
    [image: ]

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               [image: ]  
                  
               

            
 
            Death on the Pont Noir
            
 
            ADRIAN MAGSON
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
       	      
         
         

         
            This one’s for all those readers who enjoy Lucas Rocco. 
            

            And