feet, her handbag on the bench beside her and her phone on the table, Petra’s body felt stiff and on edge. She took another sip as she kept one eye on the door. She tapped her phone, even though she knew there were no messages.

Somewhere in this city, Jackie and Rhona might be on another date. They would probably get on. They might even really like each other.

Great. That’ll be two of my pals I’ll never get to see again.

“Excuse me.” Petra waved at a passing server. She waggled her manicured nails at her drink. “Could I get another one please?”

When she was halfway through her second glass, her inhibitions were suitably softened that she picked up her phone and dialled a number she never would have sober. Aila, her most recent ex-girlfriend.

“Petra? You OK?”

“Ticketyboo. I just wondered if you fancied a drink later on?”

“Oh.” Aila sounded relieved. “I thought you were in trouble.”

Petra stared at her glass. “Everything’s grand, just grand. It’s just I’m in Glasgow and I thought…” She wasn’t quite sure how to finish that sentence. “Well, I thought it might be nice to, you know, catch up.”

Silence.

“My shout,” Petra said.

Aila was quiet for a long time. Too long.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said at last.

“Oh.” Petra took a slug of wine.

“What are you even doing in Glasgow?” Aila asked. “I thought you didn’t like the place.”

“I came to see my solicitor. Finalising the sale of the flat.”

“Oh. I see.” Aila’s tone was terse. There were no follow up questions, no comments about the flat, where Aila had lived for a short while. No desire to be friends.

Petra could take the hint. “Well, OK, then. Thought it was worth a shout.”

She was about to hang up when Aila spoke up.

“Please don’t call again, Petra.”

Ouch.

“You made it very clear that you didn’t want to be with me,” Aila continued. “I think maybe you should delete my number from your phone.”

Petra winced. “Ah. Well, in that case I’m sorry to have bothered you.” She knew she should add a ‘take care’ or a ‘sorry for the misunderstanding’ but the words stuck in her throat.

“Goodbye, Petra.”

Aila had hung up before Petra had a chance to reply.

Petra looked at the bar, considering a third glass. She was self-aware enough to know that the reason she was self-medicating with French wine was because she was avoiding making a decision. And still avoiding the flat.

It didn’t matter that it had been redecorated, she’d never feel comfortable there again after the Greenwoods had vandalised it. And after what had happened in Madrid, she really didn’t want to be alone in it.

She mentally scanned the rooms, picturing the furniture and the cookware and linens in the cupboards. Then she looked at her case. There wasn’t a single thing in the flat that meant more to her than the possessions in her luggage. Surely her solicitor could arrange for it to be cleared out before it was sold in a week. Did she really need to go back?

“You want another?” The server gestured to Petra’s nearly empty glass.

She checked her watch. Nearly two o’clock. She needed to stop drinking. “No, thank you.” She drained the last of her wine. “Just point me in the direction of Glasgow Central, will you. I’ve got a train to catch.”

If Glasgow didn’t want her, she’d just have to try her luck in London.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




“I don’t get it.”

Peter Stanton turned to his girlfriend of three weeks. “What don’t you get?”

“Any of it, really. Why are these paintings in a museum like this and the ones the guy was selling at the Eiffel Tower yesterday aren’t?”

Peter blinked hard. Bella was cute. A streak of purple in her tangled hair. Low rise cargo pants that revealed a soft, flat stomach. But while the sex was great, the conversation was getting harder. It was becoming increasingly clear that their first romantic weekend away would be their last.

How could he explain why the art they were currently looking at was worthy of her time in a language she could understand?

He sniffed. “Not every Taylor Swift song is going to make it onto her Greatest Hits album, right?”

Bella didn’t look impressed. “You’re saying the Louvre is the greatest hits of art?”

“For a certain genre of art it is.”

“And who gets to decide which tracks make the album?”

“Curators, historians, collectors⁠—”

“People who think they know better, then?”

Should he break up with her now, or wait till they got back to Manchester?

Her French is way better than mine. Best to wait.

Peter took a breath before he answered. “Well, yes, they do, actually. They know which of these artists pioneered a new technique or found a fresh perspective. They know who paid them and can analyse⁠—”

“And that’s what you’re studying? To be one of these curators?”

Peter pushed his glasses up his nose. “I’m actually hoping to be a gallerist. That’s why I’m studying art history.”

Bella’s shoulders were rounded. She was tired. And after three hours and thousands of paintings, he couldn’t blame her.

The Louvre was overwhelming. At least now they were in the Sully wing, away from the crowds, in a smaller room that displayed nineteenth-century French works.

He wanted to make her see just one painting differently. If he could just help her feel that art had something to say, maybe that would be his parting gift to her.

“Take this one.” Peter pointed to an image of several naked women reclining in what looked like a luxury spa. “What do you think of it?”

Bella peered in to read the information panel. “The Turkish Bath, by Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres. That’s a lot of names.” She took a step back and crossed her arms. “Why is it round? All the other paintings are rectangular. Why is this one in a circle?”

“Well, I’m going to guess that it makes it feel a bit like the viewer is looking through a peephole, like we’re seeing something we shouldn’t.”

“So this is for seventeen-century pervs then?”

Peter sighed. “Nineteenth century,” he corrected. “In Britain, at the same time, artists like Frederick Leighton and Laurence Alma-Tadema were painting similar scenes. It was known as ‘orientalism’, which was basically white blokes getting their kicks painting Muslim women naked because Victorian society didn’t want to show European women as immoral.”

Bella smiled. “It doesn’t say that on the panel, does it?” She wrinkled her nose. “So that’s why all these supposed Turkish women have pale white skin?”

Hallelujah! He was getting her to engage. “Almost certainly. And the models Ingres would have used to paint from would probably have been sex workers.”

Bella raised an eyebrow. “There’s a hell of a lot of naked women in this painting.” She began to count them. “It’s funny, isn’t it? This is meant to be titillating for stuck-up French fellas, but it’s clearly a lot of lesbians having a bloody good time with no need for men.”

Peter wasn’t listening. He was distracted by something sticking out from behind the ornate gold frame.

It’s a piece of wood, isn’t it?

He leaned in closer.

“Monsieur! Veuillez vous reculer!”

When Peter didn’t lean back, the officious security guard stepped over and gestured firmly for him to move. Then he saw what Peter was looking at.

“What is it?” Peter asked in English.

The security guard either didn’t understand English or was choosing to ignore the question. He muttered something in French, then reached out to touch the piece of wood.

Peter waited for an alarm to go off, but none did.

The guard tugged on the wood to free it. It resembled a relic. The kind of thing people claimed was a burnt piece of the cross Jesus was crucified on. It looked like it had been carved before it had been burnt.

It lay on the guard’s palm, black against his white skin.

“What is that?” Bella asked in French.

“Je ne sais pas,” the guard answered. He pulled out his radio and barked some French that Peter didn’t understand.

“What did he say?” Peter asked Bella.

She looked confused. “I think he said, ‘We’ve got another one’.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Brigadière Léa Carpentier showed her credentials to the uniformed officer standing by a doorway that nestled between a bargain bookshop and a vape shop in Saint Georges. “Were you part of the emergency response?” she asked.

“No, but Gardien Dupont is still upstairs.”

“And have forensics been yet?”

“No,” the officer said. “I’m standing here to make sure no one gets access until they arrive.”

“Including other residents?”

The officer gestured to the state of the building. “Especially the other residents.”

Léa pulled on a pair of plastic overshoes and stepped inside the shabby hallway. The dirty tiled floor was strewn with takeaway leaflets and litter. The kind of place where the killer could just as easily be a neighbour as a stranger. She eyed the old-fashioned lift with its sliding gate and decided to take the stairs, not keen on the risk of getting stuck between floors.

Léa stopped at the first landing, but there was no police presence outside any of the four doors. She ran a mental calculation of the square footage of each apartment. They had to be tiny. The building had an aroma of stewed meat and cat piss.

On the second floor, a gardienne stood outside an open door. At the end of the corridor, one resident had tried to make things nice with a doormat and a hanging basket. Léa stepped over spilled soil and a horizontal pot plant and greeted the gardienne.

“Brigadière Léa Carpentier.” She flashed her ID. “Did you respond to the 112 call?”

“Yes.” The gardienne was in her mid-twenties, pale-faced and a little overweight. “We got here,” she checked her watch, “about ninety minutes ago.”

Léa peered behind her through the open door to the apartment. “A neighbour found her?”

“Yes. Madame Foulon.” The gardienne nodded at the door with the hanging basket.

“She’s been questioned?”

The gardienne nodded. “Yes. Apartment 22. We’ve told her to expect you to knock for her.”

“Thank you.”

Léa stepped over the threshold to the small apartment. There was a windowless bedroom with built-in closets immediately to her right, followed by a tiny shower room that stank of mould. The short corridor opened up into a kitchen–living space with a view across to the other side of the street. Every surface was crammed with boxes and cases. The worktop in the kitchen was barely visible beneath appliances and condiments.

“You must be Brigadière Carpentier?”

Léa smiled at the young officer.

“Gardien le Tissier. Joseph.” He reached out and shook Léa’s hand.

Léa noted the open laptop and iPhone on a small fold-down desk. They weren’t the latest models, but it was pretty obvious the motive for this attack hadn’t been robbery. She took a deep breath and crouched down beside the victim.

Female, early-to-mid thirties, wearing Lululemon leisure wear. No apparent signs of trauma. She was on her back with one leg bent beneath the other, clearly lying where she fell. On the floor beside her was a silk scarf with an unusual design of a tiger’s head.

Why would a woman in leisure wear have a designer scarf with her? Léa took out her phone and photographed it.

“What do we know about her?” she asked.

“Véronique Duval. Thirty-four. A journalist with Le Scoop.”

Léa hadn’t picked up a copy in a while but always enjoyed leafing through it in waiting rooms.

“Next of kin?”

Gardien le Tissier shook his head. “Not yet. I’m going to go out on a limb and guess she didn’t have kids though.”

It was true, there were no signs of anyone other than the deceased living in the apartment.

On closer inspection, the scarf was covered in makeup. Léa looked again at the victim’s face. Her mascara was smudged; her lipstick swiped across her face.

The scarf was the murder weapon?

She checked the victim’s eyes for signs of asphyxiation. The presence of several burst blood vessels confirmed her suspicion. And her pupils were pinprick-small – a drug overdose, as well as the strangulation?

Léa scanned the apartment, looking for other signs of drug use. No needles, no foil wraps or patches. Sure, the place was cramped and cluttered, but she’d attended enough overdoses to know this victim wasn’t a habitual user.

“What do we know so far?” she asked.

The gardien came to stand beside her. “Neighbour discovered her two hours ago. She noticed the victim’s door was ajar.”

Léa looked up at him. “The killer didn’t close the door on his way out?”

“Seems not.”

“So he wanted her body to be found?”

“Looks that way.”

Léa studied the victim again. No signs of sexual assault. No real signs of any kind of assault, other than the obvious.

She looked closely at the scarf again. “Make sure the TICs examine the scarf.”

Léa got to her feet in a single movement and pulled out her phone from her trouser pocket.

“Brigadière.” Jean-Luc sounded distracted. “What do you need?”

“Capitaine, I have another body that I think the team should look at.”

“Brigadière, you are familiar with our case load? Let the local team deal with it.”

Léa looked down at Véronique’s lifeless body. “Sir, we have a young woman with no history of drug use. The door was deliberately left open. I think this is worthy of further investigation.”

He grunted. “Let’s see what the pathologist says, but a gossip journalist living in a small apartment in Saint Georges suggests someone disappointed with their life. It wouldn’t be hard for her to have acquired opiates, given the neighbourhood. It sounds very much like the suicide of a disappointed young woman, Brigadière.”

“But there are no drugs paraphernalia anywhere near the body. And what about the blood in her eyes?” Something made Léa sure this case needed the resources only the Brigade Criminelle could throw at it.

“I’ll wait for the forensics and pathology report. We’ve got our hands rather full, what with the Paris Wives and Monsieur de Saint-Clair.”

“Have you made any headway?” Léa asked.

Capitaine Moreau sighed. “We have no shortage of suspects for the great novelist. It seemed everyone hated him, from his daughter to his agent.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Susannah Roscoe had been looking at the phone on her desk for about fifteen minutes.

She didn’t want to call Julia Stephens’s parents. But the @ParisWives accounts hadn’t been updated for thirty-six hours, and no doubt they would be worrying already.

Interpol’s Paris office was just a few rooms inside the Central Directorate of the Judicial Police. In amongst a cluster of Beaux Arts government buildings around the Place des Saussaies, the cramped rooms were a far cry from Interpol’s shiny glass and steel HQ in Lyon.

When Susannah had first applied to join the international crime agency, she’d expected to be stationed in Lyon. But when the prospect of basing herself in Paris was raised, she jumped at it. The Eurostar meant London was only two-and-a-quarter hours away, and at the time she’d still hoped she might save her marriage.

Now every Eurostar ad on the Metro was a reminder that she was getting divorced.

Maybe it was for the best, but it still hurt.

Susannah scrolled through the @ParisWives posts on Instagram. Cocktails at rooftop bars. Dinner parties with friends. Endless gym photos. Hikes in the Fontainebleu forest. A trip to Ghana to meet Camille’s extended family.

God, they were gorgeous.

Susannah had to close her eyes for a moment to gather herself.

Beautiful, clearly madly in love, and having the time of their lives. She kept on scrolling, drawn to more photos of the two of them entwined in each other’s arms, pranking each other and blowing kisses.

She knew the images had been airbrushed, and even before that, there would have been plenty of fillers and Botox, but she was mesmerised by their flawless skin.

I wonder if I’d had role models like that…

Her thoughts drifted, and soon another five minutes had passed. She couldn’t put it off any longer.

Susannah sat a little straighter in her chair and reached for the phone. Only then did a tear fall from her cheek onto the desk. She wiped her face and dialled.

“Hello?” A woman’s voice.

“Is that Mrs Stephens?”

“Yes, who’s calling?”

“My name is Susannah Roscoe. I work with Interpol in Paris.”

She heard the gulp at the other end of the line.

“I’m afraid I’m calling with bad news.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Back at her office in the Préfecture de Police, Léa Carpentier stared at the photograph of the silk scarf from Véronique Duval’s apartment. The entire fabric was taken up with a stylised head of a tiger. A reverse image search quickly told her it was vintage Hermès. The design was named Tigre Royale and had first been released in 1990.

Different versions of the design had been issued at various times in the thirty-six years since, and each time a colour was changed or a border was added.

Léa’s stomach grumbled. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast. The office was unusually quiet, and the sound seemed to echo.

“You want my sandwich?”

Emmanuelle Le Fevre was one of the civilians on the team. In the few days they’d been working together, Léa had learned that Emmanuelle always brought spectacular lunches to work with her. The girl still lived with her mother and was so well fed that Léa doubted she’d ever leave home.

“You don’t want it?” Léa asked, peering over her monitor.

“I had lunch out today.” Emmanuelle’s smile suggested lunch had been a date. She lifted a package wrapped in wax paper. “It’ll go to waste otherwise.”

Léa gestured to her colleague. “Hand it over, then.”

She opened the paper, and the aroma of Jambon de Bayonne entered her nostrils. She inhaled deeply.

“You are an absolute lifesaver.”

Léa took a bite and savoured the tang of the ham, the creaminess of the goat’s cheese and the smokiness of the chargrilled artichoke.

“Your mum should open a shop,” Léa said with her mouth full. “This is sensational.”

“You’re very welcome. And now I don’t have to listen to your stomach growl all afternoon.”

The sandwich eaten, Léa soon found herself deep into a research rabbit hole of Hermès designs through the ages, getting distracted by blogs and eBay auctions, and marvelling at how much some people would pay for a seventy-centimetre square of silk. She eventually tracked down an exact match for the design found with Véronique’s body. It was a recent re-issue.

Well, that’s a stroke of luck.

It was a limited edition from last year, to celebrate the birth of a tiger cub at Paris Zoo. It had only ever been sold from one particular outlet, an upmarket boutique on Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré. A snip at just €590.

First, the killer leaves the door open. Then he leaves the scarf behind. And it’s a limited edition?

It was like he wanted to be caught.

Léa double-checked that the image on her computer screen matched the photo she’d taken. She zoomed in to make absolutely sure. And then she noticed it.

A strip of silk had been removed from one of the borders.

Why on earth would someone do that to something so expensive?


CHAPTER NINETEEN




Petra’s train journey had been tortuous. After a signal failure and a landslip, she’d been forced to divert onto the East Coast mainline and ended up in King’s Cross just before midnight. To reward herself for the indignity and inconvenience, she’d simply walked across the street and taken a room at the Standard, one of London’s newer five-star hotels. Stark and minimalist, it offered a restful place to get her head together.

It helped that the imminent sale of Aunt Lydia’s flat meant she could afford to be a little reckless with money, but she reasoned that the bar was a very good place to meet – and impress – potential employers.

Not that she’d spent much time in her £250-a-night room since she’d left for breakfast. She’d had an eleven o’clock meeting with a contact at the Metropolitan Police to see how she might assist them. Then lunch with a former colleague at University College London to discuss freelance lecturing.

After a quick diversion to Selfridges, where she almost always found bargains on designer clothes – another perk of being four foot eleven – Petra accidentally-on-purpose ‘bumped into’ an old friend, having spent half an hour earlier that morning stalking her on social media and working out where she would be having coffee. While they shared anecdotes about Petra parachuting in on cases, it was clear she didn’t have any work for her either.

She’d messaged a few friends – well, exes – to let them know she was in town. All she’d heard back was electronic tumbleweed.

Petra signalled to the bartender for another negroni. And another bowl of the delicious nuts. There was no need to check her watch. The rooftop bar at the Standard was eye level with the giant clockface on St Pancras station. Five fifteen.

It’s only been one day. Something will come along.

She scrolled through the contacts in her phone, thinking of other people she could approach for work. The prospect of having a lot of money in the bank perversely made her desperate to line something up sooner rather than later. She was frightened she might enjoy being a lady of leisure a little too much.

She reached the name Lesley Clarke. DCI Lesley Clarke, of Dorset Police. It wasn’t London, but it wasn’t Scotland either. She pressed dial and Lesley answered almost immediately.

“Well, this is a surprise.”

Petra swallowed. This was humiliating. “Lesley. How are things?”

“Things are fine. Have you been assigned to one of our cases?”

“No. Not yet.” Petra closed her eyes.

More small talk, or get straight to the grovelling?

“I heard you caught DCI Mackie’s killer.”

“We did,” Lesley replied, her voice brightening. “And the advice you gave on his supposed suicide note helped. Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”

“How’s Scotland?”

Time to grovel.

“I’m not all that sure,” Petra replied. “I’m in London right now.” She took a breath. “Look. I’m going to get straight to it. I’ve hit a bit of a dry patch when it comes to work, and I wanted to make sure you knew I was available. Just in case.”

“Oh. Well, I appreciate the information, but I’m afraid we don’t have anything right now. Unless…”

Petra felt her chest rise. “Unless?”

“Well, there is a new investigation, one I’m keeping most of my people away from. Too high-risk. I don’t need psychological input right now, but I may do in the future.”

“Sounds interesting,” Petra said.

“Oh, it is. And it’ll either lead us nowhere or get us our biggest collar in decades.”

“The Kelvins?”

Lesley chuckled. The Kelvins were a Dorset organised crime family who’d been a thorn in Lesley’s side since she’d taken up her posting. “You read my mind. Look, I’d rather not tell you much right now. Like I say, there are risks involved. But if I do need extra input, you’ll be the first person I call.”

Petra smiled. “I appreciate that.”

“And if I hear of any other teams needing your skills, I’ll be sure to recommend you. You did good work for me, both in Dorset and in Birmingham.”

The smile widened. “Thank you.”

“Nothing you don’t deserve. Is that everything?”

Lesley never had been much of a woman for small talk. It was one of the things Petra liked about her.

“It is,” she said. “Hopefully we’ll see each other again.”

“Hopefully we will.” Lesley ended the call.

The bartender put down a paper coaster embossed with the Standard’s logo, then placed the negroni on top of it. It was garnished with a slice of charred blood orange.

Petra eyed it, feeling a little brighter thanks to Lesley’s kind words. “That’s a goddamn work of art,” she said.

“Enjoy.”

Petra raised her glass to no one in particular and took a sip. The kind words were no good if they didn’t lead to work.

The giant clock said it was now five twenty-five. She was going to be pissed by six o’clock.

Maybe the move to London hadn’t been such a good idea.


CHAPTER TWENTY




Detective Marc Lemoine leapt over the low wall and kept running across the wasteland. His sneakers slid on the dry dirt beneath him as he tried to keep up with the target. The kid had twenty years on him and knew these buildings better than he did. His blue baseball cap disappeared behind one of the abandoned warehouses. Marc dug deep to keep pace, his arms pumping hard, his legs beginning to burn.

Marc reached the corner of the warehouse. His chest heaved as he stopped and looked both ways. The Glock 17 in his holster rubbed against his ribs.

Merde!

He’d lost him.

Marc gambled that the kid had gone left and started running. He wasn’t going to let the brat go. It had been a long shift, and he wanted to have some fun before he clocked off.

He ran between two derelict buildings, glancing left and right for any sign of the lad. He was just a corner rat, but if Marc could give him a big enough scare, maybe he’d be doing him a favour. Make him think twice about his career options.

Marc found himself inside a ruined warehouse. Grass grew in patches and all the windows were broken. One day, after a decade of regeneration, this part of Belleville might live up to its name, but for now it was where the city’s lowlifes conducted their business. He walked slowly through the cavernous space. Assuming the punk was watching him, he pulled his jacket back to reveal his gun.

“I’m not after you,” Marc shouted. “I know you just got caught up in something. If you play nice, we won’t even have to tell your mum.”

In the distance, Marc could hear the roar of the Périphérique, the motorway that encircled Paris. All this was a far cry from when he’d worked in the OCBC, the Police Nationale’s arts and antiquities unit. Back then, he was wearing Dior suits and sitting in the back of Sotheby’s auctions. He much preferred street work. It was a better fit for his skill set.

Something moved at the edge of his vision. As Marc turned, a rock hit his face and the kid darted out of the shadows.

He wasn’t letting him go this time. Marc leapt over broken glass and piles of trash and was quickly on his tail. A few more strides and he reached out for the kid’s blue hoodie, pulling him down to the ground, rolling him onto his stomach and pressing his knee down hard into the boy’s kidneys.

“You’re going to wish you hadn’t done that.” Marc whipped out his handcuffs and clipped them around the boy’s wrists. Then he got to his feet, making sure as much of his weight as possible was transferred onto the boy’s back before he rocked back onto his heels.

“Sorry, did that hurt?” He wiped his cheek to check for blood. The rock hadn’t done any damage, which was a pity.

The kid scrambled up onto his knees, but Marc’s boot quickly made contact with his face. There was a noticeable cracking sound as the boy’s head snapped back. He lay on the dirt, panting. His top lip was split and bleeding.

“Did I say you could get up?”

Marc unzipped the inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out a clear plastic bag containing ten grammes of methamphetamine. He dropped it on the ground in front of the boy’s face.

“You know what that is?”

The boy didn’t answer.

“That’s two years in La Santé, that is.” Marc crouched down to look him in the eye. “So either you’re going to prison, or you’re going to talk.”

“But the drugs aren’t mine.”

“They are now.”

“You fucker⁠—”

“What did you say?”

“I said⁠—”

Marc finished the boy’s sentence with his fist, his fingers jamming into the kid’s incisors. He was good at this kind of work.

“Your only choice now is whether you go to prison for two years, or four. I’m sure if I searched your pockets, I could find more evidence.”

The boy sneered. “You’re worse than all the white cops put together.”

Marc raised the toe of his boot and rested it on the boy’s face. “Racially aggravated assault? You’re looking at five years now.”

“I never touched you!”

“Your word against mine. There’s no CCTV out here.”

There was a sound, footsteps, Marc thought, and he turned to see two of his colleagues running past the glassless windows of the warehouse. He took a swing at the kid’s belly with his right foot.

“Brigadier!” one of the detectives shouted.

“Over here,” Marc beckoned to them, then crouched down, planting another bag of meth beside the boy. “I reckon there’s at least twenty grammes here. That, plus resisting arrest and assaulting an officer.” He smiled at the lad. “I guess it’s not your lucky day.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Susannah followed the security guard’s directions through the Louvre’s labyrinth of corridors, her shoes whispering against polished wood. The museum wouldn’t open for another hour, and the place was empty, apart from the staff. Passing world-class art without pausing to look at it felt criminal.

The @ParisWives account had been open on her phone all night. Susannah couldn’t stop thinking about Camille and Julia. Their filtered, joyful images. Bright rooms. Champagne toasts. Sunlight and skin and laughter. The contrast with their charred apartment and their violent deaths was impossible to square.

Salle 940, Sully Wing. She’d found it.

A uniformed gardien raised his hand to stop her entering.

She held up her ID. “Interpol. Capitaine Moreau asked me to attend.”

The officer looked to the other side of the room. Jean-Luc Moreau waved to them.

“Yes, let her in.”

Salle 940 was one of the smaller rooms in the Louvre. Its walls were painted a dark military grey and a frieze of paintings of saints had been hung at ceiling height. They seemed to bear no relation to the paintings in Susannah’s eyeline, which were mostly of naked women. Two forensic technicians were packing away their equipment.

“Capitaine.” Susannah reached out to shake his hand and again noticed the bandage. She motioned to his injury. “What did you do?”

“It is nothing,” he said.

In Susannah’s experience, if a man had got himself injured in a fight or at the gym, he was more than happy to talk about it.

You probably just scalded it on a pan, didn’t you?

“Have you met Elise and Bertrand before?” Jean-Luc indicated two detectives in their twenties, both smartly dressed, in contrast to their boss, whose crumpled appearance veered towards the dishevelled.

“I don’t believe I have.” She shook hands with the two detectives. Young. Crisp shirts. Smart haircuts.

“Brigadier Bertrand le Marie.”

“Brigadière Elise Clement.”

“They work with me at the Brigade Criminelle,” Jean-Luc explained.

Susannah smiled. “I must admit, I was surprised to hear from you. I thought you didn’t need any help with the investigation. I was particularly surprised when you asked to meet here, of all places.”

“Yes, well, something interesting turned up.” He took a few steps towards the forensics technicians.

“I’m intrigued,” Susannah said.

“Excuse me,” Jean-Luc called to one of the technicians. “Do you still have the piece of wood?”

Piece of wood?

“Yes, of course.” The technician crouched down and retrieved an evidence bag from her case. She handed it to Jean-Luc, who passed it to Susannah.

“What is it?” She held it close to her face. Inside the clear plastic bag was a piece of burnt wood, approximately ten centimetres long and two centimetres wide. It appeared to have been wrenched from a larger piece of wood.

“Do you recognise it?” Jean-Luc asked.

“Is it a relic? From Notre-Dame?”

He snorted. “Not a bad guess.” He watched her face. “We think it is from the apartment in le Marais.”

Susannah’s lips parted. “The Paris Wives’ apartment?”

He nodded. “From their four-poster bed.”

She stared at the fragment. “And it ended up here?”

“Two English tourists found it.” He jabbed his thumb in the direction of a round painting of numerous naked women enjoying what looked to Susannah like a Roman spa day. “It was jammed in behind the frame.”

Susannah frowned, looking from the bag in her hand to the painting on the wall.

“I… I don’t understand.” She looked at Elise and Bertrand, hoping for an explanation. “How did it get here?”

“We have detectives examining the CCTV,” Jean-Luc said. “But it is not the first time this week that something’s been planted in the Louvre.”

It took a few seconds for the weight of Jean-Luc’s words to hit Susannah. “Pardon?”

“A few nights ago,” Jean-Luc said, “the author Henri de Saint-Clair was murdered. The next day, a page from one of his first editions turned up in the Denon Wing. It had been dipped in his blood.”

Susannah was even more confused.

What does de Saint-Clair’s death have to do with the fragment of burnt bed in my hand?

“And now this,” Jean-Luc continued. “The day after the Paris Wives were killed, a piece of their bed is left here.”

Susannah could almost feel her brain processing the information. She’d come across murderers who took souvenirs from their kills before, but they didn’t follow that up by leaving those souvenirs for others to find. Especially not in one of the world’s busiest art galleries.

She was even more convinced that they needed to bring in a psychologist to guide them. They needed Petra.

“Is there anything else linking the murders?” she asked.

Jean-Luc cocked his head. “They both happened in the same week in the same city.”

“They are both relatively high profile,” Bertrand offered.

That wasn’t what Susannah was driving at. “What about mutual friends? Or enemies?”

“Nothing so far,” Elise said.

Susannah stepped closer to the painting of the naked women. “You’re checking their social media?” she asked no one in particular. “Perhaps they shared followers?”

“Monsieur de Saint-Clair was not on social media,” Jean-Luc said. “I imagine he considered it beneath him.”

Susannah leaned over to read the information panel beside the painting. The Turkish Bath, by Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, 1862.

“Is there something significant about this painting?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Jean-Luc said.

Susannah studied it carefully. It showed a group of maybe twenty voluptuous women reclining in a grand spa of marble columns and elaborate tiles. One woman, her back to the artist, was playing a guitar. The women, all naked, were in intimate proximity to one another. Although they weren’t kissing, a pair were caressing, one woman’s hand on the other’s breast.

The link between Ingres’s painting and the sexy @ParisWives photos was obvious.

“Where was the page from de Saint-Clair’s book left?” Susannah asked.

“In the Denon Wing,” Jean-Luc said.

“Show me.”

He sighed. “Do you know how far away that is?”

Susannah knew the Louvre was the largest museum in the world. “How far?”

It took them almost twenty minutes, at a fair clip, to reach the vast Salle 702. Although the doors had only been open to the public for ten minutes, there were already thirty or more visitors in the vast red room.

“Wow,” Susannah said.

“That is one response.”

Jean-Luc, now sweating so much his forehead was glistening, guided her to the enormous painting of Napoléon’s coronation. “This is where it was found,” he said, pointing to the upholstered bench. “The forensics team found traces of blood around the information panel. It looked very much as if whoever left it had first tried to insert it behind the panel.”

Susannah took a closer look at the description on the white card on the wall.

Le Sacre de Napoléon, by Jacques-Louis David, 1807.

The text revealed details of the coronation, and the artist’s link to the emperor who had commissioned the outsized depiction of his finest hour.

“What do you think?” Jean-Luc asked.

Susannah went to sit on the bench opposite the painting. It was a lot to take in. The vast interior of Notre-Dame Cathedral, the pomp and ceremony. She couldn’t imagine ever commissioning an artist to paint a portrait of her, let alone one where she was the centre of such adoration.

Then again, she reasoned, you had to have an unusually large ego if your ambition was to conquer half of Europe. For someone like Napoléon, commissioning a painting was probably no different to posing for a selfie.

“Agent?” Jean-Luc probed. “Your thoughts?”

Susannah closed her eyes and pictured Ingres’s naked women in their Turkish spa. She flushed slightly at the memory. Then she looked straight up at Napoléon holding a golden crown.

She turned to the capitaine. “I think I know the connection.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Marc Lemoine examined the wound on his right hand. When he’d smacked the warehouse kid in the mouth, he’d made heavier contact with the boy’s teeth than he’d realised. They’d drawn blood, and now he had a line of scabs forming in a purplish bloom of bruises.

He flexed and curled his fingers. It didn’t hurt too much.

Marc checked his watch. The man was late.

The air inside the multi-storey car park was cool. There was just one vehicle parked on level 12, its windows frosted with condensation. A pool of oil under its bonnet suggested it had been there a while. Marc had walked round it several times when he’d first arrived, then knocked on the opaque windows before finally rocking the rusted Citroen to make sure no one was hiding inside.

Marc grunted, fighting irritation. He didn’t need to check the message again. He’d memorised it.

Cardinal car park. Floor 12. One hour. I have something for you.

It had come from a burner phone. He’d done all the checks. The number and the IMEI code were both clean. Whoever wanted to talk to him was a professional.

He liked dealing with an equal, someone who knew how to play the game.

His footsteps echoed as he walked to the edge of the car park, where he leaned over the wall to view the sun rising over Belleville. His gaze was drawn to the police station, causing his blood pressure to spike. God, he worked with a lot of jerks. Pencil pushers and paperwork sticklers.

Why won’t they just let me do my job?

Next, his gaze shifted to a mechanic’s garage close to the ring road. His lip curled and his jaw tightened. He wanted to look away, but he couldn’t. To forget the last time he’d been there. It was where his cover had been blown, back when he worked the arts and antiquities beat. He’d spent years locating a stolen Degas, and the garage had been chosen as the location for the handover. But when he turned up for what should have been the crowning moment of his career, all that was there to greet him was a clown mask.

He’d been played. And everyone from the capitaine to the newest gardien knew it, too.

Marc needed to do something with the anger the memory unleashed. He kicked the wall so hard it hurt, but the pain felt good. It was his only cure for rage.

That was something he’d learned young. A drunk for a father could do that.

He spat his disgust out onto the floor and checked his watch again.

Where the fuck are you?

He didn’t know who he was meeting, but the Cardinal Car Park was territory for one of the Albanian gangs. Usually, a meet like this would be the prelude to arranging a little help when a particularly big shipment was coming through, the importers paying a cop like Marc good money to turn a blind eye. Sometimes they’d agree to a decoy shipment, something Marc could throw resources at and claim the credit for intercepting.

The lift began to rattle.

Marc swallowed. It was showtime.

He walked over the stained concrete floor towards the lift. He checked the lone abandoned car again, just in case. He patted the Glock under his jacket. And then he waited, feet hip-width apart, hands by his side, as the lights above the door counted upwards.

He kept his face neutral as the doors slid open. A tall guy. Heavy beard. White. Familiar?

“Bonjour.” The man’s voice was deep. Paris born and bred. “Recognise me?”

“Have we met?” Marc asked.

The man didn’t answer.

“I asked you a fucking question.”

There was something about the guy’s demeanour that made Marc uneasy.

“Yes. Yes, you did,” the man agreed. “And it was the last thing you’ll ever say.”

Marc didn’t have a chance to reach for his Glock before a volley of bullets ripped into his chest.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




On the other side of the Seine from the Louvre, Capitaine Jean-Luc Moreau showed Susannah to the vending machine inside the Brigade Criminelle’s office in the chateau-like Préfecture de Police.

“The coffee is disgusting,” he said. “Don’t say you weren’t warned. Although don’t the British drink tea?”

She wanted to tell him to check his assumptions but instead pressed the button for a café allongé. The machine whirred and spluttered, then spewed a brownish liquid into a white paper cup. Susannah grabbed it, sniffed it, winced, and took a sip. It wasn’t quite as bad as he’d made out.

“You were telling me about the forensic psychologist you’ve worked with,” he said, guiding her back towards his desk. Unlike other capitaines, Jean-Luc worked in the middle of his team, saving what would have been his private office for use as a meeting space.

“I was just working with her on a case in Spain. Her name’s Dr Petra McBride. Scottish.” She took another sip. “And absolutely brilliant.”

Jean-Luc lowered his voice. “You have a budget for her?”

Ah. Makes sense.

“You don’t, I take it?” she said.

“I’m afraid not. And I think you might be right. If a killer is indeed leaving us clues in one of the most high-profile buildings in the city, then a psychologist could be illuminating.”

Susannah felt someone tap her on the shoulder and turned. It was Léa.

“Hi,” she said, smiling.

“You two know each other?” Jean-Luc asked.

“A little,” Léa said.

“We worked together when Léa was at the fourth arrondissement.” Susannah nodded. “I’m not at all surprised she’s joined you here at the Brigade.”

“I’ll pay you later,” Léa said playfully in English, then sat down a few desks away.

Susannah turned her attention back to Jean-Luc. “I suppose we need to wait for forensics to be sure the burnt wood came from the Paris Wives’ bed.”

Jean-Luc nodded. “And I’ve got our tech team analysing the CCTV footage. Whoever is planting this evidence can’t have done it without being seen.” He shrugged in a way that Susannah couldn’t help finding typically French. “Without that information, it’s possible we have two unconnected murders.”

She pulled in a long breath. “You’re checking their social media for a connection…” She stopped herself. “That’s right, the author, I forget his name, you told me he wasn’t on social media.” She glanced at the steam curling up from her coffee. “I suppose the only other way to quickly determine whether this is a coincidence or not is if there was a third murder.”

Jean-Luc sucked in his cheeks and narrowed his eyes.

“Two’s a coincidence, three’s a pattern, right?” Susannah said.

A slight nod of his head conceded her point.

“So, do you have a third murder involving an unusual object? That’s the question.”

He rolled his lips over his teeth and moved his head slowly from side to side. “I guess we wait for the forensics results, the door-to-doors, the CCTV. Old-fashioned police work.”

Susannah nodded. “Shall I call Petra, anyway?”

Before Jean-Luc could answer, Léa came to stand by them. “Sorry,” she said, offering her phone to Susannah, “I couldn’t help overhearing.”

“What’s this?” Susannah lifted the phone, to see a photograph of what appeared to be a silk scarf with a tiger’s head on it.

“An unusual object. It was used to kill a journalist two days ago.”

Susannah looked up at Léa. “Which journalist?”

“She wrote for Le Scoop. A gossip and celebrity journalist called Véronique Duval. She was killed in Saint-Georges. The initial forensics report suggests fentanyl was placed on the scarf. Also, part of the scarf is missing. Cut off.”

Susannah tapped the screen to stop it going dark and peered at the image.

Is this part of a pattern? A page from a book. A piece of wood. A silk scarf.

She passed the phone to Jean-Luc.

“How does this fit in with your theory?” he asked.

“You have a theory?” Léa sounded excited.

Susannah was wary of saying too much. It wasn’t really her area of expertise, and she knew she’d feel much more comfortable discussing her idea with Petra McBride.

She took a sip of the inadequate coffee and drew in a deep breath.

“Well. The painting where the wood was found was full of naked women, right?” She checked Jean-Luc and Léa’s faces to make sure they were following her train of thought. “And the Paris Wives were high-profile lesbians?”

Jean-Luc and Léa were both listening attentively.

“Which means there’s an obvious connection. So when you showed me the painting with Napoléon, it was such an obvious depiction of pride, and everything I’ve heard about this writer who died – sorry, who was murdered – tells me he had an ego the size of the Eiffel Tower.”

The two detectives were hanging on her every word.

“So we’ve got lust with the naked women, and pride with Napoléon.” She eyeballed both, hoping they would make the connection. “Two of the deadly sins?”

“Ah.” Jean-Luc leaned back in his chair. “I see.”

Léa looked less sure. “So where does Véronique, this journalist, fit in?”

Susannah scrunched up her face. “I don’t know, but I’m half expecting the missing part of that scarf to turn up in the Louvre.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Petra needed to make a decision, but she was too hungover to make it. Should she check out at eleven a.m. or not? If she wasn’t going to be waltzing into a new job in London, she knew she should move to a cheaper hotel, or an Airbnb. Especially if she was going to be tempted by the rooftop bar every night.

But she really didn’t feel like moving. Do they do paracetamol on room service?

She flinched at the sound of her phone ringing. She should change the ringtone. Something a little less urgent. She rolled over and saw who was calling her.

“Good morning.” Did she sound a bit too throaty?

“Dr McBride, hi, it’s Susannah Roscoe from Interpol.”

She’d signed her last text ‘Suzy’. This sounded more formal.

“Hi.” Should she call her Suzy? No.

“Is this a good time?”

Petra looked around at her empty hotel room. She hadn’t even bothered to close the curtains before falling into bed. “Aye, it is. Absolutely.”

“Brilliant. I know you’re probably keen to take some time off after what happened in Madrid, but I’ve got this case in Paris that I’d really like your take on. I was wondering what your schedule was like?”

Petra cleared her throat. Nothing was looking likely in Dorset, and she didn’t have many other options. “I have a little flexibility. What’s happened?”

The sounds of a busy office came over the line. Petra rearranged her pillows to get more comfortable. She heard Susannah take a deep breath.

“First off, I just want to get a sense check, because what I’m about to say might sound a little, well, melodramatic. I want to know if what I’m suggesting is even possible, psychologically.”

Petra reached out for the cylindrical bottle of Voss water on the bedside table. That was one of the advantages of five-star hotels. Fancy water. “I’m listening.”

“OK, so we’ve got two, maybe three, murders this week in Paris, and in the first two cases, items associated with the killings have been left in the Louvre.”

Petra’s hangover instantly disappeared. “Really? Who’s been murdered?”

“Both high profile. One’s an author, Henri⁠—”

“—de Saint-Clair,” Petra butted in. “It was on the news. And the other?”

“A lesbian couple. Lifestyle influencers on Instagram. The Paris Wives. Have you heard of them?”

Petra wondered if she should have. Her queer celebrity knowledge hadn’t really moved on since The L Word and Melissa Etheridge. “Afraid not. What artifacts were left at the Louvre?”

“In the case of the author, a blood-drenched page from one of his books. For the influencers, the Brigade Criminelle is fairly confident it’s a piece of wood from the couple’s bed.”

A hard, cold stone formed in Petra’s stomach, and she shuddered. This had the potential to be gruesome.

Was she ready for this? She took a sip of water. “You mentioned a third murder?”

“Yes. A journalist. I’ve only just learned about her. She wrote for one of the gossip magazines. Looks like she was killed with an Hermès scarf laced with fentanyl.”

Petra leaned back against the upholstered bedhead. Her eyes narrowed as she considered what she’d heard. “So, do we think this scarf is significant to her? Or to the killer? I mean, he could have done it with a cloth from the cupboard under the sink.”

Her head swam with the possibilities. There was something about an Hermès scarf. Iconic. So many women coveted them.

An image of Parisian boutiques flashed through her mind. Idly, she pictured herself picking up something lush in the Galeries Lafayette.

“There’s something I haven’t yet mentioned,” Susannah said. “And please, tell me if you think I’m running away with myself, but I think there’s another connection.”

“Go on.” Petra was still thinking about the scarf and what it might symbolise.

“The piece of wood was found by quite a sexy painting of naked women.”

“You already had my attention,” Petra said, before realising this wasn’t an appropriate time to crack a joke.

“And the page from the book was found next to a painting of the coronation of Napoléon.”

Petra wondered if the hangover was impeding her ability to process information. “I don’t get the connection.”

Susannah sighed deeply. “That’s why I think you’re going to laugh at me.”

“OK,” Petra said, drawing out both syllables. “Now I’m really intrigued.”

“So, I think the nude painting is to do with lust, and the Napoléon painting is to do with pride.” She paused. “They’re two of the seven deadly sins. But I don’t know how the murder of the journalist is connected.”

Petra ran her hand through her hair and puffed out her cheeks. “I think I do.”

“Really?”

“How expensive is that Hermès scarf?”

She heard Susannah talking French to someone else.

“One of the detectives here says around five hundred euros,” Susannah said at last.

Petra realised she was pushing the phone into her cheek. “That’s the connection, then. Greed? Envy? Both deadly sins.”

She switched to speaker phone and closed her eyes.

Bloody hangover.

“Damn, I think you’re right,” Susannah said. “How quickly can you get to Paris?”

Petra looked out through her window towards St Pancras station. Thank God. “I’ll jump on the next Eurostar.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Brigadier Hugo Barre stepped out of the lift onto the twelfth floor of the Cardinal multi-storey car park. Bright sunshine slanted in, but the air was still cool in the shade. He approached the two uniformed officers who had secured the scene. “What have we got here, then?”

They stepped back and let him take a look. His mouth immediately opened with shock.

He swallowed hard. He knew the victim. They’d worked together a few times. Never liked the guy. A hard bastard from the drugs squad.

What was his name?

Marc. Marc Lemoine.

Hugo smiled: he could hand this case straight over. Probably wouldn’t even need to do any paperwork.

“White male, early fifties, three gunshot wounds to the chest. Witness found him less than an hour ago.” The young officer looked pretty pleased with his assessment. “Blood is still wet, so he can’t have been here long.”

Hugo couldn’t take his eyes off Marc’s face. “Have you checked his gun?”

“Sir?” the officer said.

Hugo crouched down. He grabbed a glove from his pocket, pulled it on and gently lifted up Marc’s leather jacket. The dead man’s police issue Glock 17 was still in its holster. He heard sharp intakes of breath from both the juniors.

“He was a cop. Drugs squad.” Hugo looked up at the uniforms. “Let’s make this their problem, shall we?” He got to his feet, his knees aching a little. “It’s probably one of their informers, anyway.”

“Sir?”

“Well, there’s no point the Belleville police investigating when the drugs squad will already have a list of suspects. Call them.”

One of the officers stood a little straighter. “Are you sure, sir?”

Hugo didn’t like the lad’s tone.

“I mean, there’s no ID. He doesn’t have a badge.”

Hugo snorted. That’d be just like Marc Lemoine. Probably gone rogue.

Wouldn’t be surprised if he did a little freelancing with the contraband.

“It’s definitely him. Call the drugs squad.”

He took another look at Marc. He couldn’t imagine the man being missed. If he had a wife, she would no doubt be relieved to be rid of him. Plus, she’d get the death-in-service benefits.

Men like you give the police force a bad name.

Then he noticed something odd. In addition to the bullet wounds in the chest, there was another wound to his neck. A knife wound. Not much blood had come out of it, which suggested that the blade had been inserted post-mortem.

Hugo frowned.

Who would want to stab a guy who had already been shot to death?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




La Pagerie was the kind of boutique that made Susannah nervous. Garlands of fake flowers arched over the entrance, where a liveried security guard nodded to them before opening the door. He made deliberate eye contact with her as if to tell her he was watching her.

“After you,” she said to Léa, keen not to be first through the door. In her – admittedly limited – experience of designer stores, snooty sales assistants often assumed her dark skin made her a potential shoplifter. She’d hoped that, in the company of the effortlessly elegant Léa, she might be spared the usual judgement.

“Good morning,” Léa said to a stick thin sales assistant with exceptionally well applied makeup. She showed her badge. “We would like to speak to your manager.”

The assistant glanced at the ID and nodded. “If you would like to take a seat.” She gestured to a heavily brocaded chaise longue outside the changing rooms.

Susannah looked down at her clothes. A dull trouser suit in dark navy. Somehow Léa – soft grey culottes, black loafers and a cream blouse – looked like a movie star. Perhaps living in Paris for a few years would up her fashion game.

La Pagerie was like a mini-Versailles. All gold leaf and intricately carved woodwork. It smelled of sandalwood and ylang-ylang. Susannah sat on the chaise longue with her back straight and her feet crossed at the ankles. She felt like she was waiting outside the headmistress’s office.

The boutique had three assistants on the shop floor, which seemed to be more about empty space than about racks of clothes. There was no rifling through to see if they had something in the right size. There were no customers.

“How do these places stay in business?” she whispered to Léa in English.

Léa wrinkled her nose. “At some point this afternoon, the wife of a Russian oligarch, maybe an Emirati, will come in and buy forty thousand euros’ worth of clothes. For her, her daughters, her sisters.”

Susannah felt even more self-conscious in her Hobbs trouser suit.

“Mesdames?”

They turned to see a woman in her sixties wearing oversized glasses approaching. She had swept up hair, a pencil skirt and an open-necked shirt that revealed a chunky gold chain. A look of concern filled her eyes.

“How may I help you?”

Léa held up her badge.

“Not here,” the woman said. “This way.”

She led them into a spacious office lined with mannequins and vintage haberdashery units and motioned for them to take one of the upholstered seats around a coffee table. Susannah hadn’t even heard of most of the fashion magazines artfully fanned on its surface.

The detectives introduced themselves. “And you are?” Léa asked.

“Elisabeth Ducasse.”

“You are the manager?” Susannah asked.

“Owner.” The tone of her correction was pointed.

“Madame,” Léa said. “We are investigating a murder.”

Léa paused while Madame Ducasse thrummed her blood-red nails on the arm of her chair. Her fingers sported an array of outsized rings.

“We are interested in finding the owner of a particular scarf that you sold.”

Elisabeth Ducasse’s fingers froze. Her face hardened.

Léa handed over her phone with the photograph of the scarf. “I believe this is a limited-edition design, specially commissioned after the birth of a tiger cub at the zoo?”

Madame Ducasse peered through her glasses at the image. Her demeanour suggested she thought she was doing Léa and Susannah the most enormous favour. “And?”

“We need to know who bought this from you.”

Elisabeth’s eyebrows rose. “My dear, that will not be happening.”

“May I remind you, we are investigating a murder,” Léa said, taking back her phone.

“And may I remind you that our clients come to us for our discretion. We serve royalty. Many of the world’s most notable people come through our doors.” She paused, placing her hands on her bony knees. “It is our policy, our very strict policy, not to discuss our clients with any outside agency. Surely you must understand that you are not in a branch of Le Bon Marché, Brigadière?” She seemed particularly pleased with that quip.

Susannah felt frustration prickle at her. She wasn’t going to be spoken down to by the woman just because her earrings were worth more than every stitch Susannah was wearing.

“Madame.” She leaned forward, her toned thighs stretching the fabric of her trousers. “You may recall that I work for Interpol. I have jurisdiction over cross-border payments, money laundering compliance and sanctions evasion.”

Elisabeth Ducasse leaned back.

“I can seize your transaction history going back seven years. If I were to find that you were in breach of⁠—”

“You can stop, dear. I know what you’re implying, but it doesn’t change a thing. I will not reveal the identity of my clients.”

“It would be a terrible shame,” Susannah said, her fingers digging into the fabric of the chair, “if we had to act on a tip off we have received…”

Elisabeth stiffened. Her gaze darted down to Susannah’s not-so-white trainers, and she exhaled sharply. “You are presupposing that we keep a record of who buys what.”

“Given your anti-money laundering obligations, I very much hope you do.”

Susannah wasn’t going to let the woman win. She was aware that Léa was glaring at her, wishing she would dial it down.

“Now, please find us your records. Everyone who bought this limited-edition scarf.” She took a deep, calming breath. “If you do, I’m sure we can keep the connection between your merchandise and a gruesome murder out of the media.”

Ten minutes later, Susannah and Léa were thanking Madame Ducasse for her help. There had been just one buyer of that particular design in the past three months.

And the name she gave them was an English one: Catherine Reynolds.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




Léa checked her wing mirror and pulled out into the traffic. “You went in pretty heavy,” she said.

Susannah let out a deep sigh. “Did I? Sorry.”

“Don’t apologise. We got what we wanted.”

“Maybe it’s easier to lay it on thick if it’s not your first language?” Susannah knew she was trying to make excuses.

Léa glanced across at her. “It seemed personal to me.”

Susannah grimaced. “Hmm. You might be right. There was something about Madame Ducasse that wound me right up. Did you see the way she looked at me?”

Léa kept her eyes on the road.

“I felt like I had three marks against me: my nationality, my skin colour, but mostly these bloody clothes.” She gestured at her suit. “Perhaps you can give me some tips on where to go shopping in Paris?”

“I think you look great.”

“For a Brit, you mean.”

Léa indicated to turn onto the Champs Elysée. “Why the hell did I come this way?”

“Hey,” Susannah said. She was already Googling Catherine Reynolds. “At least your passenger is an out-of-towner. No judgement on your navigation skills from me.”

Léa tutted.

“Give yourself a break,” Susannah said. “What is this? Your fourth day in your new job? You’re doing great.”

“Thanks, but I’m not so sure. I don’t think Capitaine Moreau likes me very much.”

Susannah looked up from her phone. “He’s a strange fish, isn’t he? I can’t work him out. I can’t decide what would surprise me more, learning that he had six children, or finding out he lived with his mother.”

Léa laughed. “I’m beginning to suspect he keeps that bandage on his hand so he can avoid touching people.” She nodded towards Susannah’s phone. “What are you finding out?”

Susannah looked up. “Believe it or not, she has a Wikipedia entry.”

“She could have written that herself.”

“True.” Susannah read a bit before summarising it for Léa. “OK. Catherine Reynolds. Thirty-nine. American. Studied at the Sorbonne and, after a few low-key jobs in journalism, founded La Nouvelle Moderne magazine twelve years ago. Never heard of it.”

“I think it only sells in Paris and the upmarket ski resorts,” Léa explained. “A mix of fashion, culture and politics. If you want to look pretentious, you buy a copy.”

“I wonder if Madame Ducasse is a subscriber?”

Léa laughed, drumming her fingers on the steering wheel as the police department’s Peugeot 508 ground to a halt in the traffic. She reached forward and turned up the air conditioning.

Susannah continued. “Seems she’s got family money back in the States. Her dad’s a Wall Street big wig⁠—”

“Big wig?” It sounded funny with a French accent.

Susannah shrugged. “Head honcho? Grande fromage?”

“Grande fromage?” Another laugh. “You really say that?”

“Maybe.” Susannah returned her attention to her phone. “Also well-connected in French media. Her mother is someone called Beatrice Garnier.”

“Oh, yes, the newsreader. From twenty years ago. She was always very glamorous.” Léa pawed the horn in the middle of the steering wheel in frustration but didn’t apply enough pressure to sound it.

“Does this thing have blue lights if we need them?” Susannah asked.

“Of course. But this is just regular traffic. I should have gone a different way.”

They both winced as a cyclist flew through the tiniest of gaps between vehicles. Susannah dropped her phone in her lap and ran a hand through her thick, cropped hair. The frizz was starting to show; she needed to find herself an afro-friendly Parisian hairdresser.

Léa’s phone rang. She answered by pressing a button on the steering wheel. “Brigadière Carpentier.”

Susannah listened in. It was one of the team from the Brigade Criminelle, reporting that they had a record for a Catherine Reynolds. She’d been arrested eight years ago for possession of cocaine, and they had a current address for her in Neuilly-sur-Seine.

“I take it that’s fancy?” Susannah asked after Léa ended the call.

“Probably the Paris equivalent of South Kensington.”

“Definitely fancy.”

“What we need,” Léa said, “is a link between Catherine Reynolds and Véronique Duval.”

Susannah dutifully googled both names. “Oh, wow,” she said. “Loads of entries. These two have history.” She skimmed some of the article summaries. “And beef.”

“Beef?”

Léa’s English was so fluent it was a surprise when there was an idiom she wasn’t familiar with.

“They didn’t like each other very much,” Susannah explained.

“So it’s got nothing to do with boeuf? It’s not like the fromage thing?”

“Not as far as I know.” Susannah stared out at the almost stationary traffic. “Makes sense, though, doesn’t it?”

Léa waited for her to continue.

“Dr McBride said the link would be envy.” She waggled her phone. “It certainly looks like Véronique was well aware of Catherine Reynolds’s success.”

Léa eased the car into gear and nipped into a gap. “I saw Véronique’s apartment. It was tiny. Shabby. If Catherine’s life is as glamorous as it sounds, it seems entirely possible she’d be envious.”

Susannah had almost stopped listening. If Petra McBride was right, it surely meant the missing piece of the scarf would turn up in the Louvre.

She checked her watch: Petra couldn’t get here soon enough.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




Jean-Luc hurried through the Louvre, trying to follow the directions to the Grande Galerie in the Denon Wing. “Excusez moi!” he said repeatedly, as he attempted to beat his way through the mass of tourists. At times in summer, it felt like half of Paris’s population was here. He realised what a service the Louvre did for the city, containing so many tourists in one place. It would be far worse if they were all on the Metro.

“Capitaine?”

He turned to see the female security guard who had shown him the painting of Napoléon’s coronation. The one with the shaved hair and the piercings.

“Bernadette Chérif,” she offered her hand. “We met the other day.”

Jean-Luc kept his hand in his pocket. “Can you take me to the Grande Gallerie?”

“Yes, yes, of course.” She leaned in and lowered her voice. “Has another object turned up?”

“Just take me there, please.”

She led him up a flight of stairs and through several rooms. He was no doubt passing millions, if not billions, of euros’ worth of art, but all he could think about was the integrity of the crime scene. No wonder the TICs were having such a hard time coming up with useful data for his team.

He struggled a little to keep to pace with the woman. In the past few years, his intention to run every other day had slipped to a couple of times a week, and then a month, and then only if the weather was good and there weren’t any niggles in his hips or his knees.

There had been a lot of niggles lately.

“Is it always this busy?” he asked.

“You should be grateful it isn’t raining. It’s always busier then.” She held open a door for him. “It’s just through here.”

The Grande Galerie was one of the most impressive spaces in the Louvre. Long enough to house a TGV train, it ran down the entire side of the building overlooking the Seine. Its arched glass ceiling flooded the place with light so that every painting on its long walls appeared spotlit.

Why don’t I come here more often?

“This is where we display the Italian paintings,” Bernadette said. “What is it in particular you want to see?”

Jean-Luc was so overwhelmed by the scale of the gallery that he couldn’t remember the name of the painting. “It’s a Caravaggio,” he said.

Bernadette indicated the works on the wall. “We are lucky to have several, Capitaine.”

He shrugged. “Something about a fortune?”

She smiled. “Ah, The Fortune Teller. One of his early works. It’s this way.”

As Jean-Luc hurried behind her through one spectacular hall after another, he speculated that he was getting in his 10,000 daily steps all within the Louvre. His first 5k in a while could wait for another day.

He spotted Patrice Simon, the Louvre’s lantern-jawed deputy head of security, from fifty yards away, towering above the masses. He appeared to be remonstrating with someone. The closer they got, the thicker the crowd became.

“What’s going on?” Bernadette asked Jean-Luc, her pace slowing.

Jean-Luc was too angry to answer. When they’d called – just twenty-five minutes earlier – to say they’d found another object, he had asked them to empty the room.

“Ah. Capitaine,” Patrice Simon said. “You got here quickly.” He offered a stiff smile to a tourist who was clamouring for his attention, then waved at Jean-Luc and Bernadette through the throng.

Jean-Luc cleared his throat. “This isn’t what I would call clearing the room,” he said, barging a path through the tourists who demanded in English to know what was going on.

As he approached Jean-Luc saw that the security team had erected metal barriers in front of the Caravaggio. He and Bernadette reached the front of the crowd, and Patrice Simon signalled to his team to let them through the barrier.

“This,” Jean-Luc said quietly but sternly, “is a potential crime scene.”

“Capitaine,” Patrice said, an apologetic look stretched across his enormous face, “the gallery closes in less than an hour.”

“Surely you⁠—”

“With respect, sir, the Grande Galerie has more than twenty entrances and exits.” He sighed. “It is a major route through the museum. It is almost impossible to close while we are open to the public.” He patted one of the metal barriers. “We did our best.”

Yes, and created a scene in the process.

Jean-Luc did not like conducting investigations with an audience. “Please, tell these people there is nothing to see.”

Patrice nodded and began to inform the gathered tourists that they only had a few minutes left in the gallery before closing time.

Jean-Luc called Bernadette over.

“What can you tell me about this painting?” he asked.

It was a little more than a metre wide, and a little less than a metre tall. The brushwork, even to Jean-Luc’s untrained eye, was velvety and almost invisible.

She took a deep breath, then smiled. She clearly enjoyed being helpful.

“It shows two figures who you do not normally see together in Renaissance art,” she said. “A rich young man and a peasant woman.”

Jean-Luc could see that the young man was opulently dressed in a brocaded gold coat, but to his mind, the peasant woman didn’t look particularly dishevelled.

“As you can see, they are making eye contact while she reads his palm,” the security guard continued.

“So she is the fortune teller of the title?”

“Exactly,” Bernadette said. “But if you look really closely, you’ll see that her finger is not just tracing the lines on his palm.”

Jean-Luc peered closer.

“She is also removing his ring in a sleight of hand.”

He looked at Bernadette. “Ah, so what is this painting about? The poor getting revenge on the rich?”

She shrugged. “Something like that. Or the arrogance of the rich. It’s open to interpretation.”

Patrice came to join them. “Sorry about that. I believe they thought there might be a talk or a performance. They are dispersing now.”

Jean-Luc cast a glance over his shoulder. Not quickly enough. “So, what have you found?”

With one loping stride, Patrice covered the ground to the painting. “It’s here,” he said, pointing to the frame.

Jean-Luc stepped closer and leaned forward. “How on earth did someone spot this?”

There was something small scrunched in behind the frame.

“We are all on high alert,” Bernadette chipped in. “All the security team are on something of a treasure hunt, hoping to find the next clue.”

“It isn’t a game,” Jean-Luc chided, and immediately regretted snapping. He was in danger of becoming a grumpy old man, like his father. “Do either of you have a pen?” he asked. He’d left the office in such a hurry that he’d forgotten his bag.

Bernadette pulled one from her inside pocket and handed it to him. Fortunately, he had forensic gloves in his pocket.

“If I touch this, will an alarm go off?” Jean-Luc asked.

Patrice looked sheepish. “If you took it off its hook, then yes, but you can touch it without triggering anything.” He pulled a face. “As is very obvious by now.”

Jean-Luc pushed the pen in behind the ornate carved frame and wiggled out the scrunched-up item. It unravelled in his hand, revealing itself to be a strip of purple silk.

He immediately recognised it, but took out his phone to make absolutely sure. He scrolled to the photo of the fentanyl-laced scarf found with Véronique Duval’s body.

It was a perfect match.

Jean-Luc closed his eyes, the vast room suddenly spinning as he took in the scale of the task before him.

Three murders. Three clues in the Louvre.

There could no longer be any doubt that he was investigating a serial killer. One who was brutal and inventive, and who thought he was smarter than the police.

He looked again at the scrap of fabric and felt his stomach hollow out.

The case was moving too quickly for forensics to be of much use. And it was taking too long to get anything conclusive from the Louvre’s CCTV, because there were thousands of people walking past the paintings every hour.

He needed to find some short cuts. He needed Interpol’s forensic psychologist.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




Petra leaned out of the door of the Eurostar at Gare du Nord and inhaled. Why did Paris always smell so different?

“Voulez-vous de l’aide?” A young man on the platform was pointing to her suitcase. “Can I help?” he repeated in English.

Petra’s first response was irritation that he thought she couldn’t manage. But the step down to the platform was considerable, and her case was almost half her size.

She stifled a yawn; it was almost ten pm in Paris, an hour later according to Petra’s body clock. “That would be very kind of you. Merci beaucoup.”

She had dated a French woman a few years back – one of her longer relationships at approximately four months – and that had aided recall of her schoolgirl French. She was still a long way off fluent, but she could do a bit more than order breakfast and martinis.

The clock at the end of the platform said it was nine forty-five. She’d hurriedly booked a hotel on the train, and after her indulgence in London had chastised herself by reserving a room somewhere with a lower star rating. Just because the proceeds from the flat sale would be landing in the bank in a few days, it didn’t make her a millionaire.

God, Petra. Sometimes you are so bloody Scottish. Short arms, long pockets.

She could at least treat herself to a taxi to the hotel.

“Petra!”

Susannah Roscoe was standing at the end of the crowded platform, waving to her. She wore a plain trouser suit that made her look neat and professional while also highlighting the curve of her hips.

Petra beamed at the other woman, her chest filling; it was good to see a friendly face. She hoped she didn’t look too crumpled after the journey.

“Susannah, this is a surprise.”

Should she have called her Suzy?

“Well, I feel a bit bad bringing you onto another case so soon after Madrid. I suppose I wanted to check you were OK.”

“Ach, I’m just fine.”

Susannah folded her arms, stretching the fabric of her navy blazer. She didn’t look convinced. “If you were an employee, and not freelance, I’m sure HR would insist on getting you counselling.”

Petra dropped her chin and raised her eyebrows. “I’m a psychologist, hen. We point and laugh at counsellors.”

Susannah smiled. “Well, then, I guess I’ll just have to keep an eye on you myself. Where are you staying?”

Petra pulled out her phone and checked the reservation. “Bercy.”

Susannah wrinkled her nose. “That’s not exactly central.”

“I shall have to sack my PA.”

Susannah chuckled and indicated her suitcase. “You OK with that?”

“It’s not actually that big. It’s just that I’m so small.”

As the other arrivals from London dispersed across the main concourse, Petra followed Susannah towards the Metro station, forgetting her promise to treat herself to a taxi. They were halfway down the escalator when Susannah’s phone rang. She answered and began speaking rapidly in French.

Petra could make out every third word, enough to know she was talking about the case. They stepped to one side at the bottom of the escalator, Susannah with one finger in her ear, while Petra watched her intently.

“The case?” she asked when Susannah ended the call.

She pulled Petra in closer. “They’ve found another object.”

Petra cocked her head. “In the Louvre?”

They were both whispering.

Susannah nodded. “It’s a fragment of that Hermès scarf, the one that was used to asphyxiate one of the victims, the journalist I told you about. Véronique Duval.”

“Do we think the killer stole it from the victim? As a trophy?” Petra asked.

Susannah leaned closer. “Unlikely, because they left most of the scarf at the crime scene. And then this strip at the Louvre.”

Petra mentally castigated herself.

Of course it wasn’t a bloody trophy.

With only an hour’s time difference, she couldn’t even blame it on jet lag.

“We’re almost certain the scarf belonged to a rival of the victim, an American woman named Catherine Reynolds.” Susannah took a deep breath. “We’re going to question her tomorrow, but the Brigade Criminelle wanted to put her under surveillance before arresting her.”

“What’s the link between Catherine Reynolds and the victim?” Petra asked. “In what sense were they rivals?”

“Former colleagues. One became more successful than the other.”

“Oof. That’s never nice. What’s the quote? Every time one of my friends is successful, a little piece of me dies.”

“Where’s that from?”

“Gore Vidal, I think,” Petra said. She’d worked with so many criminals whose motivation had been revenge.

Susannah nodded. There were dark circles under her eyes. “We’re looking to see if Reynolds has links to the other murders. She obviously now has to be a suspect in all the killings.”

Petra wasn’t so sure. She narrowed her eyes. “Which painting was the scarf found next to?”

Susannah seemed surprised by the question. “A Caravaggio. It’s called The Fortune Teller. I’m reliably informed it shows a gypsy woman – can we still say gypsy? – reading a toff’s palm while slipping a ring off his finger.”

A man bumped Petra’s arm as he passed; the stream of people coming off the escalator was unrelenting, despite the late hour. Petra wrinkled her nose. “You’ve obviously googled the symbolism of this painting?”

“I haven’t, but I’m sure someone on Capitaine Moreau’s team has.”

“But it could be envy, couldn’t it? A poor woman stealing a rich man’s jewellery?”

A tight smile crept onto Susannah’s lips. “So what you want me to say is you were right all along?”

Petra’s smile was broader. “Of course that’s what I want you to say, but I don’t think your Reynolds woman is a suspect.”

“No?”

“No. Because that old writer fella, de Saint-Clair, he wasn’t prideful about her, was he? And although I suppose it’s possible, I don’t imagine those two influencer lassies lusted after her, either.”

Susannah frowned.

“Speak to her, obviously,” Petra said. “But Reynolds isn’t your killer.”

“Or killers,” Susannah corrected.

Petra’s mouth puckered. “True, but this is just one man. I’m sure of it.”


CHAPTER THIRTY




Susannah leaned against the railing outside the Préfecture de Police on the Île de la Cité holding two cups of coffee. The entrance wasn’t easy to find, so she hoped to intercept Petra, who’d texted twenty minutes ago saying she was on her way in from her suburban hotel.

“You made it!”

Petra did not look like a woman who had disembarked a train close to midnight and then undertaken a schlep to the suburbs, before repeating that schlep in reverse that morning. She was wearing a neat Chanel-style skirt suit in dark green and four-inch court shoes. Her hair was pinned up, giving the effect of another two inches in height. Her makeup was immaculate.

“Is one of those for me?” Petra asked.

Susannah handed her a cup and noticed her pale pink gel nails. Not a scratch. Not a chip.

“You’re a bloody life saver.” Petra was slightly out of breath. “I left it a little bit late to stop for breakfast.” She looked up at the imposing Préfecture. “Nice building, isn’t it? Though it’s not as nice as the HQ of Police Scotland. That’s in an actual castle.”

Susannah checked her watch. “It’s this way. Might take us five minutes to get through security.”

Léa Carpentier met them at the lifts and guided them through to the Brigade’s suite of offices. Susannah noticed several detectives looking at CCTV imagery from inside the Louvre. Capitaine Jean-Luc Moreau was already waiting for them in a bland, brightly lit meeting room. He had a pile of paperwork beside him, and several photos were spread over the large central table.

“Bonjour,” Léa said on entering.

Jean-Luc got to his feet. He didn’t offer his hand. “Vous devez être le psychologue judiciaire?”

“Oui,” Petra said.

“Vous parlez Français?” Jean-Luc asked, his tone hopeful.

Petra winced. “I understand it a lot better than I speak it, if I’m honest.”

“You prefer English, yes?” he asked.

“If that’s OK.”

Susannah pulled out a chair. “I can translate if necessary.” She made eye contact with Léa. “As of course can Brigadière Carpentier.”

They settled in around the table and looked at photos of the four victims – Henri de Saint-Clair; Camille and Julia, the Paris Wives; and Véronique Duval – as well as the three objects left at the Louvre paired with reproductions of the three paintings. The blood-stained page next to the painting of the coronation of Napoléon, the charred wood and The Turkish Bath, and the piece of the Hermès scarf with The Fortune Teller.

“Agent Roscoe thinks these murders relate to the seven deadly sins,” Jean-Luc said. “What is your assessment, Dr McBride?”

Petra stood up and took off her jacket, placing it on the back of her chair. “Obviously, I’ve read all the notes you sent me yesterday.” She started pacing the room. “So far, you’ve not found a connection between the victims, am I right?”

“Correct,” Léa said.

“And the manner in which all four were killed was different?”

Nods all round.

“So the only thing that links these killings are the objects left in the museum.” Petra sniffed. Susannah watched her, hanging on every word.

“I’m assuming that in a museum the size of the Louvre there are actual paintings about the seven deadly sins?” Petra continued. “So I’m not one hundred per cent convinced that these killings are about the seven deadly sins, but for now, let’s assume they are.”

Susannah observed a noticeable bounce in Petra’s gait as she walked around the table. She was oozing confidence.

“If we assume that the only thing linking these murders is symbolic, then you’re looking at a killer who is highly organised and extremely intelligent, and whose confidence is off the charts.”

She paused, swiped up her coffee cup, and took a sip. Nobody spoke.

“He keeps returning to the Louvre, one of the busiest and most surveilled buildings in France, to leave these clues. He’s taunting you. He’s letting the police know how clever he is.”

Jean-Luc cleared his throat. “I think we had figured that much out for ourselves. What can you tell us about the likely killer?”

“Apologies, Capitaine, I was just laying the groundwork. I don’t actually profile criminals. That’s the work of a character on a TV show. But I can give you psychological insights into the crime that should help direct your enquiries.” Petra smiled at him. “The focus on sin suggests moral or theological motivations. The killer may believe they are exposing sin or punishing sinners. If you have suspects who attend church regularly, that would be a good use of your time.”

Petra pointed at the photos on the table. “It is very unusual for a killer to use different methods of killing, but I don’t think he’s trying to misdirect you into assuming there are multiple killers. This is someone who wants to demonstrate his mastery of many techniques. Do you have the phrase ‘Jack of all trades’ in French?”

Léa swiftly interpreted for Jean-Luc.

“This killer is showing us that he is the master of all,” Petra said. “I suspect he’s someone who’s been overlooked in other areas of his life and is demonstrating how badly he’s been underestimated.”

Jean-Luc crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. “What is the significance of the Louvre?”

“Great question. It’s likely he has a connection to the art world, if not the museum itself. He knows he can use the crowds to make it very difficult for you to see anything on CCTV.”

Petra wrinkled her nose, glancing at Susannah.

“What he’s trying to convey is that his art form is murder,” she continued. “He thinks he’s the equivalent of Michelangelo or Da Vinci and believes his craft is worthy of being in one of the world’s greatest museums.”

“The greatest,” Jean-Luc corrected.

Susannah let out a whistle. “No shortage of arrogance, then.”

“The killer’s psychological reward is twofold,” Petra continued. “It doesn’t come from the act of killing, but from purging the world of sin and then from proving his skill is on a par with the greatest sculptors and painters in history.”

Susannah was impressed. “Kind of ironic, though, isn’t it?”

The others turned to her.

“I mean, he’s purging the world of sin, yet he’s displaying a monumental ego. Pride is one of the deadly sins, isn’t it?”

Petra smiled at her. “And that’s why you’ve got every chance of catching him before he kills again. And he will. Maths isn’t my strong point, but I think we can be confident he’s already identified four more victims.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Petra looked up at the glass elevator in the atrium of the five-star George V hotel. Her palms were already sweating. The muscles in her neck tightened.

Susannah held the elevator doors in a gesture Petra thought was almost chivalrous. She couldn’t do it. Her feet wouldn’t move.

“What is it?” Susannah asked.

Petra’s throat was too tight to get the words out. She didn’t want Susannah to think she was a numpty. “ I-I, um.”

“Oh, God, vertigo? Right?”

Technically, it was acrophobia, a fear of heights, but Petra didn’t want to seem pedantic as well as unhinged. She nodded.

“Let me see if there’s a service lift. Hang tight.”

Petra exhaled as Susannah darted off on her heroic mission. She watched as other people entered the glass lift, but when they began to zoom upwards, she had to look away. She breathed deeply, trying to bring her heart rate back into normal range.

Her acrophobia was getting worse. She’d never liked heights, but the menopause had intensified its effects. The tightness in the chest, the shaking in the legs, the terror in her brain. It didn’t matter how many times she told herself it was illogical; she couldn’t stop the trembling.

Get a grip. What would you tell a patient to do?

There were all sorts of techniques. Pressing the forefinger into the thumb, counting backwards, focusing her gaze on something close by. She usually suggested patients look at their watch.

Petra could cite the research papers that showed these techniques worked but couldn’t quite bring herself to try them. Some weird, internalised hypocrisy. Or snobbery.

“The answer’s no.” Susannah returned, breathless. “It’s this or the stairs.” She pulled a face. “It’s the penthouse suite.”

Petra felt the floor soften under her feet. A tremor shuddered through her entire body.

“Right then.” She reached out and pressed the call button. “Big girl pants time.”

Susannah smiled, but her eyes were wide with concern. The lift arrived, and they stepped inside.

“Would it help if I held your hand?” Susannah asked. “Or if you leaned against the⁠—”

Petra held up her hand.

“Sorry. Was just trying to help.”

Petra closed her eyes and tried to suppress the gag reflex in her throat. She counted. One… Two… Three…

“Who checks into the George V just because they’ve got builders in?” Susannah said. “I didn’t think there was any money in publishing anymore.” Her tone suggested a breezy attempt at distracting small talk. “Though I suppose Catherine Reynolds’s wealth comes from daddy.”

The lift came to a halt and the doors opened. Petra’s knees weakened with relief.

There. Wasn’t so bad, was it?

Reynolds’s assistant Madeleine was waiting for them when the doors opened. “Ladies,” she said with a gracious tilt of the head. “Miss Reynolds is on a call, but she’ll be with you shortly.”

Madeleine looked like she knew how much she resembled a young Gwyneth Paltrow. She showed them into the suite, which was decorated in every shade of beige and cream on the Farrow and Ball colour chart.

Susannah and Petra were directed to one sofa. Petra was very happy to sit. It gave the room a chance to stop spinning. Madeleine took the other sofa, opened her iPad, and resumed being uninterested.

“There’s water,” she said, gesturing at a glass-fronted fridge stocked with Evian in regimented rows.

“Are you staying here, too?” Susannah asked.

“No.”

Petra smiled; she secretly admired people who didn’t feel the need to make small talk.

Susannah tried to engage her again. “Any date for Miss Reynolds to return to her own apartment?”

“It’s a full remodel. Nate Berkus is overseeing it.”

Petra had never heard of him. And judging by Susannah’s expression, neither had she. She noted that Madeleine hadn’t actually answered the question.

The three women fell into an awkward silence, one that Petra wasn’t about to fill. You could tell a lot about someone by their tolerance for dead air.

After five minutes, a set of double doors opened, and Catherine Reynolds entered like she’d been announced arriving at Buckingham Palace. Palazzo pants with a bold geometric print and a white blouse with a plunging neckline. The sort of outfit Petra envied: she’d need to be a foot taller to carry that off.

“Miss Reynolds,” Susannah said, leaping to her feet. “I’m Agent Roscoe from Interpol, and this is my colleague, Petra McBride.”

Petra, lacking Susannah’s athleticism, needed both hands to push herself out of the marshmallowy sofa. “Good morning.”

“Oh, I love your accent,” Reynolds said. “I have an Irish grandmother.”

Petra felt a muscle clench in her cheek. “I’m Scottish.”

“Oh, gosh.” Reynolds held a hand to her chest theatrically. “I have Scotch on my father’s side, too.”

“Scotch is a whisky.”

“I’m sorry?” Reynolds said.

“Scots is a nationality,” Petra explained. “Scotch is a type of whisky.”

Reynolds’s wide eyes suggested this nugget of information was truly revelatory. She turned and grabbed a bottle of Evian from the fridge. She snapped the lid off and handed it to Madeleine. “Be a darling, will you?”

The PA dutifully went in search of a glass and some ice.

“So,” Reynolds said, sitting and inviting Petra and Susannah to do the same. “I hear you want to talk about Véronique. Tragic.” She held out her hand. The glass of water was duly delivered, perfectly chilled.

“I understand the two of you were once friends,” Susannah said.

“Once? I still consider her a friend.” Reynolds gave an unconvincing smile.

“As her friend,” Susannah said as she shuffled forward on the sofa, “do you have any idea as to who would want Véronique dead?”

Petra studied the performance. Carefully placed hands. Tilted chin. It was rehearsed. Hard to tell which emotions were real.

“None at all. We really haven’t seen much of each other these past few years. The odd launch.” Catherine gave a dismissive wave with her hand. “Fashion week, of course.”

“We’ve spoken to Véronique’s editor at Le Scoop,” Susannah said.

Reynolds’s mouth twitched at the mention of the tabloid.

Noted.

“She told us that Véronique was working on a story the night she was killed.” Susannah paused. “About you.”

Petra watched Catherine’s reaction. A hard swallow. Not shock. Fear.

What did Véronique know about you?

“I-I can’t imagine what it was about.” Reynolds’s eyes narrowed and her posture stiffened.

Susannah held her gaze. “The Paris police are still trying to get into her laptop. When they do, I imagine we will have different questions for you, but for now, we are here to eliminate you from our enquiries.”

“You can’t seriously think I had anything to do with it?” She swallowed hard, her scrawny neck twitching.

“Where were you three days ago?” Susannah asked.

The relief on Reynolds’s face was obvious. “London.” She turned to her assistant. “Be a darling. The Eurostar tickets.”

“They’re on your phone,” Madeleine said.

“Well then, even easier.”

Madeleine fetched the phone. Reynolds unlocked it with her face and passed it back. The PA pulled up the tickets and showed them to Susannah.

“Border control will verify I wasn’t even in the country.”

Susannah nodded, then got out her own phone. “I’d like you to take a look at this.” She showed her an image of the Hermès scarf. “Do you recognise it?”

Reynolds wrinkled her nose. “Hermès, right?” She didn’t move to take the phone.

“Do you own one like it?”

A smile. “I think you already know I do.”

“Would you mind getting it for us?”

Reynolds stood. “Any point asking why?”

Susannah said nothing. Reynolds disappeared through the double doors and arrived back several minutes later. All the poise had gone from her demeanour.

“It’s gone. What’s this got to do with Véronique?” Her voice had developed a tremble.

“She was suffocated with it,” Susannah said.

Reynolds shook her head. “That can’t be.”

Petra watched the PA, whose jaw had dropped slightly. Her mouth showed no sign of closing.

Susannah stood up and looked Reynolds in the eye. “How did someone get hold of your scarf, Catherine?”

“I-I’m not at all sure.” She sounded panicked. “One of the chambermaids? No one was here while I was in London. Check with the concierge. There will be CCTV—” She stopped mid flow. “Actually, there is no CCTV on the penthouse floor.”

Petra was trying to process the fact that Catherine Reynolds paid for a hotel room in Paris – at two thousand euros a night – when she was in another country. Her own stay at the Standard now seemed ridiculously modest.

“We’ll need you to vacate the suite,” Susannah said. “Forensics will need to check for fingerprints, DNA – anything linking this room to the crime scene.”

“Surely not⁠—”

Petra stepped in. “Miss Reynolds, until we know what’s on Véronique Duval’s laptop, my advice is to be extremely helpful. This may not be a sensible time for you to antagonise the Paris police.” She smiled at her.

Reynolds did not smile back.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




“You keep cutting out.”

“Probably me. No wifi, patchy signal. That’s what you get in a cheap hotel.” Sofia el-Hadid stood at the window, parting the brocaded curtains to watch yachts shift in Monaco’s Hercules Harbour. “Plus, I’m using old Bluetooth headphones.”

Her AirPods were charging on the antique Art Nouveau nightstand.

“What time are you leaving Toulouse?” Aimee asked.

“Checking out now, swinging by the hospital to see my mother, then the train. I’ll be in Paris by mid-afternoon.” Sofia returned to her case where her first-class ticket with Air France lay on top of her neatly folded clothes. “Are we ready for this afternoon’s board meeting?”

“Sorry, I forgot to ask. How is your mother?”

Sofia walked into the ensuite to collect her toiletries. Underfloor heating meant the marble tiles were warm underfoot. An unnecessary indulgence in the south of France in June. It was always a pleasure to stay at one of Cèline Lafitte’s properties, but her Monaco house was definitely a cut above.

“She’s fine,” Sofia lied. “Much better.” In truth, Yasmin el-Hadid had moved back to Algeria five years ago and was in excellent health. But people liked a story. The dutiful daughter. Regular bedside visits. It fooled them all.

“So, the board meeting,” Sofia said. “Has everyone RSVP’d?”

“Let me check.”

Sofia had chosen Aimee Lentaigne for her loyalty – and because she rarely challenged her. Aimee had survived domestic violence, too. Like many women, she saw Sofia as a symbol of endurance, even reinvention. Especially after Sofia’s guilty plea.

“Madame Barbier sends her apologies,” Aimee said. “G20 obligations.”

“Understandable,” Sofia replied. The French cabinet minister lent credibility to the Hope For Tomorrow board – when she turned up.

“And Brigitte Dujardin will be joining by Zoom. She’s filming in Namibia, so at least she’ll be in the same time zone.”

Dujardin was one of the most famous women in France. It was astonishing that she found so much time for Hope For Tomorrow, but when Sofia couldn’t attend an event, Brigitte often volunteered to speak on the organisation’s behalf.

“She’s so dedicated,” Sofia said.

“Well, you set a good example.” Sofia could hear the smile in Aimee’s voice.

“Will Pierre Leroux be there?”

“Pierre?” Aimee sounded surprised. “He’s the financial controller. Of course he will be there.”

Sofia wasn’t looking forward to spending time in Pierre’s company. She zipped up her suitcase. “I suppose I’d better get a move on. I’ll see you around three.”

“Safe journey.”

Sofia left her room and climbed the staircase three flights to the roof terrace, where Cèline Lafitte was poring over a laptop under a shade sail. The remnants of their breakfast – exquisite pastries from the Épi d’Or on Rue Grimaldi and freshly squeezed pineapple juice – were still on the table.

“All packed?” Cèline asked. Without the makeup she always wore, Sofia could just make out the scars from her extensive cosmetic surgery. But the lack of war paint was a sign that she really was friends with the heiress to France’s biggest retailing fortune.

“Yes, I’ll order a taxi.”

“Don’t be silly. Georges will take you to the heliport.”

“If you’re sure?”

“Of course I am.” Cèline picked up her phone. “I’m texting him already.”

“You’ve been so kind, letting me stay.”

Cèline patted the chair next to hers, inviting her to sit. “I’m glad my homes let you breathe.” She poured more coffee. “You look calmer than when you arrived. It’s been good for you, non?”

“It has,” Sofia said, and meant it. She was more herself behind Cèline’s security gates, guarded by wealth and silence. Away from the men who hissed at her in the street. The trolls. The name calling. The shoving.

Cèline’s phone buzzed. “That’s Georges. He’ll be outside in five minutes.” She smiled at Sofia. “You’ll come again?”

“I’d love to.”

The two women embraced.

“I take care of you so you can take care of all women,” Cèline said as they pulled apart. “That’s our deal, OK?”

“Deal.”

As the helicopter lifted off for the short transfer to Nice, Monaco fell away beneath her. Sofia leaned back into the leather seat, still half-convinced she hadn’t earned this calm. It was true; she did feel better. Stronger. More ready for what Paris would demand.

But the guilt lingered, nevertheless. If these retreats were necessary, why did she keep them secret?


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




“You can see the crowds, Capitaine. It is simply not possible to close the Salle d’État.” Gisèle Faure, the Louvre’s matronly deputy director, stood her ground.

Jean-Luc turned. At the far end of the gallery hung a small, unassuming painting. La Joconde. Between him and Da Vinci’s masterpiece were at least five hundred people, shuffling through the snaking security barriers to get to the front. Every single one of them had a phone in their hand.

He pivoted back to the painting opposite the lady with the most famous smile in art history. The Wedding Feast at Cana was, he had been told, the biggest painting in the entire collection. Even bigger than Le Sacre de Napoléon.

But despite its size, hardly a soul even glanced in its direction. Their attention was focused entirely on the other end of the gallery.

No wonder the killer had been able to leave an object without anyone noticing.

“So far, I may remind you,” Madame Faure said, “we have not told anyone in the media, indeed most of our staff, about these objects.” She pursed her lips. “It would be a much bigger problem for you if this got out, wouldn’t it?”

Jean-Luc was slightly scared of statuesque women like Gisèle Faure. Probably because they reminded him of his first wife.

“We have procedures, madame. Protocols. We need to seal this room.”

She dropped her chin and raised her eyebrows. “Really, Capitaine? You can see how many phones there are in this room. You do that and you’ll be explaining the closure of the gallery on the nightly news. The last time we withdrew access to La Joconde, the president intervened.”

He sighed. She had a point. And if Petra McBride was correct, three more items would turn up in the Louvre, in addition to the one found today.

He was wary of relying too heavily on the advice of a forensic psychologist he had never worked with before, but if the woman was right, he needed the gallery to remain compliant.

“You have the napkin?” he asked.

“It’s in my office. I thought it would be safer there.”

“You have a list of everyone who has touched it? We’ll need a DNA sample and fingerprints from all of them.”

She nodded. “Of course, Capitaine.”

“Where, exactly, was it left?” he asked.

She beckoned to him and pointed to a place on the ornately carved frame. “How good is your eyesight? If you look closely, you will see the pinprick.”

“He pinned it to the frame?” He felt his eyes widen with disbelief. Petra hadn’t been wrong when she said the killer’s confidence was off the charts.

“He did,” replied Madame Faure.

“And you have the pin?”

“We do.”

“Presumably,” he said, shaking his head at the audacity, “it can’t have been there very long before it was spotted?”

She shrugged. “Who knows?”

He sighed as he looked at the hundreds of people in the room. There would have been just as many visitors earlier in the day. One of them, no, several of them, would have captured the killer on their phones. It was going to be so much work tracking all of them down, viewing the footage and piecing together the timeline.

Jean-Luc took one last look at the painting. The only person in the room who had a good view of it was the Mona Lisa herself. It was impossible to get far enough back from the canvas to take it in.

The information panel informed him it was a work by Veronese, depicting a scene from the Gospel of John, where Jesus turned water into wine. Apparently, there were one hundred and thirty figures in the image, all eating and drinking. He didn’t need an art historian to tell him that the sin it represented was gluttony.

“My office is this way.”

He was relieved to get away from the Mona Lisa hordes.

Gisèle Faure’s office looked like any other. It wasn’t oak panelled and lined with art, but beige and lit by fluorescent tubes. The furniture had evidently been ordered from the same catalogue the facilities team at Police Nationale used.

The napkin, complete with its drawing pin, lay in a clear plastic sandwich bag on her desk.

“This is it?” He picked it up, having pulled on gloves on the way there. It wasn’t what he was expecting.

He’d envisioned a paper napkin from a fast-food outlet, but this was linen, possibly Belgian linen. The baby blue fabric was tightly woven and had recently been washed and pressed.

In one corner was an embroidered design. Two letters. MD. Was it from an upmarket restaurant? Someone’s initials?

“What are these objects about, Capitaine? A page from a book, a piece of wood, a silk scarf, and now this. What is going on?”

“I can’t tell you that, madame, but I am very grateful to you for bringing this to my attention so quickly.”

“The staff are talking, Capitaine. Speculating.”

He put the bag containing the napkin in his satchel. “It is probably just a prank, Madame Faure.”

“If so, it is one you seem to be taking incredibly seriously. We know that the page came from a book by that murdered author. Are they all from dead people? From victims?”

Jean-Luc thought quickly. The last thing he needed was for the media to get hold of the story. “Our best theory is that it is an art school thing. You know, one of those students who thinks the art in this building is old hat.”

She sucked on her teeth and focused her gaze on him. “Then why does that require the attention of a capitaine from the Brigade Criminelle? I need to know if my team are in danger. If the artworks are under threat.” She took a step towards him. “Has there been a threat against the Louvre?”

He took a deep breath. She really did remind him of his first wife.

“If you do not want to close your galleries, Madame Faure, I suggest you do everything in your power to dampen the speculation.” He closed his satchel and placed it over his shoulder. “Look out the window,” he said, parting the slats of her Venetian blind. “That building there is my office. That’s why I come when you call. We are the closest police force. There really isn’t anything more to it.”

He wasn’t sure he’d convinced her, but at least he’d secured her silence for another day. He was in no doubt that the story would break, and when it did, it would create a media frenzy.

The killer needed to be caught before the media got hold of it.

Jean-Luc battled his way through the crowds and emerged from the famous glass pyramid, his journey smoothed by his police badge, into the grand central court of the Louvre. He ran a hand over his hair and sighed.

He wasn’t sure how much faith he had in the untested Petra McBride.

And he didn’t have a clue who, or what, MD was.

The only thing he knew for sure was that the napkin meant he had another murder to investigate.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




“Go through,” Susannah told Petra, collecting the post from her doormat. “Make yourself at home.”

Petra scanned the apartment. The most noticeable thing about it – pale-walled with tall windows looking out over a street that wasn’t much more than an alley – was the collection of boxes piled up along one wall. She saw Petra looking at them.

“I can’t face opening them, even if I had the time.”

Stop being a psychologist. She’s not a client.

Petra raised a probing eyebrow.

“My ex packed up all my stuff,” Susannah said. “And knowing Chris, it’ll be everything I don’t need and none of what I actually value.”

Chris.

Is that a male Chris or a female Chris?

“Still, at least everything’s out of the London place, and we don’t have to see each other anymore.”

“Sounds tough,” Petra said, trying not to push too hard on professional boundaries, tempted though she was.

“Pretty hardcore.” Susannah waved one of the envelopes. “And this looks like it’s from my solicitor.”

She tucked the post away, unopened, on a sideboard that almost certainly came from Ikea.

Conflict avoidance. An odd trait in a cop.

“Is this a corporate let?” Petra asked, scanning the place. “A crash pad for work?” If there was another flat available, she quite fancied a sojourn in Paris. She had no reason to be anywhere else.

“Interpol found it for me. It needs a lick of paint, but it’s handy for the Préfecture. And the neighbours are quiet. Friendly, but quiet.”

Sensitivity to sound?

Maybe Susannah was more highly strung than Petra had imagined.

“Well, that’s perfect then, because all I need is somewhere quiet to work on the psychology of the killer.”

Susannah tilted her head towards the dining table. “Pull up a chair. The place is all yours. The wifi details are in here.” She dropped a plastic folder labelled ‘Bienvenue à Paris’ on the table. “What is it? I can tell you’re looking for something.”

“Does one of those boxes contain books?”

Susannah suppressed a smile. “You’re not one of those judgy people who ranks people on the basis of their library?”

“Professionally? Absolutely not, but I am human. Of course I judge people on their taste. Doesn’t everyone?” Petra shook her head. “I was actually wondering if you had a copy of Dante’s Inferno.”

Susannah’s smile broadened. “I do, actually. I have no idea which box it would be in, but unless you speak Italian it won’t help you much.”

“That’s another one of your languages?” Petra was always impressed by people who were fluent in more than one tongue.

“Studied it at Cambridge.”

Now it was Petra’s time to suppress a smile.

How do you know someone studied at Cambridge? Because they bloody tell you!

“There’s an English language bookshop a few streets away, round the corner. You want me to pick up a copy?”

Petra smiled. “Shakespeare and Co. I’ve been there.”

“Actually, no. The Abbey. Run by Canadians. A proper little emporium. And way fewer tourists.”

“Sounds perfect.” Petra popped her head into the galley kitchen. “OK if I help myself to a glass of water?”

“Help yourself to anything. There’s not much, mind. I’ll be back later on. I have a couple of Met liaison bits and pieces to take care of.”

Petra opened her laptop and got to work. Her theory was that the killer was motivated to punish sin, so it was possible Dante’s Inferno, with its descending circles of damnation, might hold more background to his motives. The iconic work of Italian literature was the first known record of the use of the phrase the ‘seven deadly sins’.

She pulled up images of the paintings where the objects had been left. She listed the victims. Methods. Possible symbolism. The napkin – left with no victim – felt like a taunt. This killer wanted to prove he was smarter than the cops.

Likely, she typed, to have a history with law enforcement. Previously wrongly convicted?

What was noticeable about the killings was a lack of sexual motive. None of the victims had been assaulted. It was highly unusual for a serial killer.

Asexual? Clergy?? Would fit with punishment of sin.

If sex wasn’t his motivation, then it was likely that power was. This was a man who wanted to show his mastery of the means of death, who wanted to control the evidence available to investigators, and to show his knowledge of art history.

Petra put down her pen and let out a sigh.

It seemed clear there would be four more victims, but what she wanted to know was, what his plan was after that?

She tapped on the keyboard.

So you carry out seven killings, killing eight people. You successfully string the cops along, and then what?

What’s your end game?


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




Jean-Luc barrelled through the doors of the Préfecture after lunch, glad of the building’s air conditioning. He had eaten at his usual café, choosing to have lunch alone. It was only when he saw his reflection in the mirror in the lift that he realised he had a mayonnaise stain on his shirt.

Damn.

The team had spent a week now looking for a murder victim with the initials MD. They were working flat out analysing CCTV, interviewing associates of the deceased and liaising with art historians, all without hinting that a highly organised serial killer was active in the city.

The pressure was taking its toll on the team, but the truth was they had no idea who the killer was or who his next victim would be. Jean-Luc was nevertheless sure there would be more victims.

The doors opened and he walked straight into a colleague from the fraud department he hadn’t seen in a while.

“Bastien! What are you doing here?”

Bastien Renard was accompanied by four more plain-clothes officers.

“Ah, Jean-Luc. We were just talking about Marc Lemoine. Have you heard?”

Jean-Luc shook his head. “Marc who?”

“Drugs squad. Worked out in Belleville. Found with three bullets in his chest and his throat slit.”

“And his badge was missing,” one of the other cops added.

Jean-Luc winced. “What did you say his name was?”

“Marc. Marc Lemoine.”

“Did he have a middle initial?”

Bastien rocked back on his heels. “What kind of question is that, Jean-Luc?”

“Ah, it’s just something I’m working on. Looking for someone with initials MD. A dead someone.”

The cops all looked at Jean-Luc.

“Intriguing.”

“Yeah, we’ve had some intel.” Jean-Luc wanted to downplay things. “Did you know him well?”

Bastien rolled his eyes. “Hell yes. He was one of the toughest bastards who ever had a badge. You know the type, one of those cops who in another life would have been a gangland boss. Don’t think anyone will miss him.”

One of Bastien’s colleagues jabbed him in the arm. “Hey, a cop’s a cop.”

“Who’s investigating?” Jean-Luc asked.

“The local cops handed it over to the drugs squad. They’re thinking it might be revenge, but they don’t have any suspects.”

Back at his desk, Jean-Luc looked up the report on Marc Lemoine’s death. Killed in a deserted multi-storey carpark, his gun still in its holster but his badge missing.

Odd.

What kind of drug dealer doesn’t take the opportunity to swipe a cop’s gun?

Jean-Luc leaned back in his chair, his hands behind his head. There had been just thirty-four murders in Paris last year. Now he had five in the past week. Could they really all be at the hands of the same person?

He typed up a bulletin for the Police Nationale computer systems, asking to be informed of every suspicious death in Paris, hoping he might be able to establish a pattern.

He looked again at the report of Lemoine’s murder. An officer who died in the line of duty was a cold reminder of the risks he and his colleagues took every day. And then he spotted what he’d been looking for. Marc’s middle name was Albert.

He wasn’t MD.

Jean-Luc shook his head. He was starting to think every death in the city was related to his case.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




Susannah arrived home to find one of her walls had been taken over by Post-it notes.

She set a brand-new English language translation of Dante’s The Divine Comedy down on the table in front of Petra. “You’ll find The Inferno in here.”

Petra glanced up and grunted.

“I also got this.” Susannah dangled a chilled bottle of Provençal rosé from her right hand. “I’m assuming you drink?”

Petra smiled. “It would be terribly rude of me to refuse your hospitality.”

Susannah fetched two small tumblers from the kitchen and twisted off the cap. She needed to buy some wine glasses. “Looks like you’ve been working hard.” She gestured at the Post-its.

“Hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all.” Susannah handed over a glass, then downed half her own in one gulp.

“Tough afternoon?” Petra asked.

Susannah didn’t know where to start. “Feels like I have the caseload of three agents. I thought Interpol might be easy-going after ten years in the Met, but Jesus.” She took another gulp and topped her glass up. “So, tell me what you’ve come up with.”

“The pink Post-its are about the killer. The blue ones are about his victims.”

“Where do you want to start?” Susannah asked, taking a step towards the wall.

“I’m presuming the priority is finding the killer?”

Susannah nodded. It was good working with someone so focused.

Petra joined her in front of the wall. She had kicked off her shoes. At five foot four it wasn’t often that Susannah felt tall, but she towered over Petra. She appreciated how novel it felt.

“Psychologically,” Petra said. “The most interesting thing about him is that his motive isn’t sexual. Julia, Camille and Véronique were all beautiful, fertile women. That there is no evidence of semen, or pre- or post-mortem assault, suggests he doesn’t want to be contaminated by the sins he believes they represent. Lust. Jealousy.” She looked up at Susannah. “This man is all about purity of thought and carrying out his plan precisely.”

Susannah frowned. “He has a Jesus complex?”

“It’s entirely possible that in his past he flirted with the priesthood. But I think it’s more likely that he sees the murders as works of art. These crimes are ideological. They are about meaning, not feeling. I’d bet there’s a manifesto somewhere.”

Susannah nodded in agreement and sipped her wine. “In terms of biography, what have you got?”

“You know I’m not a profiler, right?”

“Sure. This isn’t an episode of Mindhunter.” Susannah took another sip, feeling the wine warm her cheeks. “But?”

“He’s not a kid, right? He knows Henri de Saint-Clair and the Paris Wives. Not two demographics with much overlap. I’m going to say it’s likely he’s in his fifties, young enough to have the strength to kill, and not so old he’s never heard of Instagram.”

“Why not younger?”

Petra turned to her. Susannah noticed her dimples for the first time.

“I don’t know many people under forty who are homophobic. If that’s why he killed Camille and Julia, the chances are he’s older.” Petra turned her attention back to the Post-its. “You don’t kill someone you don’t care about, so I bet he’s very active online. You’ll find him in the comments on the @ParisWives posts. Probably queued to get a book signed by de Saint-Clair at some point. Maybe the guy snubbed him.”

“He could be a young crusader,” Susannah suggested. “An incel or an Andrew Tate type.”

Petra shook her head. “A man like that would never have heard of Henri de Saint-Clair, much less care enough about him to kill him.”

Fair point.

Susannah held her glass against her cheek to cool it down. “What’s his connection to Véronique?”

“Not sure yet. But if he’s a cultural snob, he’d see Le Scoop as toxic, polluting the brains of French youth.” Petra waggled her head. “Or something like that. Not entirely sure.”

“So, his next victims?” Susannah gestured to the blue Post-its, now sorted under the sins: pride, lust, envy, sloth, gluttony, wrath, greed.

“The discovery of the napkin surely relates to gluttony, right?” Petra said.

Susannah nodded. “Seems plausible. So a restaurateur, a chef, a food writer?”

“Could be. But he might broaden his definition. Think metaphorical excess. Luxury. Overindulgence.”

Susannah raised an eyebrow.

“He’s ambitious,” Petra said. “He’s making a point. He thinks he’s a genius. It might not be that literal.”

“And wrath?”

Petra nodded and pursed her lips. This was clearly the kind of work she enjoyed. “The killer’s making moral judgements, right? So I’d be looking for someone in public office who’s weaponised their anger.”

Susannah was puzzled. “Like who?”

“Maybe an activist who incites hatred in others. Or a disgraced soldier with a violent record.” Petra finished her glass. “If I have another, that’ll be the end of my workday.”

Susannah picked up the bottle and offered it to Petra, not wanting her to have an excuse to leave.

Petra smiled. “Oh, go on then.”

She topped Petra up. “You’ve earned it. What about greed?”

Their eyes met and held. Longer than expected. Susannah broke the connection by taking a sip.

“That one worries me,” Petra said. “Given this guy’s ambition, his penchant for the grand gesture, I think he might have a very high-profile victim in mind. He’ll want to make a statement about hoarding resources in a world of need.”

Susannah took a few seconds to absorb what Petra was saying.

“If you’re right,” she said. “This story is going to break soon. Paris will go mad. The whole of France will.” She pointed to a note marked ‘failure to act’. “What’s that one about?”

Petra tutted. She peeled it off and re-stuck it under ‘sloth’.

“He’s not going to kill a layabout,” she said. “He’s on a mission, remember? He’s going to find a victim whose inaction, whose failure to act, had consequences.”

“Like a politician who was negligent in a crisis.”

“Precisely.”

The two of them took a step back to survey Petra’s notes.

“This is great work, Petra. Really great. I can’t wait to see Capitaine Moreau’s face when you show him this.” Susannah wanted to congratulate her by putting an arm around Petra’s shoulder, but she resisted.

Petra’s smile tightened. “Talking of which, I really should go. I’ve got to get all the way to my hotel in Bercy, remember?”

Susannah considered. She tilted her head to one side. “At least finish the bottle with me?”

Petra studied her for a second, then looked away.

“I’d love to,” she said, her body language suddenly stiff. “But I should go. Point me in the direction of the Metro, will you?”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




The Brigade’s office was still busy at nine-thirty. Everyone on Jean-Luc’s team knew they were working on the case of their lives. He suspected a few of them were keeping notes, thinking of a future publishing deal about the ‘seven deadly sins’ serial killer.

Someone turned up the volume on the TV when the report about Marc Lemoine’s murder came on. Everyone stood to watch. A cop’s a cop.

A reporter, standing outside the car park in Belleville, was relaying the discovery of Lemoine’s body and subsequent investigation.

It is believed that his death may be linked to a current case, but Capitaine Richard, who is leading the investigation, said they were also looking at ties to his previous work with the Art and Antiquities squad.

Jean-Luc sighed.

Art and Antiquities.

Maybe that was a connection worth probing. He must have had plenty of dealings with the Louvre.

He picked up his phone and dialled a number he hadn’t used in years.

“It’s late.”

“You didn’t have to answer, Antoine,” Jean-Luc said, already regretting calling his old colleague.

“I figured it would be important if you were calling so late.”

“Some of us are still in the office.”

“What is it you need, Jean-Luc?” Antoine sounded irritated, impatient.

“You worked with the cop who was killed in Belleville?”

“Lemoine? Yeah, he worked this beat for a long time.”

“Did he have enemies?” Jean-Luc asked.

A barked laugh. “Do fish swim?”

Jean-Luc dug his fingers into his thigh. “Can I come and talk to you about him?”

Silence.

“I’ll send you a message,” Antoine said at last. “To your private phone.”

Antoine hung up. Jean-Luc stared at his phone.

Well, that was weird.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




Petra enjoyed her ride to the Préfecture. The Paris Metro had a style London’s Tube didn’t bother with, and Glasgow’s Clockwork Orange had never even attempted.

She’d even found a proper breakfast spot near her hotel. If there wasn’t an active serial killer stalking the city, Paris might have overtaken Lisbon as her favourite European city.

She spotted Susannah outside the entrance and gave her a quick wave. She exhaled, pleased with herself for not finishing that bottle of wine last night. She was incubating a little crush on Susannah, something she knew was a bad idea.

The woman was athletic, brilliant, and had exceedingly cute hair. There was also the small matter that she had saved Petra’s life in Madrid. But she was a colleague, and Petra wasn’t about to embarrass herself.

She probably thinks I’m a weird old woman as it is.

“You didn’t have to,” Petra said, as Susannah handed her a coffee.

“It felt weird not getting you one.” They headed inside. “You manage to get your report finished?”

Petra smiled, trying not to pay attention to the fit of Susannah’s grey trouser suit. “Yes. The Post-its have been wrangled, the thoughts ordered.”

Jean-Luc was waiting for them in the Brigade’s meeting room. He wore the same shirt as yesterday, now with an egg stain, and he hadn’t shaved. Had he slept in the office?

“I have two reports for you,” she said, placing them on the table. “I used Google Translate, so you’ve got a choice between ropey French or clear English.”

Jean-Luc looked up. “Ropey?”

“Patraque?” Susannah suggested. “Bancal?”

He gave a nod. “I’ll take the English.”

He flipped open the top document, the one outlining potential victims. Petra and Susannah hovered beside him.

“How’s the investigation going?” Susannah asked. “Did the lab manage to get any DNA off the napkin?”

“Too soon.” He didn’t look up, pen already moving, circling sections. “You suggest gluttony might point to a chef or food writer?”

“Among other things,” Petra said, cautiously.

“If we assume the napkin and the Feast at Cana relate to gluttony, we can assume the victim has already been killed?” Susannah perched on the edge of the table. “That’s been the MO so far.”

Jean-Luc exhaled through his nose. “We’ve checked all deaths in Paris this past week. No one fits.”

“So either there’s a corpse no one’s found yet,” Petra said, “or⁠—”

He looked up. “Or?”

“Or he’s escalating. Playing a game. Giving you a head start, knowing you won’t catch him.”

Jean-Luc gave her a don’t underestimate me look and returned to the document. “Wrath,” he said. “Interesting.”

Susannah and Petra exchanged a glance.

“Interesting how?” Susannah asked.

He tapped a section with the tip of his pen. “You suggest a soldier. Or someone in public office abusing their power.”

Again, the two women looked at each other.

Why are you being so bloody difficult?

“And?” Susannah prompted.

“I have a possible victim.”

“You do?”

He closed the report and gave a tight, dismissive smile. “I’m not at liberty to share.”

Susannah frowned. “Are we part of this investigation or not?”

“Technically…” He put a hand on top of the closed report.

“Well, either you trust us, or you don’t?”

Petra’s own anger was rising. She’d worked bloody hard on that report, not finishing until one in the morning. He’d damn well asked for it. So why was he being so oblique?

“This,” he said, his pen waggling in his bandaged hand, “is just going to cause me trouble.”

Petra peered over to see what was vexing him so much. “Because I said the greed victim would be high profile?”

Jean-Luc didn’t answer. He looked at her, his jaw tight.

“What do you mean by trouble?” Susannah asked.

He stood up quickly, tipping his chair onto the floor. He pressed his palms to his face, then stared at the ceiling. “You have no idea. The media are circling. The Préfet wants answers. If we lose a public figure…”

Petra stepped forward, but Susannah gently touched her arm.

“Capitaine,” Susannah said, “in English there is a phrase ‘Don’t shoot the messenger’.”

Petra shook her head. She could fight her own battles. “Capitaine, you brought me in. I’ve given you my insights. If you no longer want my help—” She placed her business card on the table. “Let me know, so I can invoice you.”

Jean-Luc stared at it. His shoulders dropped.

“You want to be the one who stops this killer before he carries out his plan?” Susannah said. “Then use the help you have.”

Jean-Luc didn’t speak. He simply sat down again, a long exhale escaping him. He looked like he was at breaking point.

“I haven’t been to the Louvre yet,” Petra said, wanting to be helpful. The last thing a case like this needed was for the officer in charge to have a breakdown. “That’s one gap in the report. I’ll go now. See what else that tells me.”

Jean-Luc gave the smallest nod. “Merci.”

“And Capitaine?” Petra added, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “I suggest you get some sleep.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




Petra watched while Susannah spoke to Gisèle Faure, the Louvre’s deputy director, like a spectator at a tennis match. Their French was too fast for her to follow, but as an expert in body language, it was clear neither woman was giving an inch.

“Merci,” Susannah said, finally.

Gisèle Faure’s mouth stretched into an insincere grin. “De rien.”

Despite the conciliatory words, Petra knew neither woman was happy.

Madame Faure opened a cabinet and pulled out two paper wristbands. “With the compliments of the Louvre.”

Susannah thanked the deputy director through gritted teeth.

“What was that all about?” Petra asked when they had left Gisèle Faure’s office.

Susannah rolled her eyes. “I think she’s worried about the reputation of the Louvre.”

“Doesn’t she know what we’re investigating?”

Susannah grabbed her arm. “No,” she whispered. “That’s the whole point. Jean-Luc needs to keep this out of the media, so no one at the Louvre can know about the—” She stopped herself. “Case. But hey, we didn’t have to pay.” She waggled her wristband in triumph.

They followed the extensive signage for the Mona Lisa in order to find The Wedding Feast at Cana.

“You been to the Louvre before?” Petra asked.

“Yeah. With an ex. God, she was a nightmare.”

She?

Petra worried she was blushing.

“It was supposed to be a romantic weekend away. Turned out to be an Open University study break in Renaissance art. It’s this way.”

They navigated their way to the impressive Salle d’Ètat, their pace slowed by the thickening horde.

“As a psychologist,” Susannah asked, “can you explain to me why so many people queue up to see the Mona bloody Lisa?”

Petra chuckled. There were so many reasons. “You heard of ‘conformity bias’?”

“Nope.”

“FOMO?”

Susannah’s eyes narrowed. “Of course.”

“It’s why we’re drawn to a crowd. Want to make your new restaurant a success? Pay some out-of-work actors to queue outside. As animals, we’re inclined to think that if everyone else is doing it, there must be something in it.”

They entered the Salle d’Ètat. “Animals feels about right,” Susannah said.

“Plus,” Petra added. “Look at the signage in this place. You can’t find anything else. The maps are impenetrable, but there are signs everywhere for the Mona Lisa. Now,” she said, “if only they could make me a foot taller, perhaps I could damn well see her!”

They turned their attention to Veronese’s massive painting. Petra tried to imagine the killer entering this same room, with an identical crowd, and pinning a napkin into the frame of a painting worth hundreds of millions.

“Well,” Petra said, “he is absolutely fearless.”

She struggled to take in the enormity of the painting.

“He’s more dangerous than I’d realised. And to do it to a painting that depicts Jesus?” She turned to Susannah. “He’s definitely on some Messianic kick.”

An hour later, having viewed The Turkish Bath and The Fortune Teller, the two of them sat side by side on an upholstered bench opposite Le Sacre de Napoléon.

“What are you thinking?” Susannah asked.

“Honestly,” Petra replied, “now I’ve seen the scale of the artworks, and the scale of the Louvre, I’m reassessing a bit.” She omitted the part about her feet killing her in these heels.

“Intriguing.”

Petra bit the inside of her lip, not quite confident enough to articulate her thoughts out loud. “We know he wants to punish sin, and we’ve assumed he’s picking targets he believes are sinners.”

“Yes,” Susannah said, encouraging her to go on.

“But I think his target might be bigger than that.” She stared at the painting of Napoléon, but her gaze was fixed in the middle distance. “He’s saying his cause is bigger than the Louvre, bigger even than thousands of years of art history.”

Susannah turned to her. “And?”

“I’m just trying to work out how he’s going to feel about the fact that this hasn’t got past the investigating team.”

“You think he’ll be disappointed?”

Petra clenched her teeth and sighed.

“I do,” she said. “This is a killer who wants attention.”


CHAPTER FORTY




The busy squad room hushed as the Commissaire Général strode through the doors, trailed by a trio of perfectly tailored flunkies. He cut a striking figure in his navy suit and cropped salt-and-pepper hair.

Jean-Luc leapt up from his chair. “Monsieur le Commissaire?”

“Capitaine. You have a meeting room?”

“Of course.”

Jean-Luc swallowed, his mouth dry. He led them into the squad room. Photos of the victims, paintings and objects were stuck to the walls.

“Capitaine Moreau,” Jean-Luc said, offering his sore hand to the aides as they entered. He made an effort not to wince. Two women, one in her twenties, the other forties, and a man in his fifties. All impossibly crisp. Jean-Luc tried not to think about his dishevelled appearance.

“Capitaine.” The Commissaire Général’s voice was a deep baritone. He closed the door behind him, the entire squad watching through the glass. “You know Marianne. This is Auguste and Julie from the media unit.”

Jean-Luc nodded, though he didn’t have a clue who Marianne was.

No one sat down.

“The Préfet wants an update,” the Commissaire snapped, his deep voice several decibels above friendly. “The minister is breathing down his neck. Everyone knows we’ve got a fucking serial killer on the loose, but no one knows what the hell you’re doing about it.”

Jean-Luc puffed out his cheeks, looked to his feet and raised his gaze to meet the Commissaire’s eye. “You’ve been reading my reports, yes?”

“That’s why I’m here!”

The Commissaire Général paced. He was the sort of man Jean-Luc found easy to dislike. Tall, muscular and ridiculously good-looking, he had climbed the greasy pole with ease.

“Now I hear you’ve got some profiler in from Interpol,” he continued, “who thinks the next target could be someone high profile. What the fuck is going on, Capitaine?”

Jean-Luc stood his ground as his superior shouted in his face. “We’re working every angle,” he said at last.

“Are you telling us we need to protect all the VIPs in Paris? Do we need to put the city on lockdown?”

Jean-Luc closed his eyes. He fumbled in his pocket for an antacid, slipped it in his mouth, and chewed.

“My proposal, Commissaire Général,” he said, “is to catch the killer.”

He gestured to the squad room. “We’re combing CCTV, interviewing witnesses, pulling data off tens of thousands of social media posts. We’ve got three murder scenes and potentially four more to prevent. We’re doing it all without shutting down the Louvre, causing national panic, or triggering an international incident. And we’re doing it without extra manpower.”

He let that land, watching the Commissaire’s face.

“Frankly,” he concluded, “I think we’re doing pretty fucking well.”

Marianne – the woman whose role Jean-Luc didn’t know – started making notes.

The commissaire didn’t look impressed. “So, who are your suspects?”

Jean-Luc clenched his fists in his pockets. “We have a figure caught on CCTV the night of de Saint-Clair’s murder. Same man appears in Louvre footage around the time the second object was left.”

The commissaire threw his arms up. “That’s it?”

“We also have a fingerprint lifted from the hotel suite where the scarf was stolen.”

“And that’s all? After hundreds of man hours?”

Jean-Luc’s nails bit into his palms. “We’re working methodically. That’s how you catch people who think they’re smarter than the system.” He knew he wasn’t giving them what they wanted to hear. The digital team had informed him about a likely candidate. Some online troll. “We’re also monitoring a suspect.”

“Who?” the Commissaire barked.

Jean-Luc swallowed. He’d hoped to discuss this with Susannah and her forensic psychologist first, but…

“He uses the social media handle @7PlaguesOfSin, or something like that. We’re building a picture. Methodically.”

Auguste, from media, cleared his throat. “Capitaine Moreau, we’re getting hourly calls from every outlet in the country about Henri de Saint-Clair. As for the influencers, the press interest is global.”

He pointed through the glass at the squad room. “With this many people involved, something’s going to leak. We need a communications strategy before the media creates one for us.”

Jean-Luc walked to the door, his jaw trembling with anger. “Feel very free to use this room to come up with a strategy. But if you’ll excuse me, I have a serial killer to catch.”

He left the room without looking back, hoping he hadn’t just ended his career. In the squad room, there was a ripple of approving nods. Bertrand raised his hands to applaud then thought better of it. Léa Carpentier gave him a discreet thumbs-up.

He’d done the right thing. People needed to see their boss hold the line.

He clapped his hands once. “Right, you lot. Back to work.”

Jean-Luc swallowed. He walked over to Pierre, the digital specialist, and whispered in his ear.

“Get me that troll, will you? Today. The brass needs to see a head on the block.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE




Finding the Louvre’s exit was proving just as tricky as tracking down The Turkish Bath. Even with the help of the unfolded map that seemed to bear no relation to the actual layout of the museum, Susannah was lost.

“I’m worried,” Petra said.

Susannah leaned in, all attention. “Go on.”

“I think it’ll be driving him nuts that this hasn’t made it into the media.” Petra kept her voice low, forcing Susannah to bend slightly to hear. “He’s been planning this for months, maybe years. In his head, this was front page of Le Monde stuff. Primetime news. Instead? Silence.”

Petra frowned, accentuating those dimples in her cheeks, and continued. “I’m worried he’s going to try something that will demand the attention he craves.” She turned to Susannah. “I think Jean-Luc needs to form a media strategy.”

Susannah scanned the signs. “I’m sure we’ve been down this staircase before.” She smiled. “We’ve been talking so much I might have stopped paying attention.”

They paused at a junction.

“I was just following you,” Petra said. “You’re the local.”

Susannah laughed. “I’ve only been in Paris three months!”

“Yes, but you speak fluent French.”

“Most of the signs are also in English.”

They held eye contact.

Petra broke first. “Let’s agree never to tell anyone that two supposedly competent professionals couldn’t find the bloody exit from the Louvre.”

Susannah smirked. “Deal.”

“Normally,” Petra said yawning, “I have a terrific sense of direction. Can I blame the jetlag?”

Susannah suppressed a smile. “On a one-hour time difference? Sure. Let’s try the next right.”

They found themselves in yet another corridor.

“You’ve gone very quiet, Petra.”

“Have I? Just thinking through the implications for a media strategy.”

“I’m sure the Paris police are planning all of that.”

Petra tugged gently on Susannah’s sleeve.

She looked down at the hand, then at Petra’s face. “What is it?”

“Look, this might sound dramatic, but the” – she dropped her voice even lower – “killer isn’t just carrying out a series of kills, he’s constructing a narrative. He’s telling a story. And if his narrative doesn’t find an audience, I think he’s going to feel erased.”

Susannah steered them towards a quiet alcove. They leaned against the wall, heads close, conspiratorial.

“If the media silence persists,” Petra said, “I think one of two things will happen.”

Susannah nodded. “Go on.”

“One, he’s going to start to doubt his plan, maybe question the coherence of the symbolism he’s devised. If he thinks he’s being guided by God, he might go into a full-on crisis, and his behaviour could become erratic.”

“That’s good, though, right?” Susannah said. “If he makes mistakes, we’re more likely to catch him. And option two?”

Petra hesitated. “He’s been banking on media attention. He’s got a manifesto – I’d bet money on it. This whole thing was meant to be a sermon, with the press as his pulpit.”

Her expression was flat now. Serious.

“If he feels silenced, he might force the issue. He might do something that demands the media cover the case, whether or not the Brigade want them to.”

Susannah felt her chest tighten. “Like what?”

Petra shrugged. “Targeting the media directly.”

“You mean calling a reporter?”

Petra puffed out her cheeks and exhaled slowly. She looked Susannah in the eye. “Or killing one.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO




Jean-Luc slipped out of the Préfecture without telling anyone where he was going. Léa Carpentier needed space to prove herself, and his unexplained absence was – at least in his own mind – strategic man-management. Or woman-management. A quiet little team-bonding exercise.

He squeezed in a much-needed shower and grabbed a clean shirt before heading to Versailles. Not the palace – just the backstreet café-tabac that his old colleague Capitaine Antoine Bresson had suggested. Faded awning, sticky tables, strong coffee served by a man with a face like granite.

“You look like shit,” Antoine said as Jean-Luc pulled up a chair. He was nursing a coffee, the remains of two sugar sachets lying crumpled next to the saucer.

Jean-Luc signalled to the grizzled old man behind the counter that he’d like a coffee, too. “Charming as ever.” He turned back to Antoine. “How long’s it been?”

Antoine tilted his head. “Who cares, right?”

They’d worked one case together, twenty years ago. Neither had exactly covered themselves in glory. Yet both had made capitaine, and both were probably locked in an unofficial race to see who’d keel over first – whisky or overwork, one or the other.

“Why are we here, Antoine?” Jean-Luc asked. “Why not meet in your office?”

Antoine fished a packet of Camel cigarettes from his jacket pocket, flipping it between nicotine-stained fingers. “Because you want to talk about Marc Lemoine. And I don’t want anyone overhearing me talk about Marc Lemoine.”

Jean-Luc was intrigued. “Why?”

“Why do you think, andouille? Because he’s dead. He’s a dead fucking cop and right now the world thinks he’s some goddamn hero who died in the line of duty.”

Jean-Luc leaned back to let the waiter place his cup on the table.

“I say one bad word about the hero,” Antoine continued, “I lose half my squad. He worked Art and Antiquities for eight years. A lot of people suddenly remember him as a stand-up guy.” He kept playing with the Camel packet.

“I heard rumours,” Jean-Luc said, lifting the tiny cup. “Bad temper.”

Antoine said nothing, his jowls hanging from his jawline like last week’s washing. “Why are you interested in the case? You know the drugs squad are investigating?”

Jean-Luc nodded slowly. “It’s his connection to Arts and Antiquities I’m interested in.”

Antoine’s grizzled face didn’t even flicker with interest.

Jean-Luc sipped his coffee. The café was busy with tourists and no one who would care what they were talking about. “So what was it you wanted to say about Lemoine that you can’t say in the office?”

Antoine took a cigarette out of the packet. “Rulebook meant nothing to him. If you told me he’d blackmailed his way into the force, I wouldn’t blink. He did what he liked, when he liked.”

He sniffed. “Thing is, we’ve got a bit more latitude than you lot. We’re not chasing killers. If someone smuggles an undocumented Etruscan vase into a collection in Lyon, who gives a shit, right?”

Jean-Luc wondered if Antoine was in the wrong job.

“You deal with guys who have been in and out of prison since they left school,” Antoine continued, “if they ever went. We deal with guys who start snivelling when threatened with imprisonment because they don’t serve Châteauneuf-du-Pape inside. They tend to have money. They tend to like a deal.”

“And?” Jean-Luc wasn’t sure where his old friend was going with this.

Antoine shrugged. “A man like Lemoine could use that to his advantage. He’d humiliate the private school boys, then let them buy their way out of trouble. Evidence vanished; payments made. He was a bully, plain and simple.”

Jean-Luc leaned closer. “So why the switch to Drugs?”

Antoine studied his cigarette like it held the answer. “I take it you quit?”

Jean-Luc glanced down. “Twelve years ago. Best thing I ever did.” He frowned. “The move to the drugs squad?”

Antoine took a deep breath that rattled his lungs. “His kid OD’d. Five years ago. He transferred to settle the score.” He looked up at Jean-Luc. “Hell hath no fury like a grieving cop, right?”

Jean-Luc nodded. If anything happened to his daughter, he’d burn down the world.

“So, tell me,” he said, “did Lemoine leave your team with unfinished business? Anyone who would want to take revenge on him?”

“Undoubtedly.” Antoine put the cigarette between his lips and looked over Jean-Luc’s shoulder towards the open door. “He beat up suspects all the time. I once thought he’d killed a witness, but I could never prove it.”

Jean-Luc felt his jaw drop. “What?”

Antoine shook his head with a shrug. “But the bastard cleared cases like nobody else. He knew he had to give me reasons to keep looking the other way, and he kept delivering.” He rubbed his sagging jaw and inhaled. “I still don’t get it. Why the interest? What’s the killing of a bent drugs cop in Belleville got to do with you and your high-and-mighty Brigade Criminelle?”

Jean-Luc hesitated. “Just between us?”

Antoine nodded.

Jean-Luc suddenly felt foolish.

No. Don’t say anything.

He stood and dropped a few notes on the table. “Call it a copper’s hunch. Thanks for the coffee.”

Two streets away, as he reached his car, Jean-Luc caught sight of a tall, bearded man on the far pavement. He watched him from the corner of his eye, as the man turned away.

Jean-Luc turned to see the man’s back receding along the street. He frowned.

Was he being followed?


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




“Finally!” Susannah said. “This has to be it.”

Petra grinned. “I can feel fresh air. We must be near the exit.”

The Louvre’s gift shop came into view just as Susannah’s phone started to ring. Léa Carpentier.

She paused just long enough to decide whether to answer in French or English. For Petra’s benefit, she went with English.

“Léa, hi.” She tapped Petra on the arm to make her stop walking. “What’s up?”

“You don’t happen to know where Capitaine Moreau is, do you?”

Susannah frowned. Petra raised an eyebrow, curious.

“No, haven’t seen him,” Susannah said. “Is something wrong? You sound… tense.”

“Another object’s been found,” the brigadière replied.

It took a second for Susannah to process what he’d said. “In the Louvre?”

“Yes.”

“I’m here now. Literally in the building.”

“Seriously?”

“I’m with Petra. Dr Petra McBride.”

The psychologist’s look was expectant. Susannah raised a hold that thought finger as she kept listening.

“Can you get to Room 14?” Léa asked.

Susannah scanned for signage. “On it.” She gestured to Petra and began walking. “What’s turned up this time?” she said into the phone.

“A police badge,” Léa said, lowering her voice. “We don’t know if it’s a cheap knock-off or the real thing.”

Shit.

Susannah picked up pace. Petra kept up, despite those heels. “Which painting?”

She heard Léa flick through a notebook. “The Abduction of the Sabine Women. It’s quite famous.”

“Copy that. I’ll call you when we’re there.”

“I’ll have the deputy director meet you there.” Léa ended the call.

Susannah spotted a security guard. “Excusez-moi. Où puis-je trouver le tableau des Sabines?”

The man pointed to the correct gallery on the map. Susannah nodded her thanks, made a mental note of the route and picked up the pace.

“Some of us are in four-inch heels,” Petra muttered. “What’s going on, Suzy?”

Susannah blinked. Suzy? Petra caught her surprise and blushed, just a little.

“Another object,” Susannah said. “A cop’s badge this time. It’s this way.”

Petra put a hand on Susannah’s shoulder. Susannah turned to see her looking down at her feet.

“I should have worn different shoes.” Petra grimaced.

“Also,” Susannah said. “Capitaine Moreau has gone AWOL.”

Petra sighed. “Well, let’s just hope the fella’s finally getting some kip.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR




There was a particular kind of tension in the air. Not fear, exactly. Not excitement either. More like hunger – for spectacle.

Outside Le Cochon Argenté, a fashionable new bistro tucked into a quiet street in the eleventh arrondissement, the crowd had gathered like boxing fans outside a title fight. Phones were raised. Chants rang out. The restaurant’s first-floor balcony had become a makeshift stage.

“Malik! Malik!”

He laughed and waved down at them with both hands. Part monarch. Part champion. His trademark leather jacket strained across his shoulders as he turned to the camera crew setting up around him.

“Make sure they get the plates coming out,” he told Luis, his videographer. “And pan the skyline. The Japanese eat this Paris stuff up.”

Luis gave a thumbs-up. “We’re live in two.”

At twenty-six, Malik Diallo had built an empire out of doing what most people found both disgusting and impossible: eating grotesque amounts of food at speed – and looking cool doing it. Jersey-raised, Indian American, and impossible to ignore, Malik had dropped out of college and become an international sensation in under three years.

He wasn’t the fastest – some guys in Japan could still smoke him – but he had what they didn’t: presence. Charisma. A brand. And that meant staying in the spotlight, whatever the cost.

The balcony was dressed like a set: string lights, cut flowers and a long white-linen-covered table running the length of it like a catwalk. Down below, fans filled the pavement shoulder to shoulder, hoping to witness the impossible.

Thirty-six courses. The restaurant had three tasting menus, and the challenge was to eat all of them. And that was just for starters.

If he finished, the meal was free – and the video would be another hit. If he failed, the footage would be clipped by rival channels and tagged with #DialloDownfall and #DialloDiet.

A waiter in a pressed black uniform arrived with the first course – a trio of amuse-bouches balanced on porcelain spoons, all edible flowers and unfamiliar foams. Fragile. French. A far cry from the hot wings and barbecue platters Malik had built his brand on.

He leaned back in his chair – specially reinforced, because management had insisted – and took a deep breath. Two days of prep. Water loading. Stomach stretches. He was ready. Down on the street, the chanting swelled again.

“Malik! Malik!”

There was something about being watched that made the pain easier to ignore – for a while. In private, he sometimes heard his sister’s voice: You can’t keep doing this, Malik. It’s not a career, it’s a countdown.

He’d told himself he could stop after this one. He always told himself that.

His mother had cried after his last physical. You’re killing yourself, she said.

But Malik still felt immortal. Still believed there was time to slow down later. Time to get healthy after one more sponsorship, one more viral hit.

After this one.

Always after this one.

He popped the amuse-bouches into his mouth one at a time. Silky. Insignificant. Almost too small to register.

Luis nodded from behind the camera. “We’re rolling. Comments going wild.”

Malik leaned into the mic on his lapel. His tone was pure showman.

“Paris, are you hungry? I said – are you hungry? Because I’m about to eat your whole damn city.”

The crowd erupted.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE




Jean-Luc was still thinking about the tall, bearded man when he stepped into the lift at the Préfecture, heading up from the underground car park to the third floor. The other lift pinged open just as he stepped out of his, unleashing chaos into the corridor.

“May the Lord forgive you, for you know not what you do.”

It took Fabrice and Bertrand, two of Jean-Luc’s detectives, to hold the man, whose long hair and scrabbly beard screamed Jesus just as loudly as his words.

“This way, Gabriel,” Fabrice said, weary. “Come on now.”

“Arrest me, cage me. It matters not. You cannot handcuff prophecy! You cannot jail a flood!”

Jean-Luc stepped aside as they passed. Léa Carpentier emerged from the squad room at a run, slowing when she spotted him.

“Capitaine, I’ve been calling⁠—”

“Sorry.” Jean-Luc was in no mood to explain his trip to Versailles. “I think I left my phone here.”

“As you can see, we’ve arrested Gabriel Bellamy, AKA @7PlaguesOfSin.” She started walking with him back to the squad room while Fabrice and Bertrand wrangled their charge. “I wasn’t sure if you wanted to conduct the interview, so I started prepping. Can I go through my notes with you?”

He gave her a look – tired, but surprised. She was asking. Properly asking. Like she genuinely wanted his help. Not something that happened often in the Brigade Criminelle.

“Sure.” Jean-Luc opened the door to the kitchenette. “In here.”

The windowless room smelled of stale coffee and a bin that needed emptying.

He leaned against a wall. So tired. “What have you got on him so far?”

Léa tore off a sheet of blue paper from a large roll and wiped spilled coffee granules and sugar from the work surface. Jean-Luc shook his head; she was too nice to survive long in the Brigade.

“There’s something else,” she said, tipping the mess into the bin. “Another object’s turned up at the Louvre. Susannah Roscoe and Dr McBride were already on site – I sent them to secure it.”

Jean-Luc pulled a glass off the shelf and inspected it. Clean enough. He ran the tap till the water ran cold. “What’s the object?”

“A police badge.”

His glass froze mid-air. “Does it belong to Marc Lemoine? You know, the cop who was killed in the multi-storey?”

Léa frowned. “Why would you think that?”

He took a gulp, swallowed, and levelled his gaze at her. “My hunch is he’s our wrath victim.”

Her eyes widened. “Really?”

“Guess we’ll know when we see that badge. So, your interview notes?” He nodded at her jotter pad. “What have you got?”

She picked up the notebook and leaned against the cleaned countertop. “We flagged his @7PlaguesofSin account on X two days ago. He doesn’t hold back. Calls one woman a ‘wretched sow wallowing in lust-filth’, another a ‘walking sewer of fornication and pride’. Says a food blogger was ‘a bloated calf fattened for the slaughter, mouth never closed, soul never clean’. You get the picture.”

Jean-Luc nodded. “And he’s made threats against our victims?”

“The Paris Wives, for sure, and Véronique Duval. No link to de Saint-Clair yet. We’ve got the strongest evidence on Julia and Camille. He called them ‘hell’s livestock’ and tagged their posts with verses about fire and divine vengeance.”

“Good work, Brigadière. Do you think he’s our killer?”

“He fits Dr McBride’s assessment closely enough. Whether or not he lit the fire I don’t know, but he could be radicalising whoever did.”

Jean-Luc drained the glass and placed it in the sink with a sigh.

“OK, then,” he said. “Let’s go and see what the prophet has to say.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX




“This is definitely the way,” Susannah insisted.

“You know those little carts they have for old people in airports? I’d kill for one of them.” Petra was visibly flagging.

“Your problem is your shoes, not your age.” How old was Petra, anyway? Ten years older than her? Fifteen? More?

“A golf buggy would be great. Or roller skates”

Susannah gave her an encouraging smile. “It’s not much further.”

“You said that ten minutes ago.” Petra ground to a halt. “This is the closest I’m ever going to get to the feeling a marathon runner gets when they hit the wall.”

Susannah turned, unsure how to help. She couldn’t exactly offer to carry her.

“Do you want to wait here?” she asked.

Petra’s face pinched with indignation. “No chance. I’m not going to miss out on the actual detectiving. I just need a wee pit stop.” She gasped in some short breaths. “Ten minutes ago, I was ten minutes away from a glass of wine and a bowl of olives in a charming pavement café. Now I’m… not.”

Susannah couldn’t stop herself from smiling. Even when she was moaning, Petra was really quite charming.

“As a psychologist, surely you must know some mind-over-matter tricks?”

“That old bollocks? I’ve run bloody seminars on them in prisons. I’m immune to all of them.” Petra took a breath and nodded towards a sulky American kid in sneakers. “Think he’d trade?”

“You could take them off,” Susannah suggested, nodding at Petra’s shoes.

Petra winked. “What, and ruin the silhouette of this painstakingly assembled outfit?”

“Come on.” They did actually have a job to do.

“Aye, on my way.”

They reached the door of Salle 14 in the Louvre’s Richelieu Wing a few minutes later.

“Désolé, madame. Vous ne pouvez pas entrer.”

“I’m sorry,” Susannah said, half-pushing past the security guard. “We’re expected.”

He waved at his watch. “Nous fermons les galeries.”

“We’re here to meet the deputy director,” Susannah protested. “A Madame Faure?”

“I don’t think you are.” The young man spoke with an alarming amount of confidence.

Susannah got out her ID.

“Interpol? What is Interpol?”

You’re kidding?

The huge door behind him opened, and a handful of visitors streamed out.

“I am assisting the Police Nationale,” Susannah said. “An object has been reported.”

He waved to the leaving visitors.

“The gallery is closing, madame.”

“Yes, I understand you perfectly, but you don’t seem to understand me. I am not a tourist. I am helping the police, and I am here to meet Madame Faure, the deputy director.”

The guard offered her a polite, vacant smile. “Then you will have to call the deputy director.”

Susannah inhaled sharply. “I do not have her number. Please, if I could just wait for her—” She barged towards the door, forcing the man to place his hands on her shoulders to stop her.

“We open in the morning at ten o’clock.”

Really?

Exasperated, Susannah turned to Petra.

She frowned. “Petra?”

“Please, Madame,” the guard said. “I need you to⁠—”

She raised a hand. “Did you see my colleague?”

“Colleague?”

Susannah pursed her lips. “Short, Scottish.” Attractive.

“Pardon, Madame. I have not seen…”

She shook her head. Petra was nowhere to be seen. Had she gone off in search of one of those carts she’d talked about? Or…

Susannah turned towards the door of Salle 14. Petra, you can’t…

She smiled. Petra was a big girl. She’d turn up sooner or later.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN




Jean-Luc watched through the two-way mirror as Gabriel Bellamy muttered to himself, his hands folded on the table. Given the way he’d ranted when they’d brought him in, the man was surprisingly docile.

Beside him, the duty solicitor – Pascal Roux, a pale man with heavy glasses and a pen always at the ready – sat still and unsmiling, as if trying to absorb nothing. Jean-Luc couldn’t blame him.

“You ready?” Léa asked.

Jean-Luc squared his shoulders and opened the door.

Gabriel looked up with theatrical slowness. “Ah,” he said, his voice a little hoarse. “The man with the burden.”

Jean-Luc closed the door behind him. “Capitaine Jean-Luc Moreau, Brigade Criminelle. Monsieur Roux. Good to see you again.” He gestured to Léa. “This is Brigadière Carpentier.”

Roux gave a curt nod. “My client is prepared to answer your questions.”

Jean-Luc slid a manila file onto the table and pulled up a chair.

“You’ve been active on social media,” he said.

Gabriel’s grin widened. “I’ve been bearing witness.”

“You told two women who went by the name @ParisWives that they were ‘sows of lust’ who were ‘fit only for cleansing fire’.”

“I speak only what the Lord places on my tongue.”

“What else has the Lord told you?” Jean-Luc asked.

Gabriel leaned forward, eyes alight. “That judgment has begun. The reckoning is underway. You saw the flames. You saw the blood. And still you do not kneel.”

Jean-Luc slowly opened the file. Photographs slid onto the table: Camille and Julia’s charred apartment, the burnt four-poster bed.

Gabriel didn’t flinch.

“Is this what you call a cleansing fire?” Jean-Luc asked.

“God sends the flame to save the world.”

“Are you saying that you are not responsible for your own actions, Gabriel?”

“I am only the match. If God decides to strike me, then I am willing to burn.”

“Jesus,” Jean-Luc said under his breath, before realising the irony. Time to try a different tack. “Which of the seven deadly sins do you deem the most egregious, Gabriel?”

“You have a guilty conscience, Capitaine?” Gabriel asked. “Only the Lord can cleanse you.”

“My conscience is fine. What were you doing four days ago, Gabriel?”

“My own conscience is clear. It is a wonderful feeling, Capitaine, to know that I am doing the Lord’s work.”

Jean-Luc looked down at his notes, trying to keep the frustration from his face. This was going to be tough. He raised his gaze. “Four days ago. Where were you?”

“Doing the Lord’s work.”

“Where?”

Gabriel shrugged. “I do not remember.”

There weren’t enough antacids in his pocket to get Jean-Luc through this. He breathed in noisily. “Tell me about The Turkish Bath, Gabriel. Why did you choose it?”

Gabriel looked at his solicitor, then back at Jean-Luc. “I have not been to a Turkish bath, Capitaine.”

Jean-Luc asked Léa to find the reproduction of Ingres’s masterpiece in the file.

“This Turkish Bath,” he said when she laid it on the table. His patience was wearing thin.

The loquacious Gabriel Bellamy had nothing to say. It was clear he hadn’t recognised the painting.

A stone sank from the back of Jean-Luc’s mouth to the pit of his stomach. One more roll of the dice.

“When did you last visit the Louvre, Monsieur Bellamy?”

“That temple of idolatry?” Gabriel’s upper lip curled.

“There are many religious paintings in there. Do you have a favourite gallery?” Jean-Luc asked, not even bothering to look up.

“The one with the… with the… saints. And the naked women?” Gabriel flashed a smile like a schoolboy bluffing an exam.

Jean-Luc sighed. “Monsieur Bellamy.” His voice was softer. “Do you know why you’re here?”

Gabriel blinked.

“You’re being investigated in connection with multiple murders. Four victims, with the possibility of more.”

Gabriel looked at his solicitor, who finally spoke. “My client understands the allegations, although possibly not their gravity,” Roux said carefully.

“I am here to cleanse the world of sin,” Gabriel said. “People listen when there is blood.”

“You want to be blamed?” Jean-Luc asked.

“I want the sinners to repent.”

Jean-Luc thought back to what the psychologist had said. A clever killer, Cunning. A show-off.

Not like the man in front of him right now.

He sighed, and stood. “This interview is concluded.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT




Petra sat on a bench in front of Nicolas Poussin’s The Rape of The Sabine Women with her phone in her hand. Her shoes had been discarded and lay on the polished wooden floor like landed fish. While Susannah had been arguing with the security guard, she’d slipped in and now she had the room to herself.

The pain was slowly leaving her calves, though she suspected her toes would continue to throb until she could dip them in the fountain in the Jardins des Tuileries.

According to the art history blog she’d found, Poussin’s painting was an allegory about wrath. Two metres wide and a metre and a half tall, it depicted a scene from the foundation of Ancient Rome. Romulus, fearful his fledgling state would be unable to produce its next generation, ordered his men to abduct the women from the neighbouring Sabine tribe and force them into sexual slavery.

Against the backdrop of classical buildings, the painting depicted a violent melee, countless soldiers grabbing women, an eruption of wrath as Romulus commanded his troops. The leader’s rage, Petra read, arose from his fear that his new city wouldn’t amount to much.

Hmmm. It never changes, Petra thought. Wrath always stems from fear.

She checked her watch. It had been almost thirty minutes since the guard had inadvertently locked her into the gallery. She’d texted Susannah to let her know where she was, and was starting to wonder if the reason she hadn’t responded was because the guard had confiscated her phone.

Room 14 of the Richelieu Wing was quite modest by Louvre standards. Oak floored with white walls, it was an archetypal gallery space hung with dark oil paintings in fancy gold frames.

She tried to imagine where the killer had left the badge. Petra didn’t know what kind of metalwork French police carried around with them, so she was picturing a sheriff’s badge from a Western movie. There weren’t any obvious hidey-holes. Apart from the bench she was sitting on, there was no other furniture.

And whilst she wasn’t exactly hungry, she was definitely peckish. Her bladder wasn’t actually full, but it was hard not to think about finding a loo when she didn’t know how long she might be locked in the gallery.

Presumably they do patrols?

On the plus side, if this was where she was spending the night, at four foot eleven, she could comfortably fit on the bench.

They must clean this place.

The prospect of a night in the museum was a little exciting, and it would be a good story to tell. But her decidedly average Campanile hotel in Bercy suddenly felt very inviting.

She got to her feet and started pacing, wondering if that might trigger a Mission: Impossible style alarm. She pictured herself in a black skinsuit dodging lasers and laughed out loud. Catherine Zeta Jones in Entrapment, she was not.

She had to imagine that the world’s largest museum had one of the planet’s most sophisticated security systems, and yet they hadn’t flagged the killer. Still, she mused, the systems were designed to stop thieves removing works of art, not to stop killers leaving their trophies lying around.

The door flew open.

“There you are!” Susannah said.

“You took your time.”

Susannah arched an eyebrow. “Not funny. Seriously, how did you get in?”

“Turns out you created the perfect distraction. While you were arguing the toss with the guard, he didn’t notice a little wee one tottering in.” Petra threw Susannah a wink. “Classic misdirect.” She nodded at the clear plastic bag in Susannah’s hand. “Is that the badge?”

“Yes.”

“Where did they find it?”

“He’d actually pinned it to the leather bench.”

Petra strolled back to the bench and slid her shoes on with a wince.

“Oh, yes,” she said, spotting the pin holes. “He must have been fiddling around with it for a couple of minutes. Surely someone noticed him?”

“You’d hope so. Come on, they said if we don’t leave right away, they’ll have to arrest us.”

“Really?”

“I genuinely think they were serious.”

“I’d have loved to have seen Jean-Luc’s face when he came to bail us.”

Susannah chuckled. “It wasn’t quite that dramatic. They phoned him, he’s coming in the morning.”

Petra frowned. “This isn’t a priority?”

“The room’s secure, there’s no one here. No evidence is going anywhere.”

Susannah was right. Petra approached her, trying to ignore the pain in her toes. “And I need to get out of here.”

Susannah looked concerned. “Claustrophobia?”

“Uh-uh.” Petra shook her head. “I’m dying for a wee.”

Susannah laughed. “Well, that is an emergency. Come on, I know where the ladies is.”

“Thanks.” Petra wasn’t sure what was bothering her the most now, her toes or her bladder.

Susannah smiled. “And after that…”

“Yes?” Petra braced herself.

Not more walking.

“A drink?”

Petra grinned. “Hell, yes.”


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE




The air was still warm, and a drink with Petra at a quiet pavement bar was exactly what Susannah needed. She hadn’t made any friends in Paris yet, and apart from the one night when she’d gone for a drink with her new boss, she’d spent every night here either at her apartment, going for a run, or at the gym.

“There’s a place I’ve been meaning to try,” she said. “It’s just the other side of the Jardin des Tuileries.”

“Lead the way,” Petra said, then winced.

“Here.” Susannah held out a hand. “Loop your arm through mine, and I’ll say nothing about the practicality, or lack of, of those heels.”

They wended their way through a throng of tourists and into the park, where the sweetness of the peonies scented the air. Petra’s body felt warm against Susannah’s arm.

“I can’t believe I didn’t notice you sneak into the gallery,” she said. “It’s clear I’m going to have to keep my eye on you.”

“It’s my height,” Petra said. “People always underestimate us shorties.”

Susannah smiled. “I promise never to underestimate you, Petra McBride. Your insights so far have been nothing, ahem, short of brilliant. Jean-Luc hasn’t said anything yet, but he must be pleased that I brought you in on this.”

Petra shrugged. “I don’t think he knows which way is up right now. I’m a bit worried he’s not going to cope under the pressure. And Léa is so new in the role, there’s no way she can take over.” She stopped walking. “Listen, sorry, can we take a rain check on the drink?”

Susannah felt a pinprick of disappointment. “Um, sure. Was it something I said?”

“God, no. Don’t be daft, hen. It’s just these bloody shoes. My feet are absolutely killing me.” She pulled a face. “Eek. Not a good choice of words in the circumstances. But, honestly, I can’t go on.”

“You want me to walk you to the Metro?”

“The nearest taxi would do fine.”

Susannah ushered them through the formal flower beds to the noisy Rue de Rivoli and raised her arm at every passing taxi.

“Busy time of night,” she said.

Petra had her phone in her hand. “I can get an Uber.”

“Wait. There’s one up ahead with its light on.” She turned to Petra. “You got blister plasters back at the hotel?”

“Plasters? God no, I’ll just numb them with vodka.”

Susannah couldn’t tell if Petra was joking.

The taxi pulled over, and Susannah opened the door. She was about to give the driver directions when Petra revealed she spoke better French than she’d let on.

“Hôtel Campanile Paris Bercy Village, s’il vouz plait. Rue Baron le Roy.”

Her accent was almost flawless.

Petra buzzed down the window. “You’ll call me if anything else comes up?”

“Absolutely. See you tomorrow.”

The driver pulled away and Susannah realised she had no idea if she would see Petra the next day. If the Brigade found the killer, it could be a very long time before she worked with the psychologist again.

Susannah stood at the side of the road, watching as Petra’s cab merged into the traffic. She felt a tug of sadness.

Right then. Might as well go to the gym. Again.


CHAPTER FIFTY




Malik put the final petit four in his mouth and forced himself to swallow.

He had done it. He’d eaten everything on the three tasting menus of Le Cochon Argenté, every starter, every main, side and dessert. From the foie gras, to the escargots through the dauphinois and the tartiflette all the way to crème brûlée and the tarte tatin.

He waved to the cheering crowd below, but that tiny movement of his hand was as much as he could manage. He needed to stay as still as possible just to keep from throwing up.

It had been tougher than he’d imagined. Much tougher.

The richness of the food wasn’t what he was used to. By volume, he’d eaten a lot more in burgers and hotdogs, but right now he couldn’t even think about the creamy sauces and rich reductions without feeling the need to retch. He knew it wouldn’t be long before he’d need the privacy of his hotel bathroom.

“Hey, buddy,” Luis said from behind the camera, “how are you feeling?”

Malik barely managed a thumbs up.

The restaurant staff looked devastated. Not only had he got the meal for free, but their marketing stunt had backfired. It turned out it was possible for someone to eat all three menus after all.

“Comments coming in from all over the world,” Luis said. “Hey, man, Yoshi in Japan says, ‘You ate that up’.”

That made Malik smile. Yoshi was one of his idols.

“Burger Boy says, ‘That’s fire, man’, and you’re getting props from all over.”

Luis’s excitable voice contrasted starkly with how Malik felt. The pain wasn’t as bad as he’d endured before, but he was unaccustomed to the nausea.

He just wanted to be back at his hotel. Alone.

He reached down slowly into his bag for his napkin. Like tennis players donning a TAG Heuer before lifting a trophy, Malik needed to get his branding right for his triumphant photo. The merchandise was all part of the business.

His hand searched inside the bag. He tried again, snaking his wrist this way and that. With great care, he leaned over to look in, trying not to put any pressure on his stomach. He could feel undigested food rise in his throat.

It wasn’t there.

Annoyed with himself for not checking, he grabbed one of the restaurant’s white linen napkins and wiped the remnants of the crème brûlée from his chin.

A waiter arrived with a glass of champagne to celebrate, but there was no way Malik could fit in a single drop.

Instead, he held the glass aloft to another round of cheers, then slowly got to his feet, gurning for Luis’s camera. He grabbed the balcony railing and managed a wave to the crowd below, but he wasn’t in the mood for celebrating. Parked a few yards down the road was the cab which would take him back to his hotel.

It was all he could think about. Get down the stairs. Get through the crowd. Get into the cab. Hopefully, he was no more than fifteen minutes away from the privacy of his hotel room.

He staggered down the stairs, holding onto the wall with one hand. The chefs and the waiting staff stood in a guard of honour as he made his way to the front door. He knew he should shake their hands, but he couldn’t face it.

He staggered out into the evening air, trying not to vomit as a hundred phones filmed him crossing the cobbles to the waiting blacked-out Renault Trafic. A waiter pulled open the sliding door, and Malik had to tense every sphincter muscle as he climbed inside. Luis was just behind, capturing every second for the streamers.

“Good evening?” the driver asked in English.

“Excellent.” He gave two thumbs up to Luis.

“Hôtel Paramount?”

Malik couldn’t remember where he was staying. “I guess.”

Malik waved goodbye to the camera, and the waiter slid the door shut. The driver pulled calmly out onto the street, and within a few turns was on a major thoroughfare.

“How long till we reach the hotel?” Malik asked. He noticed a crucifix hanging from the rearview mirror.

No reply.

“I said, how long—” He stopped.

The driver was wearing a balaclava.

His heart, already under immense pressure, began to thud. He squeezed the grab handle. “Man, I—” Malik couldn’t speak. “What the fuck?”

The driver pressed down on the accelerator and fear gripped Malik’s bowels. The pain in his abdomen was intense.

“Man, you need to— Oh fuck. I’m sorry, man.”

He wasn’t going to hold it in.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE




“You’re looking better, Jean-Luc,” Petra said as he led her into the Brigade’s meeting room the next morning. “Did you get some sleep?”

He nodded. “Please, take a seat.”

“Will Agent Roscoe be joining us?” she asked. It felt strange being at the Préfecture without Susannah.

“I invited her.”

Jean-Luc was wearing a light pink shirt and navy trousers, both of which looked like they’d just been picked up from the dry cleaners. The man still needed a haircut and probably a gym membership, but he looked ten years younger than he had the afternoon before.

Petra pulled out a grey plastic chair and sat down. “These are the files you want me to look over?”

He nodded. “Gabriel Bellamy. A Jesus freak. He’s downstairs in custody. We’ve got a few hours left to decide whether we release or charge him.”

Petra spied Léa Carpentier through the glass partition and gave her a wave.

“What can you tell me about him?” Petra asked Jean-Luc, opening one of the files.

“Thirty-two years old, from Rousillon⁠—”

“Where’s that?” Petra asked without looking up.

“Provence. Le sud de la France.”

Petra realised all the documents were in French. She sighed; little point in her reading them. Far better to pay close attention to what Jean-Luc said.

“How long has he been in Paris?”

Jean-Luc seemed caught off guard. “Why is that relevant?”

“I’m keen to understand his appetite for the big stage.”

“Big stage?”

She made a mental note to avoid idioms, at least until Susannah arrived. “Remember I said the killer’s likely to have a big ego? Whether Bellamy’s new to the city could tell us something about his psychology.”

Jean-Luc frowned. She wasn’t sure he’d understood every syllable. “Why did you arrest him?” she asked.

He pointed to the manila folder. “His social media is all about sin and damnation. He claims God told him to cleanse the world.”

Interesting, Petra thought. She’d worked with plenty of religious fanatics, but most had talked about forgiveness and redemption. This one was already singing a different hymn.

“He made threats against two of the victims,” Jean-Luc said. “Three. The Paris Wives and Véronique Duval, the journalist.”

“What kinds of threats?”

“That they should die for their sins.” He pulled out a chair and sat down opposite her.

“But he didn’t threaten to kill them himself?”

“Non.”

“And the other victim? Henri de Saint-Clair?”

“No link to de Saint-Clair or to the other victims.”

Petra narrowed her eyes. “Other victims?” So far, only de Saint-Clair, Duval and the Paris Wives had been officially linked to the investigation. “You’re linking the police officer?”

He hesitated. “Yes. The badge in the Louvre was his. And…”

Petra looked up. “And?”

“There may be another victim.” He didn’t meet her gaze.

“Another one?” This was all new information to Petra.

Jean-Luc shifted in his seat. “Last night.”

“Who?”

Jean-Luc sucked his teeth, clearly unwilling to spill the beans.

“The gluttony victim?” Petra asked.

“Maybe,” he said, with a tiny nod of the head. “I cannot confirm.”

Petra leaned back in her chair and exhaled. Why the hell wouldn’t he just trust her? Was she part of the team or not?

“You do realise I can be much more helpful to you if you actually tell me what’s going on.” She tried to keep the anger out of her voice. She looked across at Jean-Luc. His head was in his hands. “Capitaine?”

He looked up. “Could this Gabriel be the killer? Did the murder take place before we took him in?”

“I’ll need some more information from you. Has he killed in the past?”

“Not that we know of. No criminal record.” He reached for a laptop, opened a file, and turned the screen towards her. “This is the interview recording. I think he is… fou. How do you say? Loco?”

“Insane?” Petra offered, watching the footage. Her French was strong enough to catch the gist of Bellamy’s rants, but it was his body language she focused on.

“See this?” she said, pointing to the screen. “See where he’s touching his chest and his arms? These are self-soothing gestures. And his eye contact? He can’t make it.”

Jean-Luc leaned across the table to see what she meant.

“I don’t think he even understands why he’s here.”

“Is he the killer?” Jean-Luc asked.

“Only if he’s genuinely insane. And people like that aren’t capable of the crimes you are investigating. These crimes are meticulous. Precise.”

She looked at him over the laptop.

“If this were our killer, and there were still victims walking the street, he’d be furious that you hadn’t understood his genius. This man isn’t angry. He’s scared.”

Jean-Luc exhaled so hard she could feel his breath on her hands.

“So we let him go?”

“Yes,” Petra said, gently. “You have to.”

A knock on the glass made them both look up.

Susannah opened the door, half-smiling. Petra felt a tiny grenade go off inside her chest.

“Hi,” she said, grinning before she could stop herself.

Susannah scanned the room. “What did I miss?”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO




“I’m so sorry I was late,” Susannah said. She genuinely felt bad. She’d brought Petra into the case and then abandoned her.

“I don’t need a chaperone,” Petra said as they strolled along the south bank of the Seine.

“Oh, God, I know that.” Why did Petra have such a knack for making her feel off balance? “I wasn’t implying… I’ll shut up. Nice sneakers, by the way.”

“I feel very short.” Petra glanced at her feet. “I mean, I know I am short, but trainers aren’t really my thing.” Her eyes widened. “Sorry, I wasn’t commenting on your footwear.”

“I don’t think you’d ever get me in a pair of heels. I was so relieved when it became acceptable to wear a pair of white trainers with a trouser suit to work.”

“I wish I could pull that look off. But then, you’ve got height.”

“I’m five foot four!”

Petra winked. “Practically a giant.” They stopped at a kiosk selling cold drinks. “Can I get you anything?” she asked, pulling an ice-cold San Pellegrino lemon from the fridge.

“I can get my own.”

“Don’t be daft.”

Susannah looked over her shoulder. “I have a better idea. Let’s sit down over there.”

Across the street was a small café with tables spilling out onto the pavement. Two San Pellegrinos were swiftly delivered for three times the kiosk price.

“Salut,” Petra said.

“Salut.”

“What are you looking at?”

Susannah waggled her phone. “There’s something about Marc Lemoine’s murder I want to check out.”

“Is this something you should be raising with Jean-Luc?”

Susannah wrinkled her nose. “Strictly speaking, yes, I suppose. But…”

“OK. Officially intrigued.”

Susannah put her phone on the metal table and shuffled forward in her seat. “All the coverage of Lemoine’s death paints him as a hero. Exceptional arrest record. Commended for bravery. That kind of thing.” She took a sip, reluctant to say it out loud. “But the cops who worked with him? They knew his real reputation. Thuggery. Intimidation. Violence.”

Petra sucked on her straw, her clever eyes holding Susannah’s gaze. “His badge was left with the painting of the Sabine women. That’s very clearly a painting about wrath.”

“Exactly.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

Susannah sighed. “That’s probably because I’m not making myself clear.” She tapped the table. “We know what Marc Lemoine was like, so we know he symbolises wrath to the killer. But⁠—”

“Ah,” Petra said. “I get it now. The only people who know about his anger are other cops. So you think⁠—”

Susannah pulled a face. “It’s more of a suggestion than a thought.”

“But your concern,” Petra said, “is that if the only people who know about Lemoine’s tendencies are cops, then⁠—”

“Then the killer is a cop.” Susannah felt compelled to look around them, but no one was paying any attention.

“So that’s why you don’t want to say anything to Jean-Luc.”

Susannah shrugged. “I just started with Interpol Paris. I don’t want to jeopardise our relationship with the French police.” She pressed the cold glass to her forehead. “Tell me I’m being paranoid.”

Petra reached out and placed her hand on top of Susannah’s. “Not at all.”

They both looked down at their hands, then withdrew them.

“I get why you’re hesitant to bring it up,” Petra said, her tone soft. “But there’s another possibility.”

Susannah scrutinised Petra’s face. Was she getting the faintest hint of colour on her pale Scottish skin?

“Go on,” she said.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE




Sofia el-Hadid opened the top drawer of her rickety desk and fished out a thumb drive. She inserted it into the USB slot on her laptop and copied over the monthly accounts for Hope For Tomorrow. Then she ejected the thumb drive and powered down her laptop.

She kept her other laptop in the bottom of her wardrobe, underneath her winter knitwear. The floorboards creaked as she crossed her bedroom.

Almost everything in this room offended her sensibilities. The thrift store furniture. The dated curtains that let in too much light. The dark carpet that never truly felt clean.

The wardrobe door had to be handled with care, as one hinge was coming loose. She bent down and lifted her cashmere and angora sweaters, appalled on their behalf that this was their home, rather than the walk-in wardrobe they deserved. She removed her 2015 MacBook Air. Hardly the latest model, but new enough to run all the necessary software.

She drummed her fingers on its aluminium surface as she waited for it to power up. She typed in her passcode, then inserted the thumb drive before dragging the charity’s accounts onto the MacBook. Once copied, she deleted them from the thumb drive and returned it to her drawer.

Lots of organisations kept two sets of accounts. It wasn’t illegal.

Sofia opened the spreadsheet, added a payment of twenty-two thousand euros to Arnand Partners, a consultancy Hope for Tomorrow had used in the past, then logged into the charity’s bank account and transferred the money to Arnand’s account.

Every time she did this, she wondered when someone would finally spot that name on the account was actually Amand, not Arnand. And if they did, when they did, would they assume it was a genuine mistake, or would they suspect a deliberate fraud?

She closed her eyes. And who, she wondered, would they think was guilty of that fraud?

Her phone rang, its sharp trill startling her. It was her PA, Aimee Lentaigne.

“Good morning.”

“You sound busy,” Aimee said.

“Just catching up with some paperwork after my trip to Toulouse.”

“Listen, I’ve just had a call from Café Marchand. They can’t do your regular table for one o’clock, but they can offer one which they believe you will enjoy just as much.”

Sofia gritted her teeth. There was a reason she liked to take potential donors to Café Marchand. A reason why she reserved the best table. It impressed them.

“Would you like me to get you a reservation somewhere else?”

She did. She wanted the Maître d’ to understand that this wasn’t how he should treat his loyal customers. But her watch told her there wasn’t time to let the donor know before they were due to meet. A different table – a lesser table – at Café Marchand would have to do.

“It’s fine,” Sofia said. “Thank you for letting me know.”

“Will you be coming into the office after your lunch?”

“Yes, I’ll see you later. Thanks, Aimee.”

Sofia ended the call and took a long, deep breath.

It didn’t matter, she told herself, it was just a table. Let it go. What mattered was that she secured the donation on offer. That way there would be more money to divert to Amand Partners.

Still breathing deeply, she shut down the MacBook and returned it to the bottom of her wardrobe, tucking away her crime beneath a lovely cream cashmere sweater from Isabel Marant.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR




Susannah stared intently at Petra, waiting for her to continue.

Petra leaned across the table. “The criminal fraternity. They’ll have been on the receiving end of his wrath more than once.”

Susannah chuckled. “So what you’re saying is the murderer is almost certainly also a criminal?”

“Hey, that’s why they pay me the big bucks.”

They clinked glasses and smiled at each other as the waiter brought the bill and left it on the table without a word.

Petra and Susannah shared a look.

“Did you ask for the bill?” Petra asked. Maybe Susannah had asked for it in French and Petra hadn’t picked up on it.

“No,” Susannah said. “And our glasses are literally still full.”

“I’ve got a theory,” Petra murmured, “that talking English in France is a fast track to bad service.”

Susannah smiled. “This is Paris,” she said. “The service is always shocking.”

True. “Well, I suppose if we’re not welcome here, I’ll have to find somewhere else for lunch.” Petra took out a ten euro note and slipped it under an ashtray. “Of course, there is another group of people who will have known about Marc’s behaviour.”

“Who?”

“Well, you and me. Or rather, people like you and me. People who work with the police.”

“And his immediate family,” Susannah added.

“If the killer knew any of the victims personally,” Petra said, “it seems most plausible that it would be Lemoine. He didn’t read about the man’s rage in a headline. He felt it.”

Susannah took a sip of her San Pellegrino. Petra suddenly felt like she was in an advert, sitting at a pavement café in the sunshine with a woman who looked effortlessly cool with her close-cropped hair, her perfect dark skin and one of the cutest smiles she’d ever seen. She knew nothing would come of her little crush, but Susannah’s casual mention the other day of an ex-girlfriend kept circling around Petra’s brain like a hawk.

“I would be mad at Lemoine if he was my colleague,” Susannah said. “This job’s hard enough without men like him giving us all a bad reputation.” She cocked her head. “How does the possibility of a cop being the killer fit with your profile?”

Petra stiffened as a wasp flew over their glasses. She flapped it away, instantly regretting it.

Susannah watched her, then leaned back in her chair. “Sorry. You don’t do profiles.”

Petra shook her head. The wasp was gone, thank God. “People get the wrong idea when you use that word. Makes people think a psychologist can do the work of an entire police unit.”

“But?”

Petra took another sip. “Well, I have said that the killer will be someone who has most likely been overlooked, someone who wants to show how clever he is. So someone who works with the police fits with that. Perhaps someone whose diligent work on traffic analysis or fibre forensics wasn’t sufficiently appreciated.”

“Someone who doesn’t just want to cleanse the city of sin, but who wants some kind of revenge on the police?”

Petra considered that. “If you’re right, he’s going to be feeling very smug right now. Six victims, five sins, his plan close to complete, and the cops don’t have a clue who the perpetrator is.”

“Is it worth saying something to Jean-Luc?” Susannah asked.

The wasp was back. Petra grabbed a coaster and swatted it away. “I imagine he’d be more receptive to the idea that the killer worked with the police rather than being a serving officer. To be honest, if his only suspect is a mentally unstable man who thinks he’s the Second Coming, Jean-Luc could probably use a little help. Will you say something?”

Susannah’s straw gurgled as she sucked up the last of her drink. “Not sure. I’ll see what kind of mood he’s in when I next see him.”

Petra let out a sigh.

“What is it?” Susannah asked.

“It’s Jean-Luc. I can’t work out if he wants me on the case or not.” She eyeballed Susannah. “This is in confidence, right?”

“Of course.”

“I guess I’m just frustrated. He asks for things, never says what he thinks of what I produce, never smiles. I know he’s under immense pressure, and I know the language thing doesn’t help…”

“But?”

Petra shrugged and sipped hard on her straw. “What you want when you’re brought into a case are your terms and conditions, your frame of reference. I guess I’m just a bit adrift. That’s all.”

Susannah noticed Petra’s empty glass. She jerked her head upwards. “Shall we?”

Petra didn’t know where Susannah was suggesting they went to, but realised she would quite happily follow her anywhere.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE




Léa Carpentier showed her ID to the gardien on the door.

“It’s not pretty in there,” he warned, handing her a pair of plastic covers for her shoes.

She shook her head, pushing back annoyance at his patronising attitude. “Crime scenes never are. Who’s been in there?”

“Me, Gardienne Fermor, the chambermaid, the hotel manager. That’s it.”

Léa had met the gardienne and the hotel manager in the lobby. Apparently, it was the second body the chambermaid had found during her career. She’d been given the rest of the day off.

“I understand he was travelling with a friend, a Luis Morales,” she said.

“Room 1217.”

“Does Monsieur Morales know what has happened?”

The gardien looked troubled. “I, er, I don’t know. I haven’t told him.”

Léa rolled her eyes and stepped inside. The hotel room looked like every other four-star hotel she’d ever been in. Clothes rack on the left, bathroom on the right, short corridor leading to the bedroom with a console desk, forty-two-inch TV on the wall and a king-size bed beneath a dark upholstered headboard. Everything perfectly ordinary, apart from the obscenely fat dead man on the floor.

The hotel had provided Léa with the victim’s passport details. Malik Diallo, twenty-six, from Trenton, New Jersey, in the United States. She’d seen his social media content from the night before, witnessed his triumph at Le Cochon Argenté, where he’d been wearing a yellow T-shirt and a pair of checked trousers. He was still wearing the T-shirt, but he was naked from the waist down.

He lay on his front on the floor beside the bed. There was vomit on the sheets. Possibly some other bodily fluids, too. His skin was discoloured in a way that suggested internal bleeding. Large quantities of blood had pooled in the flesh closest to the dark grey hotel carpet.

On the table in front of the window was the remains of a room service order. Burger, fries, milkshake, onion rings, some kind of pink mousse of a dessert. Given what she knew he’d eaten at the restaurant the night before, Léa couldn’t believe he’d have needed more food. Which explained why most of it was unfinished.

Was the internal bleeding a sign of a ruptured stomach? That would be for the pathologist to determine.

There was a knock at the door. “Brigadière? The hotel manager is here.”

Léa walked to the door. “Hello again.”

Felipe Oliveira had been helpful when she’d arrived. He wore his grey hair in a quiff and had the kind of glossy skin that suggested his salary stretched to regular Botox sessions. “We have found the CCTV, Madame Brigadière. I thought you would like to know.” He was a little breathless, like he’d been running.

“Can I see?”

A nod. “Yes, come to my office and I will show you. Also” – he hesitated – “the car the gentlemen arrived in? It’s still in the underground car park.”

“Gentlemen?”

“Yes, Monsieur Diallo and another man. Tall, bearded. Possibly his driver?”

Léa frowned. She’d seen Luis Morales in the social media coverage. The man had no beard.

“Felipe, you have been incredibly helpful.” She turned to the gardien. “Is Gardienne Fermor still here?”

“I believe so.”

“She is,” Felipe confirmed. “She’s downstairs.”

Léa nodded. “I need both of you to head to the car park and seal it off. Don’t let anyone approach that vehicle. Felipe, can you email me the footage instead?”

“Yes, of course.”

Once they’d left, she closed the door and called the office. They now had two potential crime scenes. She needed officers here immediately.

She paced the room. The smell from the food tray was beginning to sour in the warm air. She turned towards it in disgust, and that was when she saw it.

Beside the half-eaten tray of food, scrunched beneath a used fork, was a light blue linen napkin.

Embroidered in the corner were the initials MD.

She stopped pacing.

It was identical to the napkin that had been left in the Louvre.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX




Susannah mentally scrolled through all the detectives she’d met in the Brigade Criminelle, wondering if one of them could really be the killer. It wouldn’t be the first time the police had ended up investigating one of their own.

“The way to play things with Jean-Luc,” Petra said as they walked down a quiet side street, “is to make him think a deep dive into Marc Lemoine’s contacts is actually his idea.”

“And how do I do that without him punching me in the face?” Susannah asked.

“He is a grumpy bugger, that’s for sure.”

Susannah’s phone rang as they turned the corner into her street. “Speak of the devil.” She swiped to answer. “Jean-Luc, comment puis-je aider?”

“We have another victim,” he said in French.

“Who?”

“An American.”

“Well, obviously I can assist with embassy liaison.” She tucked the phone between her shoulder and ear as she rummaged in her bag for keys. She wasn’t quite sure how to phrase her next question, so she decided to be direct. “Is it the gluttony victim?”

“Yes. He was found in his hotel room. He had eaten himself to death. Seems his stomach ruptured. Some kind of competitive eater, in Paris for a marketing stunt.”

Susannah winced. Petra touched her arm, clearly wanting a translation.

“One second, Jean-Luc. Just opening a door.”

The apartment building’s lobby smelled faintly of disinfectant; one of her neighbours had been cleaning. Susannah took the stairs to the first floor. Petra bounced behind in her trainers.

Why does anyone ever wear high heels?

“Does he have the initials MD?” Susannah asked.

“It seems so,” Jean-Luc replied. “Brigadière Carpentier found an identical napkin in his hotel room. We also have CCTV from the hotel and a good DNA sample from the car the killer drove.” He paused. “There were a lot of bodily fluids in the vehicle.”

Susannah fumbled with her keys to find the one for her apartment. She gestured for Petra to go ahead. “And you’re fast-tracking the forensics?”

Petra passed her, throwing her a frown.

“Of course,” Jean-Luc said. “Listen, I wanted to ask you something.”

Susannah put her phone on speaker and placed it on the breakfast bar that separated her kitchen from her living room. “I’m here to help.”

“I wanted to know more about the psychologist you brought in.”

Susannah and Petra exchanged a wide-eyed look. Petra clearly had enough French to realise this was about her.

“Who, Petra?” Susannah said, keeping her voice neutral.

“Yes. Can I be candid?”

Susannah hesitated. Petra was standing right there, listening in. “Bien sur.”

“Is she any good? I mean, really?”

Petra’s jaw tightened. Her gaze was fixed on the phone.

“She’s the best in the business,” Susannah said. “Interpol has been using her for years.”

“She said the killer would choose high-profile victims. But this gluttony guy – he wasn’t exactly well known.”

Susannah felt the need to protect Petra’s reputation. “Perhaps he was better known in the US? Did he have a lot of online followers?”

Jean-Luc said nothing. Susannah was about to jump in and suggest he focus his enquiries on known associates of Marc Lemoine when he replied.

“We have six victims. We expect two more. We must do everything in our power to prevent two people being murdered. This is why we do this job, non?”

“It is,” Susannah said, slowly, trying to work out the real reason for this call.

“So, I want to ask Madame McBride…”

Petra raised an eyebrow. Susannah suspected she didn’t like the ‘madame’.

“…to help identify potential candidates for the remaining victims. We may only have a couple of days. Possibly less. Do you think she can help?”

Susannah glanced at Petra. It was clear from her expression that she hadn’t understood what Jean-Luc was asking. Could Petra do what he wanted? It had to be worth a shot.

“I’m sure she can help. As you say, we don’t have a lot of time.” She eyed Petra. “Would you like me to speak to her?”

A pause. The two women waited.

“Yes. Please,” he said before hanging up.

Susannah exhaled. “Well, that was awkward.”

“How badly did he just insult me?” Petra asked, tugging off her jacket.

Susannah turned on a floor fan to bring some much-needed ventilation into the apartment. “He wants you to help identify the last two victims.”

Petra sat at Susannah’s tiny table, rolling up her sleeves. “He does know I’m a doctor, right? Not Madame Bloody McBride.”

“Sorry,” Susannah said.

Petra shook her head, her nose wrinkled. “Not your fault. Thank you for speaking so highly of me.”

Susannah smiled at the psychologist. “Nothing that wasn’t true.” She gestured towards the kitchen. “Want some water?”

“Please.” Petra wiped her brow; the sun was beating through the closed shutters and the air was stifling. “I suppose I’ll just have to prove myself to him.”

Susannah ran the tap, waited for the water to run cold and filled two glasses. “There is a touch of ‘vieux de la vielle’ about him, but he genuinely wants to find the next two victims before the killer does.” She put a glass of water down in front of Petra.

Petra looked back at her. “Vieux de la what?”

Susannah smiled. “Old guard. A bit of a dinosaur.”

“Oh, he’s that alright.”

“Can you help him figure out who the victims are likely to be?”

“If I’m being entirely honest, I don’t know. Especially with him keeping things from me. But we have to do everything we can to try to stop two more people being killed.” Petra exhaled hard. “Do you think he could find me an office to work from?”

“You could work from here. Would that be OK?”

Petra turned to her. “You’re sure?”

“Totally. That table expands. And I have to go to my office, anyway.”

“You have an office?”

Susannah laughed. “Yes, I have an office. Is that such a surprise?”

Petra screwed up her face. “I just thought… I mean, why did we come here if you have to go?”

Susannah felt her cheeks redden. “Sorry, yes, I wasn’t clear, was I? I just needed – I needed to pick up my gym gear. You’ll be OK here?”

She placed her hand on Petra’s shoulder without thinking how her gesture would come across.

“I’ll be fine, hen.” Petra patted Susannah’s hand.

Susannah let out a breath. “You can call me anytime. Help yourself to anything.”

She grabbed her gym bag and made a swift exit. It wasn’t until she was back on the pavement outside that she stopped to wonder why she’d been in a hurry to leave.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN




Sofia el-Hadid stood outside Café Marchand, sunlight bouncing off the awning, as she shook hands with Damien Lefèvre – a banker whose watch probably cost more than her charity’s annual media budget.

“Thank you so much for meeting me this afternoon,” she said, turning to his colleague, Emily Arnault. “Your support will make a very meaningful difference to the women we work with.”

The two colleagues shared a smile.

“Of that we have no doubt,” Damien said. “You have a very impressive reputation, Sofia.”

“It’s an honour for our bank to support your work,” Emily added. “I’ll be in touch about the wording of the press release.”

Sofia gave the woman her widest smile. “I look forward to it.”

As the two bankers stepped into a taxi, Sofia turned for the Metro. The meeting had gone better than expected, and she was beaming. Capital Verité had agreed to fund a year’s worth of media activity.

Even better, they had agreed to pay Amand Partners directly, neatly sidestepping the official books.

Sofia fanned herself in the heat. The glass of wine she’d had with the tartare de saumon had raised her core temperature to slightly uncomfortable levels. Maybe she’d walk instead of plunging into the sticky heat of the Metro.

“Madame, pouvez-vous m’aider, s’il vous plaît?”

Sofia side stepped, not wanting to get too close to the homeless man. He was tall and solidly built, with a thick beard. His clothing wasn’t too dirty, and he didn’t smell, but she still wanted to keep her distance.

It was different when beggars stayed seated. Polite. Predictable. But this man – walking towards her, speaking softly – threw her.

Don’t you know how you make women feel?

“I know what you’re doing,” he said. His voice was measured.

She stopped. The back of her neck prickled.

He took a step closer. “I know what you’re doing,” he repeated.

Sofia took a deep breath and turned to face him, emboldened by the glass of Sancerre. He was at least a foot taller than her. “You don’t even know who I am. Don’t you realise how threatening your behaviour is?”

“Oh, I know exactly who you are,” he said, breathing into her face. “And I know you are embezzling money from your charity.”

Her mouth dropped open. She blinked rapidly behind her sunglasses.

“How would your donors feel?” he asked. “The women in your shelters? What if the Légion d’Honneur wanted their medal back?”

Her leg had developed a noticeable tremble. Her throat was so tight she could barely speak.

“Who are you?” she croaked.

“Come with me and I’ll tell you.”

He turned and walked a few steps, then glanced back. “I know who the real beneficiary of Amand Partners is.”

She stared at him. His smile was sinister, confident. Walk away, she told herself.

“You wouldn’t want me to tell anyone, would you?” He tilted his head, beckoning her to follow.

No.

She had to know what he knew. Had to silence him.

Somehow, she managed to move her feet and started walking.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT




Petra’s stomach grumbled. She’d been sitting in the same position for several hours and her legs were stiff. She stood, spine issuing an audible clunk as she straightened it.

One day, she’d take up yoga.

She’d been hunched over her laptop at Susannah’s dining table, working on leads for Jean-Luc. Maybe she could identify who the remaining victims might be by figuring out the connections between the existing victims.

Henri de Saint-Clair. Celebrated author.

Julia Stephens and Camille Durand. The so-called Paris Wives, social media darlings.

Véronique Duval. Celebrity journalist.

Marc Lemoine. Cop with a reputation for violence and intimidation.

Malik Diallo. Competitive eater with a large online following.

Diallo was the outlier. Unlike the others, he didn’t live in Paris. His visit had been timed to the hour. The killer must’ve known when he’d arrive, where he’d stay, and – most importantly – what he’d do while he was in town.

Petra had spent much of the past hour looking at Diallo’s YouTube channel and wading through the comments beneath his – frankly, disgusting – videos, alert to anyone expressing harmful thoughts or mentions of the other victims.

A social media connection between the victims seemed like a rich seam to dig, but Henri de Saint-Clair complicated things.

He’d never touched social media. Still used a landline.

That meant the killer wasn’t just trolling the internet for victims who annoyed him. These were deliberate targets. Pre-selected. Meaningful.

Petra padded to the fridge. Among the army of protein shakes was a tempting bottle of Chenin Blanc. Susannah’s fridge was even unhealthier than her own. She approved.

Without a key to get back in, Petra’s food options were limited to whatever was in Susannah’s apartment. A kitchen cabinet offered cereal, a jar of olives and a selection of dried noodles. That would have to do. She filled the kettle and squinted at the ingredients list on the teriyaki chicken sensation that would have to pass for lunch. Mercifully, the text was too small to read without glasses.

Back at her computer, Petra searched case histories and hunted for patterns. She wanted to find the intersection between the killer’s knowledge of art history and his awareness of @ParisWives. There couldn’t be many people who’d be au fait with such diverse areas of interest.

She skimmed her notes. The killer was likely religious. And he wasn’t just an expert on the history of art, he knew about the practicalities of getting in and out of the Louvre without being detected.

She sighed and pulled out the clip holding up her hair to let it fall around her shoulders.

It looked likely the killer had a connection to the police. So many different methods of murder, so many crime scenes, and yet, he knew how to get away with it.

A key turned in the door.

Petra jumped.

Susannah entered, carrying a baguette and a bag of groceries. “Sorry. I realised I’d trapped you in here without much in the way of…” Her gaze landed on the noodles. “I see you found something.”

Petra caught a waft of ripe Brie and immediately regretted her lunch choices. “What about the gym?”

Susannah was frozen, staring at her from the doorway, seemingly unable to answer.

“What is it?” Petra asked.

Susannah’s cheek twitched. “Your hair. I’ve never seen it down.”

“Ah,” Petra smiled. “A sure sign I feel at home. You’re very lucky, you know. Not many people see me without the heels and the up do.”

Susannah took off her blazer and emptied out her haul onto the breakfast bar. “How are you getting on?”

“I’ve spent a hell of a lot of time on social media, looking for connections between the victims.”

“And?” Susannah tipped some perfectly ripe apricots into a bowl and set it on the breakfast bar.

“I’ve actually found three accounts that follow the Paris Wives, Malik Diallo and Véronique⁠—”

“Really?” Susannah unwrapped the brie and placed it on the table, then stood behind Petra, peering over her shoulder at the laptop. “Would the killer be so open? Surely they’d want to cover their tracks?”

Petra shook her head. “That’s just it – I think he wants attention. It’ll be driving him nuts that the press coverage isn’t wall-to-wall, and the city isn’t on lockdown yet. And that got me thinking. This guy⁠—”

“You’re sure it’s a man?”

“There is no precedent in any academic paper of any woman killing so many people in such a short space of time using so many different methods of murder. I am one hundred per cent certain we’re looking for a man.” She paused for breath. “Anyway, it got me thinking.”

Susannah put a couple of plates on the table and tore off the end of the baguette before sitting down opposite Petra. “Go on.”

“He’s planned this meticulously, right? So he’ll have chosen his next two victims in the expectation that Paris will be hypervigilant, or that people will be staying at home because there’s a serial killer on the loose.”

“And what have you come up with? Or rather, who?”

Petra grimaced. “You do know I’m not actually an investigator, don’t you?”

“You’d make a bloody great one.”

“Thanks.” Petra suppressed a smile. “You’re right, I would.”

Susannah nodded. She looked into Petra’s face, waiting for more.

“I think the killer wants attention. The past few days amount to his life’s work.”

Susannah popped a morsel of baguette into her mouth. “So you think he’s looking for even higher profile victims?” she asked between chews.

Petra paused, pressing her teeth between her lips. “Not so sure about that. I think he wants to say something about society, not seven – or eight – individual sinners.”

“So.” Susannah dipped a knife into the soft brie and smeared some onto another piece of bread. “We’ve got a killer who’s being denied the glory he was expecting, and he would have planned the final two murders anticipating the press and the public would be looking out for him? That’s what you’re saying?”

Petra nodded.

“So who will his victims be?”

Petra spun the laptop around. “These are professions associated with those sins. Accountants, politicians, luxury influencers, CEOs of greenwashing companies, you name it.”

Susannah squinted at the screen. “And you’re cross-referencing them with those three social media accounts?”

“Exactly.”

“That’s potentially hundreds of people.”

Petra sighed. “Then we’d better get started.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE




Sofia took surreptitious photos of the bearded man as he led her through the streets of Paris but resisted sending them anywhere. If he knew about the Amand account, then she couldn’t risk Aimee seeing them. Not until she knew what he knew… and how.

She made a deliberate attempt to smile and nod to passers-by in the hope someone would remember details to tell the police. When he opened the door to a nondescript office building, she memorised the address.

She noted the lack of a receptionist, the absence of signage. The elevator was old, the kind with a rattling cage. They rose in silence, her heart pounding.

When the doors slid open onto an empty floor, Sofia’s nerves jangled like faulty wiring.

The entire space was open plan. Stripped back. Bare. No furniture except a single desk and chair in the centre of the room. No people. Just concrete and strip lighting that didn’t work.

Is he squatting here?

Sofia looked at him again – really looked. His clothes were tattered, yes, but not filthy. His hair was clean. His skin showed none of the weathered exhaustion she’d come to associate with life on the street. No agitation. No twitches. No signs of withdrawal.

He was, she realised with a shiver, like an actor playing the part of a homeless man.

Her fingers tightened around the phone in her pocket.

“The building’s due for redevelopment,” he said, reading her expression. “No CCTV. No staff. Which means this stays between us.”

Sofia swallowed. Her mouth was desert dry. She told herself there would be security patrols. No way a building like this, in this part of Paris, could be left entirely unmonitored.

He strode out into the middle of the room towards the single desk with its single chair. On top of the desk was an old Dell laptop.

“Please,” he said, gesturing. “Take a seat.”

Sofia knew all about coercive control. She had lived with an abusive husband for seven years. She ran an organisation that funded research into preventing male violence. And yet she was unable to refuse him. There was no point looking over her shoulder.

No one was coming.

“You can open the laptop if you like.”

Sofia’s fingers trembled as she lifted the lid. The screen blinked to life: a login screen.

“The password is yours,” he said.

Her heart stuttered. She looked up, the question forming even though she was unable to articulate it: How?

He said nothing. Just nodded at the screen.

Is this a scam? A phishing con? A ruse to get my password?

Had he just spotted a well-dressed woman coming out of Café Marchand…

But he already knew about Amand Partners.

He took another step forward. She could feel the heat of him, the weight of his presence pressing against her like a hand to the back of her neck. She flinched. Shifted forward. Her vision blurred.

Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes as her fingers hovered over the keyboard. One letter at a time, she typed in her password.

The laptop unlocked with a soft chime.

A chill passed over Sofia’s skin.


CHAPTER SIXTY




Susannah looked up from her laptop and realised it was getting dark. They had been working for hours.

On the A4 pad between them, they’d scribbled a list of the four social media accounts they had found that followed the Paris Wives, Véronique and Malik. Petra also had her own list of potential victims representing sloth and greed.

“Is it too early for wine?” Susannah asked.

Petra looked up from her screen. “Define early.”

“Well, we are still working, so in that sense⁠—”

“Oh, just open the bloody bottle.” Petra looked back down at her work.

Susannah chuckled, pushing up from her chair. She grabbed two small glasses from the dish rack, checked them for soap scum, but then had another idea. Interpol was paying enough rent for this apartment. Surely there had to be an adult sized wine glass in the place.

She opened all the cupboards and found a brand-new set of six stem glasses. She tried not to feel stupid for failing to find them earlier as she poured out the chilled white wine. “There’s a red somewhere if you’d prefer that?”

Petra eyed the glass as Susannah placed it on the table. “Well, you’re not stingy with your serving sizes.”

“I try to be a generous host.”

Petra gave an appreciative nod, and they clinked glasses.

“I picked up a few bits and pieces at the supermarket earlier. Shall I rustle up some dinner?” Susannah felt heat rise in her cheeks. She was being presumptuous. “I mean, only if you don’t have another offer.”

Petra leaned back in her chair and pushed her hair off her face. She looked so different with it down.

“I’m quite confident I won’t get a better one, and given the contents of your fridge earlier, I am seriously intrigued to know what you plan on cooking.” Petra smiled at Susannah, who couldn’t help but smile back. “Pot noodle à la protein shake?”

Susannah poked her tongue out. “I can’t promise gourmet. But I can do pasta. Something to mop up the wine.”

“Sounds ace. Thank you.”

Susannah opened the fridge and pulled out an onion and some garlic. She hadn’t cooked a single meal in the apartment since she’d moved in. It was possible she hadn’t cooked at all since the split with Chris.

“It’s nice to have someone to cook for,” she said. “It’s been a while.”

Petra turned round in her seat. “I don’t want to pry, but how long has it been?”

“January. Classic post-Christmas break-up.”

“Your idea?” Petra probed.

“No, his.” The sting in her eyes had nothing to do with the onions. “But it was the right one. We should never have got married.”

“What does he do? Another cop?”

Susannah chuckled. “That bloody obvious?”

“If it makes you feel better, I don’t think I know a single police marriage that’s lasted more than five years.”

Susannah pursed her lips. It didn’t help. It was still bloody painful. “Thanks.”

She turned away from Petra, taking her time to pull the lone bag of pasta from the cupboard. She took a deep breath and blinked hard to clear the tears.

“Was there someone else?” Petra asked.

“Not really.” Susannah ran the tap and filled a pan of water noisily.

“What kind of answer is that?”

“Well, nothing happened.” The words were easier without eye contact.

“But you wanted it to?”

Susannah turned the tap off. “God, you really are a psychologist, aren’t you?”

Petra raised her hands. “Sorry. Professional habit. You don’t have to answer. I’m just a nosy wee Scot. Ignore me.”

Susannah realised she didn’t know how to turn her hob on. She’d tried all the knobs, but none of them seemed to work.

Petra got up and walked over to the kitchen in her bare feet. “Here,” she said, tucking her hair behind an ear. She reached in front of Susannah, who felt their closeness like a blast of heat. “I think you need to turn it on at the wall.”

Susannah froze. “Thank you,” she managed, before reaching into a drawer for a knife.

Petra perched herself on a bar stool at the breakfast bar and took a gulp from her glass. She ran her fingers around the rim. “So, what are we having?”

Susannah swallowed.

Oh, God, you’re flirting with me, aren’t you?

She wasn’t ready for this.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE




Petra jerked awake, not quite sure where she was. She rolled over to turn off the alarm she’d set last night, her phone casting the room in a soft blue glow.

She fell back on her pillow and sighed. Too much bloody wine. Thank God she’d been sensible and called an Uber. It would have been so easy to have finished that bottle of red as well as the white.

She got up and examined herself in the bathroom mirror, slightly appalled at her behaviour the night before.

Susannah might not be one hundred per cent straight, but she’s too young and she’s got a broken heart.

Petra leaned into the mirror to give herself a stiff warning.

And she’s a colleague.

She ran the shower. The hotel wasn’t in a great location, but the water pressure was good, and the towels were fluffy. She wondered where she might shower next. She had no idea where she’d go after this case finished, but she still needed to give herself time to process what had happened with the Greenwoods.

A part of her wondered if the Greenwoods’ behaviour – the stalking, the intrusion, the desperation – was why Petra’s last few relationships hadn’t worked out. She knew there were plenty of other explanations, which was another reason to row back on the flirting with Susannah.

Her phone started ringing while she was in the shower. Petra yanked a towel off the rail and ran to answer before it went to voicemail.

“Doctor McBride speaking.”

“Bonjour. Hello. This is Capitaine Moreau.” He sounded even grumpier than usual.

“Oh. Jean-Luc. Bonjour.” Petra wrapped herself in the towel and started pacing her hotel room with its pared-back wooden flooring and green feature wall.

“Did you write your profiles yet?”

That was very direct.

“I was working on them until late last night. With Agent Roscoe.”

“Can I see them?”

“If you can give me an hour or two to tidy them up.”

“I do not have the time.” His voice went quiet; a muffled conversation with someone else.

“Madame,” he began. Petra resisted the urge to correct him. “We may have another victim. I want to know – how you say in English? – if she fits with your analysis.”

She.

Sensing this could take a while, Petra dropped the towel and climbed back into bed, pulling the duvet around her.

“I’m listening,” she said.

Jean-Luc cleared his throat. “Her name is Naomi Chen, a thirty-two-year-old student at the Sorbonne. You have heard of the Sorbonne?”

“Of course I have.” Petra tried to guess whether Naomi’s death would be linked to sloth or greed. Given the financial profile of many Sorbonne students – it was one of the most prestigious universities in France – she was leaning towards greed.

“We found her body this morning, but we think she was killed a week ago.”

Petra frowned. Poor woman. “And has an object been found in the Louvre?”

“Non. This is why I must talk with you.”

“Why are you connecting her death with the case?”

“She was a student who never finished her course. She enrols, she never goes to classes, she – how you say – drops out.” He paused. “This is sloth, isn’t it?”

Petra suppressed a yawn. “It could be, yes.”

“Does it fit?” he asked.

She thought back to the list she’d made with Susannah the night before. “Maybe. Would you like me to come in?”

“Oui.”

“I’ll be at the Préfecture within the hour.”

He had hung up before she’d finished speaking.


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO




Susannah looked at the information Jean-Luc’s team had assembled. The mood in their offices was low. If Naomi Chen was indeed the sixth victim, they’d missed their chance to save her – and it was clearly weighing on everyone.

“What do you think?” Léa asked. “Is she part of the case?”

Susannah chewed a nail, then withdrew it, thinking of Petra’s manicure. “You’ve confirmed with the Louvre? Nothing’s turned up?”

“Nothing.”

“So, what do we know about Naomi Chen?”

Léa tucked her hair behind her ear and glanced at the laptop open in front of her. “Chinese national. She’s been studying in Paris for nine years. Though I say ‘studying’, she has never sat an exam. Drops out of every class she enrols in.”

“Why does the Sorbonne allow her to stay?”

Léa shrugged. “Like all universities, they need the fees from the international students to stay afloat.”

“Jean-Luc said she was killed a week ago?”

“Yes.” She checked her elegant Tissot watch. “I’m due at the post-mortem in an hour. No obvious cause of death.”

“Why wasn’t she found sooner?”

“Elise and Bertrand…” She stopped herself. “Have you met them yet?”

“Yes. Very sharp dressers.”

Léa smiled. “I think they are in competition for a promotion. Anyway, they are at the university conducting interviews. Initially, it seems that because Naomi never went to lectures, no one noticed when she didn’t show up.”

Susannah nodded. Poor woman. “Who found her?”

“I believe her roommate. After a long-haul flight from Shanghai.”

Susannah winced. That was not the welcome home party she’d have been expecting. She opened her laptop. “Petra and I were working together last night. We found these four social media accounts that follow the Paris Wives, Véronique Duval and the competitive eater.” She glanced at Léa, who looked drained. “I’m guessing Naomi Chen had a big online presence?”

“Extensive.”

“Want to check if these accounts follow her, too?”

Léa leaned over the laptop and made a note of the account handles.

“Sorry I’m late.”

Susannah turned to see Petra, back in her heels and with her hair piled high. “Hey. You get home OK?”

“I did.” Petra smiled at Léa. “Hi.”

“Now you’re both here,” Léa said, “the capitaine wants to see you in the incident room.”

Jean-Luc was studying the information panels in the glass-walled room when they entered. Each victim had their own section, showing details of the crime scenes and the objects found in the Louvre.

“Bonjour,” Susannah said, closing the door behind Petra.

He turned round. He hadn’t shaved and looked half dead. A nod was all he offered as a greeting.

“Madame McBride, I asked you to come up with sketches of possible victims relating to sloth and pride.” He hadn’t invited them to take a seat. “Could this Chinese student be one of our victims?”

Petra straightened her back. “Capitaine, I began my analysis by looking at how sloth might be identified. Would it relate to someone who had agency but didn’t use it, like a politician who didn’t act in a crisis⁠—”

“I do not need a lecture, madame, I need answers.” His face was reddening.

Susannah instinctively took a step back, but Petra – ballsy, stilettoed Petra – moved towards him.

“I understand,” she said.

Susannah had no idea where Petra found her calm.

“You want to know if this victim fits the pattern, right? It is possible. Our killer” – Petra pointed to the photos of the Paris Wives and Henri de Saint-Clair – “is making moral judgements about his victims.” She paused and gave him a half smile. “So if Naomi Chen has behaved in such a way as to evoke moral disgust, like squandering the opportunities of privilege, then yes, she fits the pattern.”

His jaw clenched.

Petra tapped her fingernails on the desk. “Or if in her online behaviour Ms Chen has shown a fixation with fatalism, nihilism or anti-achievement ideologies⁠—”

Jean-Luc raised a hand, cutting her off.

“Would you like me to translate?” Susannah offered.

“I understand enough. I understood more when she told us his next victim would be high profile, that the killer was a man who wanted to get attention. So our investigation has been looking in other places. We weren’t looking for someone who was in debt, who was unpopular. An unknown.”

Susannah watched Petra take a deep breath. Her jaw tightened.

“Jean-Luc, you can’t expect Dr McBride to identify victims before they are killed. This isn’t Minority Report.”

He rounded on her. “I trusted you to bring in someone who could help us. Really help us.”

Susannah felt her chest tighten. “It’s your job to find the suspects. It’s your job to identify the victims.” She was almost shouting.

“I am not a miracle worker,” Petra said, her voice cool, though her nostrils were flaring. “I’ve never claimed to have all the answers. My insights are a guide, not a pathway.”

“Then what is the point of you?” Jean-Luc was right in Petra’s face.

Petra blinked rapidly, then took a step back. Her eyes narrowed, her mouth puckered. She held his gaze for several seconds, jutted out her jaw, then quickly picked up her bag from the table and turned for the door.

Susannah watched with an open mouth as Petra walked out.

She turned to Jean-Luc. “Why did you do that?” she demanded. “We need her.”

He shot her a weary look. “Do we? Really?”

Susannah looked over her shoulder at Petra marching through the squad room, then back to Jean-Luc. Her professional allegiance was to Jean-Luc, but her personal loyalty was to Petra. She felt herself torn in two.

“You should not have let her go,” she said through gritted teeth.

He shrugged in that oh-so-irritatingly French style. “We’ll see,” he said, and dismissed her with a wave of his bandaged hand.


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE




Attending post-mortems always made Léa think of the first dead body she’d ever seen.

Her father had died in his sleep, and she’d gone into his room, as a thirteen-year-old, to wake him for work. He’d been naked. He’d lost control of his bowels.

There was no one else in the house, so she’d done the only thing she could think of. She went to school.

Now, as she looked through the glass partition at Naomi Chen’s body on the pathologist’s table, Léa wondered if Naomi had also lost control of her bodily fluids. And she imagined, not for the first time, her father’s chest being cut open to determine that he had died from a heart attack. But mostly she wondered why the hell she’d gone to school that day.

“How are you getting on at the Brigade?” the pathologist asked.

Dr Philippe Allard was an avuncular figure who usually had the remains of his last meal somewhere on his person. A dribble of mayonnaise on his chin. A crumb or two in his handlebar moustache. Today it was a drop of vinaigrette on the white coat stretched over his protruding belly.

“Good,” Léa said. “Quite a big first case.”

“I’ll say.” Allard snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves. “And how are you getting on with that bastard Jean-Luc?”

Léa shifted between her feet. “Good.”

His stare burrowed into her. “I’ve known him for years. He’s a grumpy old so-and-so.”

Léa allowed herself a smile. “What have you found so far?”

He raised an eyebrow. “I hope you have a strong stomach. She doesn’t smell good. At all. Even in the chiller.”

They walked into the examination room, and the stench hit Léa like a blow. The sweet, bloated reek of decomposition made her stomach lurch.

Naomi’s abdomen had been opened. Her skin was mottled and had started to peel away from the muscles on her arms. Her eyes were shrunken and her lips had retracted to reveal a grimace of a smile. Her scalp had been removed and stitched back in place.

Allard rested a hand on Léa’s shoulder. “Are you alright, my dear?”

She flinched, pushing his hand off. “I’m fine.”

“OK then. No obvious signs of trauma, and the internal organs show no sign of disease. As you know, she was found with a syringe nearby and an empty vial of the sedative Midazolam. With this level of decay, it’s not possible to find the injection site, but everything we see here is congruent with an overdose of Midazolam.” He turned to her. “Any history of substance abuse?”

Léa shook her head. “Not that we know of. Does this drug need to be injected into a vein to be effective, or can it be an intramuscular injection?”

“It doesn’t have to be intravenous. You’re not necessarily looking for a medical professional.”

“But how else would they have got hold of this Midazolam?”

“Good point.”

“How long until the toxicology report comes back?” she asked.

“It’s usually forty-eight hours.”

“Can you⁠—”

He raised a hand. “I’ve already asked for it to be expedited.”

Léa’s phone rang. “Excuse me.” She ducked gratefully out of the examination room to take the call from Jean-Luc.

“Capitaine?”

“What’s the latest? Is she one of our victims?”

Léa explained that a Midazolam overdose was the most likely cause of death. “So we need to know if she had any history of drug use. Who’s talking to her roommate?”

“Elise and Bertrand.”

“Has anything turned up at the Louvre?”

“No. They asked what they should be looking out for. I didn’t know what to say.”

“Maybe a vial of sedative? A syringe?” Léa suggested. “Or something taken from Naomi’s apartment?”

Jean-Luc said nothing. She thought about Dr Allard’s description of him as a ‘grumpy old so-and-so’.

“Maybe,” she said, still searching for ideas, “they could suggest works of art associated with sloth? Maybe that’s the best way to approach it?”

Jean-Luc grunted. “That’s the most helpful thing anyone has suggested this morning. I’ll give them a call.”

Léa felt herself grinning as he ended the call.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR




Sofia el-Hadid opened her eyes. God, what a nightmare.

But this was real. She was still in the office building. Still barricaded inside one of the meeting rooms.

He’d left her with a bottle of water, a sleeping bag and a bucket. And the laptop, which – she’d already checked – couldn’t connect to the internet.

She wriggled out of the sleeping bag and walked over to the dirty window, which was locked shut and looked out onto a brick wall. She was on the seventh or eighth floor. There was no way of attracting attention.

Her stomach rumbled. She hadn’t eaten since lunch at Café Marchand with the donors. And she hadn’t seen her captor since before it got dark. That had to be fourteen hours ago.

She rubbed her eyes, smudging what little mascara remained on her lashes onto her fingertips, and pressed her face to the grime-streaked glass. It was always possible that someone in the alley below might look up.

Sofia thumped the window with both fists, knowing she was only hitting the secondary glazing. The noise wouldn’t carry. But she had to try.

It wasn’t the first time she’d been locked in a room by a man. But she’d never been so terrified about what might happen when the door was unlocked.

Her captor seemed to know a lot about her. She had to assume he knew about her past. About her husband. The coercion, the beatings, the control. The rape. She was one of the most high-profile survivors in France. Her story had been shared a hundred times over.

She closed her eyes. Breathed deeply.

He left you with water. He left you with a bucket. If he wanted to kill you, you’d be dead by now.

Breathe. It’ll be OK.

Aimee would have alerted the police. They would have traced her phone to its last known location, which wasn’t all that far away.

Help is on its way.

Sofia had gone through the laptop thoroughly the night before. It had been restored to factory settings and there were just three documents and two software applications. Two Excel spreadsheets showing the parallel sets of Hope for Tomorrow’s accounts. And a single Microsoft Word file. A confession. Written for her to sign.

Over the last four years, I have been siphoning off more than €400,000 into an account designed to look like it belongs to one of Hope For Tomorrow’s consultants. In truth, I am the only beneficiary of this account, and I have been embezzling from my own charity.

Sofia el-Hadid

How had he found out? She’d been so careful, so cautious.

But that wasn’t her main concern now. What mattered was explaining why. Maybe then he would let her go.

All she wanted was for him to come back.

She just needed a chance to explain.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE




Petra yanked her suitcase out of the wardrobe and thumped it onto the bed. She just wanted to get out of her hotel room, out of Paris, and out of the orbit of Jean-Luc Moreau. He had humiliated her – in front of Susannah, no less – and she felt a burning need to put as much distance between her and the capitaine as she could.

She kept picturing the incident room. Jean-Luc’s gruff face. His smeared glasses. He looked like an inept, hungover geography teacher, but had acted like a three-star general.

Well, fuck you, Capitaine. Fuck you.

There was a knock at the door.

“Non, merci,” she shouted. She looked at her watch. Checkout wasn’t until midday. If she vacated the room in the next thirty minutes, she could save herself €130.

The knock came again. Louder this time. Didn’t chambermaids have keys?

Furious, Petra stomped down the short corridor and wrenched open the door.

She was halfway to telling the chambermaid to go away when she realised who it was.

“Hi,” Susannah said.

Petra didn’t know what to say, so she turned back into the room and carried on packing. Susannah followed.

“You’re leaving?”

Petra bit down on the sarcastic reply. She was angry, but she wasn’t angry at Susannah.

“Don’t go,” Susannah said. “Jean-Luc’s an arse. He’ll come to his senses.” She stood with her hands on her hips, observing Petra’s frantic packing like a spectator on the touchline. “They look like some very nice clothes you’re throwing in there. Maybe you want to fold them a bit better?”

Fury rose up in Petra and she spun round.

She was about to say that she didn’t need to be told how to pack a bloody case – she’d lived out of a suitcase for most of her adult life before inheriting Aunt Lydia’s flat – but then Susannah smiled.

Petra’s fury deflated like a punctured tyre. She had no desire to smile back, so she poked out her tongue instead.

Susannah had a point. The Max Mara suit had cost over £500 in the Selfridges sale. A thought flitted through her mind.

I’ve been in Paris for the best part of a week, and I still haven’t been to Galeries Lafayette.

She exhaled hard.

“The fact is,” she said, “I’m off the case. Which means I can’t invoice for my accommodation anymore. So I am outta here. When someone humiliates you like that, you don’t stick around.”

Susannah took a step towards her and placed her hands on Petra’s upper arms. “He humiliated himself, talking to you like that. He’ll realise he’s screwed up. I’m sure he will.”

Tears prickled at Petra’s eyes.

Kindness. She wasn’t used to that. She turned away and blinked them back. “I just don’t know why he brought me in on this when he doesn’t value what I offer.”

Even as she spoke, Petra knew she was overreacting. This wasn’t just about Jean-Luc. It was about what had happened in Madrid. And about the way things had ended in Glasgow.

Physician, heal thyself.

She knew she’d tell a client to be kinder to themselves. She picked up the Max Mara jacket and refolded it.

“That’s better,” Susannah said.

Petra grunted. She was half-tempted to scrunch the jacket up.

Susannah gave an involuntary sound. “You can’t leave.”

Petra turned, surprised by the pleading note in her friend’s voice.

“There’s one more victim out there. We’re going to need your help if we want any chance of saving their life.”

Petra smoothed down the jacket inside her case. “It doesn’t matter. I’m off the case.” She gestured around the room. “No one is picking up the tab for this place.”

She hated how weak it sounded, but it was the only argument she had left. The truth was, she just didn’t want to see Jean-Luc again.

“Then stay at mine.”

The words seemed to surprise Susannah as much as Petra.

“I’ve got a spare room,” she said quickly, blinking. “Help us find the final victim before the killer does.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX




Jean-Luc sat opposite Gisèle Faure as she spoke on the phone to the Louvre’s lost property team. Despite the air conditioning in her office, sweat ran down the inside of his shirt. Maybe it had something to do with the deputy director’s unnerving resemblance to his first wife.

The commissaire général had called again with another warning that he might be pulled from the case. Jean-Luc was starting to wonder if that might be for the best. He was a very experienced cop, but he knew his strengths: detail, analysis, patience.

What this case needed most of all was speed. Instinct. Public-facing decisiveness. None of which had ever come naturally to him. He’d barely slept – no more than four hours in the last forty-eight – and the thought that a sharper capitaine might have caught the killer by now pressed a weight against his chest.

He popped another antacid and returned the packet to his pocket, inadvertently making eye contact with one of Madame Faure’s younger colleagues. He reflexively offered a smile, despite the frustration roiling inside him.

“Well?” he said, the moment Faure put down the phone.

She shook her head. “Nothing. Nothing handed in that could be relevant to your case. And the cleaning team hasn’t reported anything either.”

“Did your curators suggest works of art to do with sloth?”

She nodded, then turned her attention to her monitor. “One has suggested The Sleep of Endymion by Girodet. There is also an ancient Roman sculpture of a reclining Hermaphrodite. And quite a few Venuses. Reclining seems to have been Venus’s favourite posture. Being the goddess of love must have been exhausting.”

Jean-Luc didn’t appreciate her humour. “That’s it?”

She gave him a look. “Capitaine, there are over 35,000 works of art on display in the museum. You want a list of every reclining nude? Every dozing shepherd?”

“Yes!” He knew he was shouting. “That’s exactly what I want. And I want increased patrols of those works.”

She flinched at his tone, then placed her hands flat on the desk. “Our catalogue is online. You can search for the word ‘sleeping’ or ‘reclining’ yourself.”

The woman was infuriating. Jean-Luc balled his fists, planting them on her desk. “You don’t seem to grasp how serious this is⁠—”

“And that’s because you are deliberately not telling me what is going on, Capitaine. May I remind you that so far, my team has shown the utmost discretion, that none of this – whatever this is – has been leaked to the press⁠—”

“Excuse me.”

They both turned. The voice belonged to Faure’s junior colleague – a young woman in her twenties with a mousy appearance and ruffled hair. She looked deeply uncomfortable to be interrupting. Gisèle Faure was opened-mouthed at the intrusion.

“ I-I don’t know if this is relevant,” the young woman said. “But my friend works at Musée d’Orsay.”

Jean-Luc narrowed his eyes, waiting for her to continue.

“She’s been in touch on WhatsApp. Says they just found something there. An object. I don’t know if it’s relevant⁠—”

Jean-Luc got to his feet and held out his hand. “Give me her number.” He paused, just long enough to remember his manners. “Please.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN




Petra let herself into Susannah’s flat using the keys she’d given her and closed the door. There was no two ways about it: this felt wrong.

She shouldn’t have been getting drunk with Susannah, and she certainly shouldn’t be moving in with her. But Petra reasoned that they were in separate bedrooms, and it was only until the final victim was identified.

Or victims.

It was a theory she hadn’t had time to share with Jean-Luc before he’d terminated their arrangement, but she was more and more convinced that the killer would be looking to escalate things.

She was absolutely certain that he would be demanding not just the police’s attention, but the media’s. The public’s. She feared his final murder would be on a scale that got him the attention he had so far been denied. The prospect of multiple victims preyed on Petra’s mind.

She wheeled her case through to the bedrooms. She’d never ventured further than the bathroom before, and it felt a little like trespassing. The first door she opened revealed an exceptionally neat room with a made-up bed and the generic white furniture of a short-term rental.

Was this the guest room?

Or was Susannah just really tidy?

She needed to make sure before she unpacked. She opened the remaining door – and quickly closed it again.

Petra took a moment to process what she’d seen, then opened the door to confirm. Curtains drawn, clothes strewn across the carpet, a towel on the floor of the ensuite bathroom.

“Well, well, well,” she said out loud. “I hadn’t pegged you for a slattern, Agent Roscoe.”

She shook her head in disbelief – it was worse than a sitcom teenager’s bedroom – and happily retreated to the tidy room. She’d have to recalibrate her assessment of the super-neat Susannah Roscoe and her trouser suits.

I suppose I was going to find your flaw, eventually.

Although she had spotted a pile of very good books on the bedside table. In Petra’s opinion, even the worst transgressions could be redeemed by excellent taste in books.

Petra sat down on the bed, uncertain what to do next. She wasn’t sure about unpacking. That felt a bit too permanent. Better just to keep things in her case.

She pulled out her phone to search for the nearest supermarket. The least she could do was pay for some groceries. Susannah’s pasta the night before had been passable, but even Petra knew it would have been greatly improved by a decent parmesan and a twist of black pepper.

Her phone rang in her hand. A UK number.

“Petra McBride.”

“Hey, doll. It’s Jackie.”

“Jackie!” Petra had been so absorbed with the case that she’d completely forgotten about the sale of Aunt Lydia’s flat. The fact that she still thought of it as ‘Lydia’s flat’ was a good sign she’d made the right decision to sell. “How’s it going?”

“Just thought you’d want to know we completed on the sale about, ooh, ten minutes ago.”

The finality of it made Petra grateful she was sitting down. It was an unexpectedly significant moment. “Blimey.”

“The money should be in your account tomorrow.”

“Double blimey.”

“I suppose all that’s left is to say that Trollope Davis thanks you very much for your business.”

“What’s left, actually, is for you to tell me about your date with Rhona.” Petra needed a bit of gossip to distract her. “How did it go?”

Jackie said nothing.

Petra grinned. “Oh my God! You slept with her already!”

“All I will say is that it went very well, thank you very much.”

“Did you tell her you knew me?”

“You did come up in conversation, yes.”

“And?”

“We both agreed that you’re very short. And very nosy.”

“Ha. Right on both counts, hen.”

“When are you coming back to Glasgow?”

The question hit Petra like a punch. She had no idea. Literally, none. Would she ever go back?

“No plans just yet,” she managed.

“Well, make sure you give me a call when you’re in town. And given the size of the bank balance you’ll be waking up to tomorrow, the champagne’s on you.”

“Deal.”

Petra ended the call and felt the room reel. She was now a very short, very nosy and moderately rich woman. She’d never had money before and had no idea what she was going to do with her windfall. Then again, she had no idea where she’d be sleeping in a couple of night’s time.

Her phone rang again. Susannah.

“Hi.”

“You get in OK?”

“I did. You sound like you’re somewhere busy.”

“The Musée d’Orsay.”

It was the middle of the afternoon. The odds that Susannah was there for cultural stimulation were low. Something churned through Petra’s stomach. This was not good news.

“What’s happened?” she asked.

“We think we’ve got another object.”

Petra got to her feet, a shiver running across her skin.

This was the escalation she’d anticipated. The killer was moving outside the Louvre. He needed a bigger stage. And that meant the final object could turn up anywhere.

And the final victim?

It could be anyone.


CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT




“This is it?” Susannah turned to the guide. “Vraiment?”

She was so used to getting lost inside the Louvre she couldn’t quite believe it had taken less than five minutes to get from the lobby to Salle 71 inside the Musée d’Orsay.

“It’s just through there.”

“Well, thank you.”

A uniformed gardien opened the door, and she stepped into the gallery showcasing the works of Les Nabis – a group of late nineteenth-century French artists who had helped the country transition from the soft haze of Impressionism to the bold abstraction of Modernism.

At least, that’s what the information panel on the wall said. Susannah had studied languages, not art, and she refused to feel stupid just because she had gaps in her knowledge. She’d save the history of art for the experts.

Still, she did at least know that nabi meant ‘prophet’, so she figured the artists involved hadn’t exactly suffered from modesty.

While the museum’s main gallery occupied a grand Beaux-Arts railway station, the side rooms lacked the same theatrical scale. Some were stereotypical white cubes; others were painted in brooding reds and midnight blues. None had the drama of even the smallest gallery in the Louvre.

“Capitaine?”

She strode across the dark walled gallery towards Jean-Luc, who was surrounded by a handful of detectives from the Préfecture.

“Agent Roscoe,” he said, grudgingly.

He could barely make eye contact with her. A sure sign he knew he’d gone too far with Petra. He gestured to a man with a vaguely familiar face and mumbled something she didn’t catch.

“Agent Roscoe, Interpol,” she said, offering a hand.

“Georges Denis. Curator.”

He looked more like a personal trainer than a curator. A martial arts build and close-cropped ginger hair. She knew him from somewhere.

“We’ve met?” he said.

“Yes, but I don’t know where.”

He eyed her up and down. “Neoness?”

Of course. The gym. She smiled. “Oksana’s spin class.”

“That’s the one.”

He returned the smile, and Susannah felt herself light up inside. At last, she’d been in Paris long enough to bump into someone she knew. Maybe this meant she wouldn’t always feel so lonely here.

Jean-Luc cleared his throat, making Susannah feel like she’d been told off by a teacher. He gestured to a painting.

“As I was saying,” Georges said. “This is by the French painter Édouard Vuillard. It is very typical of his style, lots of flat planes of colour, almost graphic. Heavily influenced by Japanese printmaking.”

Susannah wondered if she might start studying the history of art after all. Georges was really very attractive.

“It shows a woman in bed – the title of the work is Au Lit – surrounded by great swathes of white bedding. It’s a very popular image. We’ve been selling it on mugs and posters in the gift shop for many years.”

“And where was it found?” Jean-Luc asked.

Georges gestured at the painting’s frame, following its shape with a sweep of his hand. It was gilt, ornate.

Where was what found? Susannah didn’t want to interrupt and get told off again.

“The needle had been jabbed into the frame.” Georges pointed. “You can just see the indentation.”

Susannah leaned forward, frowning. “Do you have a photo?”

Georges shrugged. “I’m not sure we do, no.”

One of the detectives showed Susannah his phone. It showed a photograph of a syringe inside an evidence bag.

“Do you know who removed it?” Jean-Luc asked.

“I’m not sure,” George said. “One of the security team, most likely.”

“We need to know. Take DNA samples.”

“I can put you in touch. I’m afraid the curatorial side and the security side don’t mix much.”

Jean-Luc turned to one of his detectives. “We need the lab to look for prints, obviously. We need to know if there was anything inside the syringe, and if so, what.”

The detective made notes.

“And we need to know if there’s any DNA on the tip of the needle.”

Susannah looked at Jean-Luc, then at the detective. “Has anyone compared it to the syringe found with Naomi Chen?”

Georges the curator looked puzzled. Jean-Luc gave her a fierce frown. She sighed.

“Capitaine?” Her tone was serious. She tilted her head, urging Jean-Luc to follow her.

They stepped several paces away, to a quiet spot in the middle of the gallery.

“Capitaine,” she whispered, pulling in close to him. He smelled of stale sweat. “You only have one victim left to save. If the public knew what was going on, maybe they could help us?”

He said nothing.

“Surely the salient point at this juncture is to see if this syringe also contains Midazolam?”

“Hmm.” He gazed towards the painting, not making eye contact.

“Pardon?” She was done with his rudeness.

“Yes,” he said at last. “You’re probably right.”

Internally, she gave herself a high five. That was a win.

“I know you don’t want Dr McBride involved,” she said, “but she is the one person – apart from the killer – who can tell you why this was left here and not the Louvre.”

He pursed his lips.

Susannah wanted to shake him. “She said he would escalate things,” she said.

Again, he said nothing.

She clenched a fist at his side. “And this? This is what escalation looks like.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE




Petra felt useless. Like a benched striker, there was nothing she could do to help the investigation. But she couldn’t stop thinking about the killer. Who would be capable of devising and carrying out so many murders in such a short space of time?

Whoever he was, he had one of the most interesting criminal minds she’d ever come across. Not just in her career, but in all the textbooks and case studies she’d pored over in the university library in Dundee.

She simply had to know who this man was.

He didn’t follow any familiar pattern. Sure, some killers were obsessed with moral purity or cleansing sin, but they were usually misogynists looking for an excuse to murder sex workers. But this man was different. The range of his victims, the variety of the methods he had used, the religious overtones. His psychology was fascinating.

At the back of her mind, a familiar voice stirred – one she usually ignored: this would make a great book.

And then she remembered she’d been kicked off the case. What publisher would want an account of the Seven Deadly Sins Murders from the psychologist who’d got it all so wrong?

Except she hadn’t. Petra knew she hadn’t.

She spread out her notes from the night before on Susannah’s dining table and opened her laptop. They’d found four social media accounts that followed the Paris Wives, Véronique Duval and Malik Diallo. She needed to see if any of those accounts also followed Naomi Chen.

It was when she opened her tenth browser tab that Petra realised she needed to take a break. She stood up, rubbed the small of her back, and paced around the living room. An entire wall was lined with Susannah’s packing boxes. She wondered how many boxes her own possessions would take up.

That was when it hit her. She’d done nothing about clearing out the Glasgow flat.

Slightly to her surprise, she realised that she didn’t much care. The new owners could put everything in a skip and send her the bill, for all she cared.

She didn’t like stuff. Never had. One of her roommates at uni had decided it was because Petra had a reduced tolerance for emotional, as well as physical, clutter. Personally, she preferred the reasoning that it was because she placed a strong value on her freedom and spontaneity.

Back at her computer, Petra searched through Naomi Chen’s various social media accounts, looking for one of the four handles she’d previously identified.

Facebook was flooded with comments from fellow students speculating about Chen’s death. Petra used Google Translate to follow some of the threads.

If the killer himself had left a comment, he might well have used the French word for ‘sloth’. Google Translate quickly told her that was ‘paresse’.

She searched for it among the endless comments.

Bingo. La paresse tu lame.

She checked the phrase with Google Translate, which corrected the spelling to ‘la paresse tue l’âme’. Sloth kills the soul.

Her mouth instantly dried, and a shiver crept across her skin. The account name was @dessous. Her schoolgirl French told her that meant ‘below’.

Petra clicked on @dessous’ account.

Anonymous, but filled with hate. His comments were so vile that Petra was pleased she couldn’t grasp the nuance. He was racist. He was homophobic. Even the National Rally party wasn’t puritanical enough for him.

She scrolled, hoping for a clue to his identity. It felt like electricity was flowing through her fingers as she typed. She couldn’t take her eyes off the screen.

French wasn’t her first language, so she couldn’t be sure, but there seemed to be a lot of misspellings. Misspellings that might, if she was lucky, form a pattern. Misspellings that might help her identify his words elsewhere.

An idea began to bubble.

What if I…

She copied his misspelling ‘la paresse tu lame’ and put it into a search engine, along with the name ‘Naomi Chen’. Her heart was in her mouth as she waited for the results to load.

And there it was.

A blog called Les dessous du vice.

The underbelly of vice.

Petra scanned it, her hands shaking over the keyboard. This was it. The killer’s manifesto.

Henri de Saint-Clair’s name popped out of the text. Camille and Julia were guilty of ‘luxure san hont’. The words were misspelled, but Petra knew what he meant: they had lust without shame.

Petra blinked hard, struggling to focus. She searched for a name. Most manifestos were authored: a shot at posterity. Her gaze tracked across the blog, skipping between phrases she recognised and those she didn’t.

Véronique’s name was there. And Malik’s. There were whole passages about Marc Lemoine.

She thought back to the pathologist’s report, and the discovery that he’d been stabbed in the neck post-mortem. She’d always known the killer had despised Lemoine, but her French wasn’t good enough to fully understand what he had written.

Petra’s jaw tightened. There was another name. One she didn’t recognise.

Sofia el-Hadid.

“Oh my God,” she said. “The final victim.”

Her hand trembled as she reached across the table for her phone.

Jean-Luc. She had to tell Jean-Luc.

If they were quick, maybe – just maybe – they could still save her.

She dialled his number.

It rang. And rang. And rang.

Voicemail.

Fuck.

“Jean-Luc,” she said, her breath tight in her chest. “I know you don’t want to hear from me. But I have found the killer’s manifesto. I know the identity of the final victim. Her name is Sofia el-Hadid. I’ve just googled her. She runs a charity, and she’s recently been in Paris for a board meeting.”

She pulled in a deep breath.

“Jean-Luc, we have to find her. Before the killer does.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY




Sofia watched her captor in the moments before he pulled the hood over her head, trying not to make it obvious she was attempting to memorise everything she could about him.

He was about five feet ten. Stocky. White. A thick beard with hardly any grey. She was terrible at estimating ages, but early fifties felt right. She could make out a crucifix beneath the open collar of his shirt.

The hood went down and she frowned. Had there been a badge? A shield of some kind? Perhaps a uniform. There were flecks of paint on his fingers. And he was surprisingly well spoken.

She tensed her muscles as he pushed her, muttering directions into her ear. They walked across the abandoned office then waited a few moments before taking the lift down. Sofia held her breath, listening to the sound of him breathing. He smelt of… sweat and grime. Not as bad as he had before, but there was no perfume, no soap.

The lift stopped and they emerged into an echoing space, the floor cold beneath her feet. An underground car park?

Yes. She could smell petrol.

The hood went up. She stared around herself, but her vision was blurred and she couldn’t make out details. Then a gag went around her face and a mass of fabric was shoved over her head and clothes. She put her hands up, feeling it. A full-length burqa.

She gritted her teeth.

Does he think that’s what all women like me should wear?

He bent down to tie her ankles with cable ties, followed by her hands. She could barely see a thing; the burqa covered so much of her face. Then he shoved her further into the car park until her legs hit something. The rear bumper of a car.

He opened the boot. “In.”

Sofia swallowed. She tried to lift her head, to see through the burqa, but it was no good.

“In.”

Oh, fuck.

If she went into that boot, would she ever come out?

“Get in, bitch.” He shoved her into the boot, his hands rough through the fabric. She tried to push back but he was too strong.

The boot lid closed over her, and she let out a shaky breath. Was there enough air in here?

Tentatively, Sofia took a breath in. She could breathe, at least. She sniffed. The car smelled new. Footsteps sounded outside; her captor walking to the driver’s door, she assumed.

Oh, God.

No one knew where she was. And soon, she’d have no idea either.

Heart racing, she struggled to feel around with her bound hands for a weapon. Nothing. The carpet was so clean it must have been recently valeted.

She bit hard on the gag in her mouth and tried not to cry as the car started to move. She was thrown from side to side and moved herself into a position where she could brace herself against the sides of the boot space.

Focus. Concentrate on staying in one piece. On working out where you are.

Maybe that way she could keep control of her emotions.

The car stopped. Traffic lights?

She kicked hard against the rear of the boot.

The car moved off.

Damn.

The car slowed. Paris traffic. She heard voices outside. Again, she kicked.

Again, no response. The voices moved away.

She couldn’t be heard in here.

Shit.

She lay her head on the clean carpet, mind racing.

If he wanted to kill me, he’d have done it in the abandoned office.

Was he taking her to a bank to get her to withdraw money? To the Ministry of Social Affairs to report her? All he’d wanted to talk about was the money she’d diverted from Hope For Tomorrow. He hadn’t given her a chance to explain.

Sofia had lived with an abuser for seven years, so she knew how to stay alive. Placate. Flatter. Concur. With time, she’d worked out what her husband wanted. But this man? She had no idea.

He was playing news radio. Possibly RTL. Sofia strained to hear if there was any mention of her name, her disappearance, but the rumble of tyres on the road drowned everything out. Surely the police would be looking by now. Surely Aimee would have raised the alarm.

She hadn’t eaten for over twenty-four hours, and her stomach cramped with hunger. Pain pulsed low in her belly. Or was it fear?

Maybe Aimee hadn’t called anyone. Maybe she was enjoying a day without the endless appointments, the constant phone calls.

Or maybe – maybe – Aimee was in the back of another car?

Sofia clenched her fists. She had to stop her thoughts from spiralling. She dug her fingernails into her palms, letting the sharp pain pierce through her panic.

“You want to worry when you stop feeling the pain.” That had been her husband’s threat. “If you can feel this,” he’d said, swiping at the side of her face, “then at least you know you are alive.”

She gave thanks for the sting in her palms.

Every time the car came to a stop, her heart clenched. Is this it?

And each time they moved off again, she didn’t know whether to be relieved or terrified. But there was one thing to hang onto.

As long as the wheels were turning, she was still alive.

She strained her ears for clues. The car stopped and started again. He wasn’t getting above third gear. Regular turns. A constant rhythm of braking and accelerating.

Wherever they were, they were still in Paris.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE




Petra tried Jean-Luc’s number again. Still no answer. She called Susannah.

“Everything OK?” Susannah asked with no preamble.

“Susannah. I found the final victim. I can’t get through to Jean-Luc.”

“What? How?”

“I found the killer’s manifesto. I just sent you the link.” Petra swallowed the lump in her throat. “My French isn’t good enough to read it all, but I’m fairly certain the final victim is a woman called Sofia el-Hadid. She runs a charity supporting victims of domestic violence.”

“Hang on, I’m just finding the link.”

“She’s in Paris.”

“Who?” Susannah sounded distracted.

“Sofia el-Hadid. I already tried calling her charity, but they’re closed for the day.” Petra bit down hard on her lower lip. “We have to alert her. We need to get a team to her.”

“Slow down, Petra. Give me a sec to catch up.”

Petra paced Susannah’s flat, blood surging through her veins. It had been five minutes since she’d found the manifesto, and her whole body trembled with urgency.

“OK,” Susannah said. The line wasn’t great. “I’ve got it. Reading it now.”

Petra waited for Susannah to read. To react.

“Bloody hell, Petra. Bloody hell.”

Another lengthy pause.

“Fuck,” Susannah said. “You say you tried Jean-Luc?”

“Yes.”

“OK, I’m patching in Léa. Hold on.”

Léa answered almost instantly. “Susannah. What do you need?”

“Petra’s also on the call,” Susannah said. “I’ve just forwarded you a link. Petra found it. It’s the killer’s manifesto. He names the final victim.”

Petra sat back down and forced herself to carry on reading the manifesto. It was almost ten thousand words of ranting and diatribe. She put the call on speaker and started scrolling.

“Merde,” Léa said. “Give me a second to find the link.” The background noise of the Préfecture filtered through.

The three women read in silence.

“I’m tracking the IP address,” Léa said, her voice tight.

Petra looked up at the title of the manifesto: Le Jugement en Marche. Judgement is Coming.

The sin he seemed most obsessed with was greed. We live in an age of Greed. Greed is destroying God’s realm. At least, that was what she thought it said. What was clear was that the killer was repulsed by consumerism and consumption.

Léa started shouting in French to a colleague. Petra couldn’t make out what she was saying.

“Have you looked at the other pages of his website?” Susannah asked.

Petra hadn’t.

“There’s painting after painting. A Matisse. A Picasso. A Degas. Christ, the guy’s a forger. Paints copies of masterpieces. There are scans of newspaper cuttings, too.”

Petra was concentrating too hard on the killer’s manifesto to start looking at the paintings. He wanted to burn down shopping malls. He wanted a hefty tax on luxury goods.

Léa was still shouting quickly in French, hindering Petra’s concentration.

“Shit,” Susannah said. “His name is in one of the cuttings. Lucien Bouchard.”

“Can you repeat that name?” Léa’s voice was urgent.

“Lucien Bouchard.”

“He has a record. He spent time in prison, between 2001 and 2003.”

“What for?” Susannah asked.

“Forgery.”

“Art forgery?”

“Yes.”

Susannah whistled. “So that’s why he’s leaving clues with artworks.”

Petra clicked back to Sofia el-Hadid’s social media accounts. For someone who worked in the charitable sector, she had an enviable lifestyle. Glamorous lunches. Society balls. Breakfasts on Monte Carlo roof terraces. She searched for any comments made by @dessous and found several.

Whether Sofia was wearing a different item of clothing or just enjoying a frappé at Starbucks, he kept asking the same question. Who is paying for this? Beneath a photo of a shopping spree at Galeries Lafayette, Paris’s most upmarket department store, he had written: Greed has a price.

Why does any woman ever make her social media public?

“Petra?”

“Sorry?” She’d been so engrossed she hadn’t realised Susannah was talking to her. “What was the question?”

“Léa was asking if you thought the object associated with greed would show up at the Musée d’Orsay. She needs to know where to send the team.”

A lot of noise was filtering through from the Préfecture, making it hard to think. Petra stared at her screen. “She’s sending people to Sofia first, right?”

Lea piped in. “We’re trying to locate her.”

“The Musée d’Orsay?” Susannah prompted. “There must be a work of art there associated with greed.”

Petra exhaled. “No, I don’t think so. I think he’s going grander. He’s moved out of the Louvre, and he still didn’t get the attention he wanted. He’s thinking bigger than galleries. Bigger than works of art.”

“What are you suggesting?” Susannah asked.

“I’m not sure. I mean—” Petra stopped herself. She was risking sounding delusional. “What’s the biggest symbol of Paris? Of France?”

“The Eiffel Tower?”

“It’ll be somewhere like that. Somewhere monumental. Epic.”

Léa cut in. “We’ve got an address for Bouchard. I’m heading there now. Got the team here analysing the blog. I’ll keep you posted.” She hung up.

“You still there, Petra?” Susannah asked.

“Still here. I’m worried about Sofia. She seems a decent person, from her social media. She runs a domestic violence charity, for God’s sake.”

“The police are on it, Petra. You’ve done amazing. Amazing. Now you need to let them do their job.”

Petra was staring at photos of Sofia’s Christmas shopping trip to Galeries Lafayette. An opulent department store topped by an ornate glass dome. It was like a temple to consumerism. A temple to greed.

“Susannah?” she said. Her breath caught in her throat.

“Yes?”

“I think I know where we should be looking for that object.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO




Three squad cars pulled up outside Lucien Bouchard’s house at the same time. It was a single-storey brick-built house on the edge of a 1980s housing estate in one of Paris’s poorer banlieues. The front garden resembled a tinker’s yard, with carefully assembled piles of scavenged building materials and car parts. Overgrown shrubs surrounded the house. Plastic bags fluttered from the branches.

Léa stepped out of the car. From the corner of her eye, she caught curtains twitching in the block of flats opposite. Uniformed gardiens quickly surrounded the property, with several filtering round the side into the back garden.

She checked in with Elise and Bertrand, who’d been sent to Sofia el-Hadid’s apartment. The neighbours hadn’t seen her for two days but said that wasn’t unusual – she travelled regularly.

“She could be in there,” Léa said to the major coordinating the raid. “Let’s go softly.”

He nodded, then spoke into his radio. Seconds later, a battering ram shook the door from its hinges, and the uniforms swarmed in.

So much for softly.

Léa shrugged, then followed.

The house was filthy but organised. Like the piles in the front yard, the books, magazines and boxes were all neatly stacked. And there were a lot of them. He wasn’t quite a hoarder, but clearly Bouchard had never thrown anything away.

On the walls, brightly coloured copies of Miró, Pollock and Dali covered the dingy floral wallpaper. In the corner of the living room, where other houses might have a TV, there was a shrine to the Virgin Mary.

Très catholique.

Léa kept out of the officers’ way as they swept each room.

It didn’t take long to determine that Bouchard wasn’t home. Nor was he holding el-Hadid captive here.

“Hey.” She flagged down one of the gardiens and pointed out a loft hatch.

“On it,” he said.

She looked for signs of a trapdoor or a hidden basement, but the carpets and kitchen lino were so grotty, and so covered in detritus, that it was obvious they hadn’t been lifted in decades.

“Brigadière,” the major shouted. “You might want to look in here.”

Léa made her way into one of the back bedrooms, passing a gardien carrying a ladder to check the loft.

The room was in the same ordered chaos as the rest of the house. Box files were stacked on top of filing cabinets and shelves bowed under the weight of books. Underneath the single bed, an assortment of boxes was visible in the gloom. Blackout curtains meant the only light was coming from the hallway.

At the far end of the narrow room was a small wooden desk with a tall stack of in-trays. A tower computer blinked softly beside it. A twenty-seven-inch monitor was bolted to the wall. They were easily the newest things in the house.

Léa took a pair of gloves from her pocket and snapped them on. She tapped the mouse. The monitor flickered into life, and she was immediately confronted with a screen asking for a password.

“It’s clear,” the major said, sticking his head through the door. “No one home.”

She didn’t take her eyes off the computer screen. “You’ve checked the outbuildings?”

“Yep. I’ll call in the TICs. Forensics will have a field day You should see the stack of paintings lined up against the wall in the other bedroom.” He sniffed. “Would you like some light in there?”

He flicked the switch. They both gasped at the same time.

“Oh, Jesus,” Léa said, already reaching for her phone.

She dialled Jean-Luc, who answered immediately. “Brigadière.”

“Capitaine, I’m at the Bouchard property.” She’d messaged him with the information and could only hope he’d picked it up.

“Yes?” he replied.

“He’s not here. Sofia El-Hadid isn’t either, but there’s an entire wall here of incriminating evidence. There’s a giant corkboard, he’s calling it Les dessous du vice and there are photos of Henri de Saint-Clair, the Paris Wives…”

Her gaze swept the board. “He’s definitely our killer.”

“Secure the property⁠—”

“Jean-Luc.” Her voice cracked.

“What is it?”

“There are photos of the locations, too. The multi-storey car park, Naomi Chen’s apartment. Every place he’s killed a victim is here.”

She swallowed hard. Mon Dieu.

“There’s a seventh location, too.”

“Where?”

“Merde.”

“Brigadière, what is it?”

She swallowed hard. “I think I know where he’s taking Sofia.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE




Sofia concentrated, trying to remember. The sounds outside the car had changed. The street noise had faded, and the temperature had dropped. They were making stop-start movements. The radio crackled and cut to silence.

Where is he taking me?

The car came to a halt. The handbrake squealed. Her jaw trembled and wouldn’t stop.

She heard the driver’s door open. A faint smell of petrol seeped in. It slammed shut. Another door opened, then closed.

She could hear him. Feel him. He was on the back seat now. Clunks. Shuffles. A dull thud. Then warmer air rushed into the boot.

He’d pulled the back seat down.

She could hear him breathing.

She screwed her eyes shut, then forced them open. Breathe.

“We are here,” he said. His voice was quieter than it had been in the office building. “I have a gun. If you scream, if you shout, if you say a word, I will kill you. Understand?”

If you say a word.

She nodded.

“Understand?” he repeated.

She felt something press into her torso. The gun. Had she answered him?

“Hm-hmm,” she mumbled into the gag.

“Good.”

She forced herself to breathe through the gag. She blinked in the gloom, letting her eyes adjust.

Still curled in the foetal position, her wrists and ankles bound with cable ties, Sofia moved her head. The burqa had twisted around her face. She couldn’t see much, but she made out his shape through the rectangular gap of the lowered seat.

“You see this?” he demanded, waving the weapon. Some kind of semi-automatic handgun.

She nodded.

“If you do not do as I say – exactly as I say – not only will I shoot you, but I will empty your bank accounts. Your personal accounts. And your charity’s. You hear me?”

She nodded again, the gag catching in her mouth.

“Shortly, I am going to open the boot, and I will untie you. You do not move until I tell you. You do not move unless I tell you. Understood?”

Another nod.

The car rocked as he climbed out. Sofia braced herself for the boot to be opened. In the distance, she could hear someone talking on the phone.

That’s a good sign, isn’t it? If he’s taken me somewhere with people?

But then the voice disappeared.

The boot opened, sucking in cooler air. He cut the tie at her ankles, then freed her wrists. He grabbed her legs and yanked them out of the car. Then her hands. She stumbled as her feet hit the concrete.

They were in an underground car park. She looked around, desperately hoping that someone would see her. But the only person in the entire space was the man who’d brought her here. She noted that he was wearing a security guard’s uniform.

He moved behind her to lock the car. While he was distracted, she reached up to pull down the gag. The burqa covered her face, so he didn’t notice.

Should she speak? Should she tell him that he needed to understand why she’d taken the money?

No.

For now, the fact that she could speak would be her secret. Her weapon.

He picked up a heavy bag from the concrete floor and jabbed the gun into her midriff. “I will shoot you if you do not do exactly as I say. It’s this way.”

He nudged her forward.

The car park was quite full. Lots of high-end cars. As they neared the lifts, she saw the sign.

They were beneath Galeries Lafayette.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR




Petra had been meaning to visit Galeries Lafayette ever since she’d stepped off the Eurostar. Never one to miss the bargain rail in a posh department store, her intention had been to do some shopping in Paris. Instead, she was with Susannah looking for an object associated with greed.

“This entire building is a monument to greed,” Susannah said. “But does he want us to find a €10 macaron or a €10,000 handbag?”

She had a point. Petra stood on the ground floor gazing up at the vast Belle Époque stained-glass dome above their heads. The building looked more like the inside of an opera house than a department store. Or an inverted golden wedding cake. Tier upon tier of gilded opulence. Floor after floor of consumerism. Suspended just beneath the dome was a modern glass walkway cantilevered into the air.

Just looking at it triggered Petra’s acrophobia.

She cast her eyes down the levels. Womenswear. Homewear. Perfumes. Stationery. Food hall. It was a palace of greed. A temple of sin.

If only she were here to shop.

Susannah tugged her arm, directing her attention to the nearest entrance. Elise and Bertrand from the Brigade had just sprinted in.

Petra and Susannah exchanged a look of confusion before rushing over.

“What are you doing here?” Susannah asked.

Elise, out of breath, hair slightly dishevelled, shook her head. “You don’t know?”

“Don’t know what?” Susannah asked, her eyes narrowing.

Petra caught enough of the exchange to feel her heart thunder in her chest.

“We think he’s here. Lucien Bouchard.”

A wave of weakness hit Petra’s legs. “Et Sofia?” she asked.

Elise nodded. “We think she is with him.” She paused. “That’s if she is still alive. Léa thinks this is where he means to kill her.”

They all turned as Jean-Luc barrelled in, his shirt untucked, his hair unkempt.

“Capitaine,” Elise said, standing a little straighter.

His gaze locked on Petra. His nostrils flared. “What are you doing here?”

Susannah stepped forward. “We came because Petra thought this was where we would find the object associated with greed.” Her jaw clenched. “When were you going to tell us about Bouchard coming here?”

Jean-Luc’s expression soured. He wasn’t even going to answer her. Instead, he turned to Elise and Bertrand and barked instructions. The three of them vanished into the crowd of late-night shoppers.

Petra looked up. There had to be ten thousand people in the building. How on earth were they going to find Sofia?

She gripped Susannah’s arm. “Listen, if Lucien Bouchard has Sofia, I should be the one to speak to him.”

Susannah’s eyes searched hers. “Jean-Luc just made it pretty clear he doesn’t think we should be here.”

“I’m the one who’s read his blog. Studied it. I’m the one who understands his psychology.”

Susannah hesitated, then nodded. “I still don’t think Jean-Luc is going to let you anywhere near him.”

Petra inhaled deeply. “Then we need to bypass him.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE




Jean-Luc showed his badge to Monsieur Andropov, the pale-faced duty manager of Galeries Lafayette. All around them on the ground floor, late-night shoppers continued browsing, seemingly unconcerned by the rising number of police officers – both uniformed and plainclothes – filtering into the store.

“We need to evacuate the premises. Now.” His frustration made his voice sound thin.

“And I have told you,” Andropov replied, in a heavy Russian accent, “that this is not possible.” He gestured to the huge rotunda stretching above and all around them. “There are nearly fifteen thousand people in here⁠—”

“Yes, and they are all in danger. Monsieur, you must have a procedure for evacuation. What if I had told you there was a bomb?”

Andropov’s mouth tightened.

“Monsieur,” Jean-Luc said, raising his voice. “We need to get these people out of here.”

Andropov gritted his teeth, then exhaled through his nose. “Let me make a call. I need authorisation.”

Jean-Luc watched as the hulking duty manager reluctantly turned and made his way back to his office.

“Hurry!” he called after the man. “For God’s sake man, hurry!”

He spun around as someone came running towards him, his reactions heightened.

“Capitaine.”

It was Léa.

“I came as fast as I could,” she said between snatched breaths. “What’s the situation?”

“I’m trying to get this place shut down, but the moron in charge⁠—”

Both of them looked up at once. Screams and shouts echoed down from the glass walkway, three storeys above their heads.

“What’s going on?” Léa asked, wide-eyed.

Jean-Luc stared upwards, unsure how to answer.

It looked very much like a security guard was holding a gun to the head of a woman in a full-length burqa.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX




Sofia had been too scared to speak, but as he tied the rope around her hands, she knew she had to say something.

He tugged hard, testing the knot. She could see his movements through the mesh slit in the burqa.

Both her legs were shaking. They could barely support her weight.

As long as he’s tying knots, he isn’t holding a gun.

“I didn’t take the money,” she said, her voice catching on the lump in her throat.

He stopped and looked at her, his grip tightening on her wrist. Slowly, he reached out with one hand and felt her face through the burqa, confirming the gag was gone.

“I didn’t take the money,” she repeated. This time, her voice was a little stronger. “I was hiding it, not stealing it.”

He didn’t say anything. He just started nodding vigorously and rapidly.

“I don’t know why you think I’ve been stealing, but I haven’t, I swear.”

He started to mumble, as if reciting a poem. The nodding had become rocking, as if he was in a trance. Below, the sounds of gasps were pierced by the occasional scream.

She pulled in a breath and yanked her hands from his grip, startling him. “I was hiding the money. Pierre Leroux, he’s the one embezzling the money.”

He didn’t seem to care.

“He’s our financial director. He’s been stealing from us for years.” Her vision blurred with tears. “Please, you must believe me.”

The man waved the gun. “It is time,” he said, still nodding as he aimed the muzzle at her face.

She gasped.

“I was moving the money into a different account so he couldn’t access the funds,” she said, grabbing his shirt with her bound hands. He swatted them away. She pleaded with him. “I did it for the charity. For the women we support. So we could still offer our services.”

“Women. Always women,” he muttered under his breath. “Women this, women that.”

Down below, shouts rang out. The police. Evacuating shoppers. A rising tide of panic.

If I can just keep him talking.

“What about the house in Monaco?” he said, still rocking, still pointing the gun at her head.

“What? That’s not mine. It belongs to one of our donors. She lets me use it.”

“And the yacht in Greece?”

Sofia struggled to recall what he was talking about. “That? That was a friend’s hen party. It was years ago.”

“And the lunches at La Coste?”

“Donors pay for those.” She thought she saw tears forming in his eyes. “I can show you my bank accounts. I can prove I haven’t taken a single euro for myself.”

He just nodded. “How did you kill him?”

Her breath hitched. “You mean my husband?” He must’ve read about it. “I-I pushed him.”

“Did he deserve to die?”

The world tilted. The coloured glass dome swirled above her head.

Just keep talking. If you’re talking, you’re alive.

“I went to prison for what I did,” she said.

“But you think you were right to kill him?”

Sofia’s knees buckled. She thought she might pass out and collapse onto the glass floor beneath her feet. “Please,” she whispered, as his muttering grew louder.

“Oh, Lord Jesus.” His voice rose. “Forgive us our sins. Save us from the fires of hell. Lead all souls to heaven. Especially those most in need of thy mercy.”

He holstered the gun. For a moment, Sofia believed the prayer had changed something. That she was going to live.

But a second later, he picked her up and, with a roar, he hauled her over the edge, sending her tumbling down towards the crowds below.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN




Susannah strode up the stairs, aware of Petra struggling behind her. This way, they could avoid Jean-Luc

“Can you hear that?” Petra asked. She was out of breath, and her hair was coming loose. She was back in her high heels and struggling.

Susannah stopped and turned to look down at her. She listened. There were definite murmurings coming from somewhere beyond the stairwell.

“What d’you think is going on?” Petra asked, joining her on the half-landing.

They both strained to hear. Not shouting exactly, but definitely raised voices.

A door opened above them, filling the echoey stairwell with noise. They couldn’t make out words, just the pitch – a general sense of disorder. Panic.

Footsteps pounded down the stairs. Just a few at first, but it quickly turned to a stampede.

Susannah looked up at the next flight and saw the crowd descending. She grabbed Petra and pulled her against the wall to avoid getting trampled.

“What’s going on?” she called out to a middle-aged woman clutching shopping bags as she hurried past.

Susannah could feel her pulse in her neck.

The woman didn’t stop to answer.

Susannah asked the next person, her anxiety rising.

“Just get out. Get out,” the man replied.

“Please, madame, what is happening?”

That woman didn’t stop either. “He’s got a gun,” was all she said as she pushed past.

Susannah looked at Petra. Her eyes were wide.

“Come on,” Susannah said. “We’d better go.”

Petera nodded, her skin pale. She was scared.

“I’m a cop,” Susannah said. “It’s what I do.”

She couldn’t wait for Petra and those goddamn heels. Susannah steeled herself and turned to run up the stairs. She pushed between customers as they struggled with their shopping, desperate to get to the action. If lives were at risk, she needed to protect them.

On the third floor, she burst from the stairwell into the Hugo Boss concession. Screams echoed from the rotunda. She weaved quickly through the impeccable displays of outfits she could never afford, to reach the glass walkway that extended out over the central atrium like a diving board.

A crowd had gathered. She couldn’t push her way to the front. Everyone was too busy filming to make way. What she could tell was that the people at the balustrade weren’t looking down at the main shopping floor below.

She followed their gaze upwards and saw what they saw.

Her jaw fell open.

A tap on her shoulder. She turned.

Petra was behind her. Barefoot. Gasping for breath.

Susannah could only point.

Hanging from a rope beneath the glass walkway was a woman in a burqa.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT




The crowd screamed in unison. Jean-Luc looked up just in time to see Lucien Bouchard push Sofia off the Glasswalk. She was now suspended from a rope beneath it.

If you intend to kill her, why is the rope around her wrists and not her neck?

He grabbed his phone and called the command service. They picked up after two rings.

He gave his name and badge number.

“Capitaine Moreau, what assistance do you require?”

“I need a BRI unit at Galeries Lafayette Haussmann.” BRI, also known as the Anti-Gang Unit, specialised in hostage and kidnapping situations.

“Dispatching now. What’s the situation?”

“We have a lone gunman on the Glasswalk. He appears to have a handgun. There are ten thousand civilians present.” Most of whom seemed to be filming the incident on their phones.

“Sending uniforms to initiate evacuation.” The dispatcher paused. “BRI unit 220 is two minutes away.”

Jean-Luc pressed a finger to his other ear to shut out the screams from the crowd.

“I’m on the ground floor – no clear sightline – but he may have other weapons.”

He looked up at Sofia, swaying in the vast space. How long before her wrists gave way?

“Send the fire service, too. We need an inflatable safety cushion.”

“They’re on their way. Please arrange for someone to meet them at the main entrance.”

“Copy that.”

Jean-Luc scoured the balconies, looking to see if any of his team had taken up position on the third floor. He grabbed his radio. “All units, all units. Do not engage. I repeat, do not engage. BRI team on their way.”

The last thing he wanted was a gung-ho cop taking a shot at Bouchard with their handgun and missing. There were too many civilians around for that.

He spun round, searching for anyone who could help evacuate the building and meet the fire service at the entrance. Where the hell were his team?

He pulled out his badge and ran at the shoppers.

“Police Nationale! You must evacuate immediately.”

No one paid him any attention.

He tugged on a man’s shoulder and thrust his badge at him. “Police Nationale. You must leave immediately.”

No one wanted to move.

“You are in danger.” He was shouting now. “Please, madame, monsieur, you must vacate the premises. Maintenant!”

He looked up at the Glasswalk, his heart pounding.

If Lucien Bouchard opened fire now, it would be a massacre.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE




“I need to talk to him,” Petra said. “And that means I need you.”

Susannah looked confused.

“To translate.” Petra looked at her bare feet, hiding her embarrassment. “And also⁠—”

“Oh, God. The vertigo thing.” Susannah grabbed Petra’s hand. “It’s OK. You can absolutely do this.”

Petra nodded, her facial muscles stiff. “Thank you.”

They pushed through the tide of shoppers to reach the entrance to the Glasswalk. A lone security guard stepped out in front of them.

“Nous sommes avec la police,” Susannah said, brushing past him. Petra followed behind, trying to subdue her fear.

The Glasswalk loomed in front of them. At the far end, almost silhouetted against the twinkling lights of the glass dome, was Lucien Bouchard. He was tossing handfuls of leaflets out of a bag down to the crowd below.

Petra knew what they would be: copies of his manifesto.

Below them, Sofia was screaming. Raw, animal cries.

Susannah squeezed Petra’s hand. “Ready?”

Petra nodded. She cleared her throat and stepped forward, raising her voice as high as it would go.

“Lucien? Je m’appelle Petra.”

He turned. He watched her for a moment. Then, wordlessly, he moved his hand downwards.

Petra felt her skin tighten. At his feet was a machete, its blade angled towards the taut rope tied to the handrail.

Petra knew she needed to get closer to Bouchard. She placed one foot on the glass walkway and the void beneath her feet opened like a mouth. Panting, she let go of Susannah’s grasp and gripped the rails with both hands.

If she closed her eyes, she would pass out.

“I’ve been reading your blog,” she said to Susannah, who immediately translated.

“Don’t come any closer,” Bouchard said, lifting the gun.

“She won’t,” Susannah replied, standing at Petra’s shoulder. “She is scared of heights. She is here because she wants to talk to you, Lucien.”

Petra was dimly aware of movement all around. Crowds leaving, police arriving.

“Tell him we don’t have long,” she said, not taking her eyes off him. “Tell him police snipers will be in place within minutes.”

Susannah relayed the message.

“Lucien,” Petra said. “Écoutez-moi.” She gestured for Susannah to convey what followed. “I’ve read your blog. I know that you think suicide is a sin. If you let the police kill you, you will be committing suicide-by-cop. You will be guilty of the sin you despise.”

He regarded her with curiosity, smiled, then calmly sat down. The machete remained within reach. The gun remained in his hand.

Shit. Petra hadn’t expected that.

Had he banked on the Glasswalk being bulletproof? Or was he just trusting that the police wouldn’t risk it collapsing onto the people below? He’d planned every other detail. He would no doubt have thought of that, too.

He patted the glass floor beneath him, inviting her to join him.

Petra swallowed as two thoughts collided in her brain. Sit and gain his trust. Or stay standing and maintain authority.

Her knees screamed for rest, but she knew to stay upright.

Show strength. Be the voice that cuts through the madness.

Then another thought.

What if he doesn’t intend to shoot people? What if he’s planted a bomb?

Behind her, Petra heard heavy footsteps. The police had arrived. The shaking in her legs was so violent she thought she might collapse. Fear turned the edges of her vision black.

She struggled to speak, but Susannah placed a hand on her shoulder, giving her confidence.

“Lucien, if you grab that machete—” She waited for Susannah to translate. “I will be pushed to the floor and the marksman behind me will put a bullet through your head within a second.” She hadn’t actually seen a marksman, but she understood enough about these situations to be confident there would be one there soon, if there wasn’t already.

He tilted his head to one side, suggesting the possibility of a sniper up on the Glasswalk hadn’t occurred to him. He’d choreographed everything perfectly. The symbolism. The objects in the museum. Turning the entire city into his canvas.

But he hadn’t thought through every single detail.

“I don’t think you want to die, Lucien,” she said. “I think you want to be seen. To be known.” Susannah translated.

Below them, Sofia let out a piercing scream.

“If you die,” Petra said, “your message will die. You’ll be just another serial killer that the city forgets. The public doesn’t even know what you’ve done. The police will never release the details. They’ll never publicly connect the deaths.”

He glowered at her, disbelieving.

“You’ve worked so hard at this, Lucien. If you let Sofia die, if you die, no one will hear your story.”

Petra waited to be sure he had understood Susannah’s translation.

“If you live, you will undoubtedly spend the rest of your life in prison, but journalists will come to interview you. They’ll write books about you.”

There was a slight raising of an eyebrow. She’d got his attention.

“They’ll publish your manifesto.”

He raised his right hand; the gun still gripped between his fingers.

Petra’s stomach twisted. Faintness engulfed her head. She couldn’t stay standing for much longer.

“If you let Sofia die, if you kill her, you will only outlive her by a few seconds. Do you understand?”

Below them, Petra sensed something shift. She didn’t dare look. The crowd hushed. It was as if they had sucked the air out of the space.

What’s going on?

If she looked, she would faint.

“Lucien, donne-moi la machette.” Petra spoke directly to him, holding his gaze. “S’il vous plaît.”

He looked at the gun. Petra feared he was about to blow his own brains out.

“If that is your final act,” she said, urging Susannah to translate, “it won’t define your story. It will erase it.”

Sofia let out a scream. Petra felt the Glasswalk jolt.

The crowd gasped as Sofia slipped free of her restraint. The taut rope below Bouchard’s feet went flaccid as she plunged.


CHAPTER EIGHTY




Susannah gripped the handrail and leaned over the Glasswalk.

The black burqa ballooned as Sofia tumbled through the air.

The breath stalled in Susannah’s chest. Her heart clenched.

She only exhaled when Sofia hit the inflatable cushion the fire service had positioned beneath her. Relief coursed through her with such speed it almost hurt.

She switched her attention back to Petra – brave, brilliant Petra – now on all fours, reaching out for Lucien’s gun. She was speaking to him quietly, too softly for Susannah to hear. He nodded slowly, muttering, as if in a trance.

“Step aside.”

Susannah spun round. Two armed officers rushed towards the Glasswalk. One raised his weapon, aiming for Bouchard’s head. Susannah’s jaw clenched.

What if he hits Petra by mistake?

The larger officer shoved her out of the way, ramming her hard into the handrail. Any more force and she might have gone over. Before she could react, Petra was pulled back and Bouchard slammed into the floor. One officer forced his face to the glass, giving him a clear view of Sofia below, now surrounded by paramedics.

Susannah sat down on hands and knees and stretched out a hand towards Petra. “Shall we get out of here?”

The psychologist’s face was even whiter than usual.

“It’s OK. We can crawl. Come on. One hand at a time.”

Petra shook with terror, her hair now loose around her shoulders.

“Just a few more steps. That’s it. It’s nearly over.”

They made it off the Glasswalk, and Susannah pulled Petra into her arms, holding her tightly to stop the shaking.

“You were amazing.” She pushed the hair from Petra’s face. “Amazing.”

Petra couldn’t speak.

“Sofia is OK,” Susannah said.

“Really? I thought⁠—”

Susannah smiled into Petra’s eyes. “No. The fire service had a mat. She’s alive.”

“She’s alive?” Petra’s voice cracked,

“And walking.”

Petra puffed out her cheeks and let out a shaky breath. “I thought…”

Susannah scrambled up to a crouch and held out a hand for Petra. “Come on.”

She helped Petra to her feet. The height difference between them was even greater than normal.

“I don’t know where my shoes are,” Petra mumbled.

“Pretty sure you kicked them off in the stairwell.” Susannah raised an eyebrow. “I reckon Jean-Luc owes you a new pair.”

Petra was still shaking. Susannah didn’t know how much of it was down to the vertigo – she couldn’t remember what its proper name was – and how much was the effect of her encounter with Lucien.

All she knew was that no one would underestimate Petra McBride ever again.


CHAPTER EIGHTY-ONE




Petra and Susannah exited the lift at the Préfecture in silence.

They had opened a bottle of wine when they’d got back to the apartment, but neither of them had even finished a glass. Petra had slept deeply but fitfully, her dreams vivid, jagged images that chased her from one hour to the next.

Susannah pushed open the doors to the Brigade’s office. It was strangely quiet.

When Elise spotted them, she got to her feet. Then Bertrand did. One by one, the whole office rose to their feet and began to clap. The sound filled the room. The team towered over Petra in her flat sneakers.

The last person to stand was Jean-Luc.

He looked like he hadn’t been home – still in yesterday’s clothes, shadows under his eyes. He met Petra’s gaze.

“Merci,” he mouthed. “Merci.”

He raised a hand to settle the room. “Gather round,” he said. “Come close.”

As the team assembled around Jean-Luc’s desk, several of them patted Petra on the shoulder. She barely registered their praise. Numbness had encased her in a thick shell through which little was penetrating.

“First of all,” Jean-Luc said, “I want to thank you all for your hard work this past week. None of us has ever known a case like it. With Lucien Bouchard in custody, we can be quite sure that this terror is behind us.” He turned to Elise. “Would you update us on his custody situation?”

She nodded and pushed a wisp of her ice blonde hair back into place. “He was charged at seven a.m., with seven counts of murder, and one of attempted murder.” She consulted her notes. “It’s not his first arrest. In 2015, he was detained by Marc Lemoine as part of an art forgery case. Bouchard claimed he was beaten so badly he could no longer hold a paintbrush. Whether that’s true or not, the work he’s produced since leaving prison three years ago hasn’t fooled a single expert.”

“Explains the knife wound in Lemoine’s neck,” Bertrand added. “That one was definitely personal.”

“Faith seemed to have played a bigger part in his life since he left prison,” Elise continued. “He was an altar boy in his youth. He had clearly been a very talented painter before Lemoine beat him up. And it’s also clear he knew his history of art.”

“And yet he wasn’t smart enough to know that murdering people is wrong,” Bertrand muttered.

“And Sofia?” Susannah asked. “How is she doing?”

“She’ll be fine,” Elise replied. “Kept in hospital overnight for dehydration. Nothing more.”

“At least while she’s in hospital she doesn’t have the press camped out at her door,” Susannah said.

Elise smiled. “There is that, but Hope for Tomorrow has had over €200,000 in donations overnight.” She glanced at her notes. “Also, the fraud team last night arrested a man called Pierre Leroux. He’s the financial director of the charity. Sofia’s accusations appear to be correct – he denied everything until he saw the footage from Galeries Lafayette.”

“What about the media?” one of the team asked.

Léa cleared her throat before answering. “Obviously, there are hundreds of videos that have been posted online by the shoppers, and the manifesto he distributed from the Glasswalk has been reprinted by news outlets all over the world. The cases have now been linked publicly so⁠—”

Jean-Luc raised his hand. “If you don’t mind, there is something I must say.”

Petra understood around seventy per cent of what was being said, but Jean-Luc’s body language articulated more than any words could. The man was broken.

“I want to thank you all for your professionalism this week. For not telling your partners what you were working on, for not leaking this to the press.” He seemed close to tears. “Some aspects of this investigation went well. Others…” He shrugged. “Well, I take the blame for the fact that they did not go better.”

He looked to his shoes and took a deep breath.

“I owe an apology to Dr McBride.”

Petra turned to him, noting that he had not called her ‘madame’.

“I should have listened to you,” he said in English. “If I had, we may have been able to save Malik Diallo.” He swallowed hard. “That will always be on my conscience.”

Petra felt Susannah reach out and squeeze her hand. Logically, Petra knew that Jean-Luc was trying to make amends, but emotionally she felt nothing. And it wasn’t because things were getting lost in translation.

Jean-Luc continued. “Had anyone else tried to speak with Lucien Bouchard last night, I believe we’d have had a very different outcome. You saved Sofia el-Hadid. And perhaps others, too.” His voice went quiet. “Paris owes you a debt, Dr McBride.”

There were murmurs of agreement – bien dit, c’est vrai – but Petra heard them distantly, like echoes down a corridor.

Jean-Luc cleared his throat. “So, you should also know that I will be offering my resignation to the Commissaire Général later today.”

Silence. The assembled cops exchanged glances, none of them meeting Jean-Luc’s eye.

“It has been a pleasure to work with you, Capitaine,” Léa said finally. Her tone was stilted.

“You deserve someone better to lead you,” Jean-Luc said. “But until then, we have a job to do. We process evidence. Secure forensics. Review CCTV. We make sure the case against Bouchard is airtight.”

He clapped his hands together.

“OK, everyone. Back to work.”

The team dispersed, chatter quickly returning to the room. But Petra remained rooted to the spot.

Susannah touched her shoulder. “You want to get out of here?”

Petra barely heard her. “Sure,” she said.

But she had no idea where she would go.


CHAPTER EIGHTY-TWO




“The Uber will be here in four minutes,” Susannah said, calling through from the living room.

Petra double-checked she hadn’t missed anything, made sure her passport, phone and charger were in her handbag, then zipped up her case.

“Need a hand?” Susannah asked, now leaning against the bedroom door frame.

“No. I think I’ve got this. Thanks.” Petra was aware of an uncomfortable formality that had crept between them since the events at Galeries Lafayette. She was struggling to make eye contact.

She knew what was happening. She always did this – shut down, shut off. Some people reached for company after trauma; she recoiled from it. She needed solitude, space. A few days alone to stop the world from spinning. Susannah’s kindness was too much, too attentive.

Just get through the next few hours and you’ll be able to relax.

She was well aware that it wasn’t the healthiest response to trauma, but it was how she coped, and it had done the job for over fifty years. She wasn’t about to start experimenting with vulnerability now.

“And that’s really all you own? In the whole world?” Susannah asked as Petra wheeled her case into the living room.

“Pretty much,” Petra answered. “Though it is a very big suitcase.”

She pictured a skip outside her flat in Glasgow and the new owners emptying all her other possessions into it. Maybe there was something she’d left behind that she’d miss, but if there was, she couldn’t think what it might be.

Susannah waved at her wall of cardboard boxes. “Maybe I shouldn’t bother unpacking.”

“You might feel very free,” Petra suggested.

“What about photos?”

“In the cloud.”

“Birth certificate? Your doctorate?”

Petra almost snorted. “You don’t need all that.”

“Childhood stuff?”

What should she say? That nostalgia was only for people with happy childhoods? “Just not my thing.”

Petra accepted Susannah’s help to carry her case down to the ground floor. Petra offered the standard parting line – “Thanks so much for letting me stay” – but even as she said it, she knew it rang hollow. Not because she wasn’t grateful. She was. But something inside her had sealed over on that Glasswalk. Not even Jean-Luc’s apology had pierced it.

The Uber pulled up. The driver got out to help Susannah lift the case into the boot. Petra turned to say goodbye, but Susannah had already opened the door and was climbing in.

Oh, fuck. She’s coming with me to the station.

“You don’t have to do this,” Petra said, climbing into the back seat.

“I want to,” Susannah replied. “Make sure you’re OK.”

“Make sure I get on a train out of here, you mean?”

They both stared straight ahead as the driver pulled out into the Paris traffic.

“Listen,” Susannah said. “Have I said something to upset you? I mean⁠—”

Petra reached out a hand and placed it on the seat between them.

“No, hen. I just… I get like this sometimes. Ignore me.”

Susannah placed her hand on top of Petra’s. “I don’t want to ignore you.”

Petra swallowed, not so much unsure of what to say but scared of what might come out of her mouth if she opened it.

They rode through the streets of Paris in silence. Past the man on a bench, intent on his copy of Le Monde. Past a kiosk where Le Figaro displayed Sofia el-Hadid’s face above the fold. Past a woman so gripped by whatever was on her phone that she walked into a bin. Past three people staring at the digital display screen outside the Metro station. All seemingly stunned that for the past week, a serial killer had been preying on their city.

“We did good work,” Susannah said softly.

“Yep. Yep, we did.” Tears threatened Petra’s eyes. If she let herself feel proud, they would start tumbling over her cheeks.

She needed to get out of Paris. To be somewhere she wasn’t faced with constant reminders of what had happened.

“What time’s your train?”

Petra shrugged. “Um, I don’t know. Haven’t booked anything.”

They briefly lapsed back into silence.

“There’s one an hour to London,” Susannah said, “so you won’t have to wait long.”

Petra’s head fell back against the seat.

London.

She wasn’t at all ready to go back.


CHAPTER EIGHTY-THREE




“I guess this is it,” Susannah said. “Any further and I’ll need a passport.”

They stood at the base of the escalators leading up to the Eurostar platforms in the vast Gare du Nord. Susannah tilted her head towards the departure board.

“Next train to London is in fifty minutes,” she said. “Want to grab a drink while you wait?”

Petra, back in her signature heels with her hair perfectly coiffed, was still staring at the screen.

“What are you looking at?”

Petra made a non-committal sound.

“What was that?”

Petra turned, a practiced smile flickering at her lips. “I’ll say goodbye here, if that’s OK.”

Susannah tried not to let her reaction show. “Um. Sure.”

Petra nodded. “The Amsterdam train is in twenty, and I need to buy a ticket.”

Susannah frowned. “Amsterdam? What’s in Amsterdam?”

Petra grimaced. “I have no idea.”

“You’ve got friends there?”

“Nope.”

Susannah allowed herself a small laugh. “Wow. Impulsive.”

Petra didn’t say anything.

“You’re literally just getting on a train and seeing what happens?”

Petra jutted out her jaw. Maybe there was the faintest hint of a smile. “Yep, that’s pretty much exactly it.”

Susannah studied her. “Are you OK?”

“You mean, am I of sound mind? Totally. I just… I’ve no reason to go back to London. So why not try somewhere new?”

“Why not indeed?” Susannah smiled. “I like your style.”

They stood facing each other, neither of them sure what to say next.

“Well, then.” Susannah opened her arms wide in invitation. Petra hesitated, then stepped into the hug.

Susannah felt a quiet relief settle in her chest.

“I haven’t done something, have I?” she asked softly. “Said something wrong?”

Petra drew back just enough to meet her gaze. Something in her expression softened. “No, hen. You asked that already, but it’s me. It’s nothing you’ve done. I promise you.” She offered a brief, genuine smile. “Come here.”

The second hug was firmer. More real.

“It’s been so good working with you again,” Susannah said. “I hope Interpol can still call on your services. I mean, after Madrid and last night, I wouldn’t blame you⁠—”

“Hey, I’ll always take your call.” Petra pulled back, smoothing her jacket. “You do bring me in on the most interesting of cases.”

Susannah exhaled. “And this one has been more interesting than most. But seriously, Petra, you did amazing work here. You should be very proud of yourself.”

Petra glanced down at her Louboutins. “Thank you. You were pretty amazing yourself.”

They held each other’s gaze a moment longer.

“Till the next time, then?” Susannah asked.

“Till the next time.”

They embraced once more before Petra turned towards the escalator. Her heels clicked briskly on the concourse, her suitcase trailing behind like a reluctant pet.

Susannah watched her go: sharp suit, impeccable posture, immaculate manicure.

All part of the armour, she thought.

Maybe next time Petra might let her guard down just a little more.

She watched her manoeuvre her enormous case onto the escalator, then kept watching as she ascended.

No way is she turning to wave, Susannah thought. That would be far too sentimental for Dr Petra McBride.

Still, she raised her hand and waved her off, anyway.

Then she turned and headed for the Metro.
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Read a free Madrid-based novella introducing Petra and Susannah at rachelmclean.com/madrid.
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READ A NOVELLA, VEIL OF BLOOD


Veil of Blood – a novella featuring Petra McBride and Susannah Roscoe

Dr Petra McBride has managed to escape her Glasgow flat and – she hopes – her stalker. Accepting a job in Madrid seems like the perfect antidote to the trauma of the last few months.

Finished with the case, she takes the opportunity to kick back in her Madrid hotel room. A bottle of Rioja and a long hot bath are just the ticket. But the man she just helped put behind bars has other ideas…

When Petra gets a knock at her hotel room door that most definitely is not room service, she must use all her wiles as a forensic psychologist. Can she keep her attacker talking to save herself? And will her new colleague, Interpol agent Susannah Roscoe, get to her in time to avoid tragedy?

You can download The Veil of Blood in ebook and audio for FREE from www.rachelmclean.com/madrid or buy in paperback from book retailers.
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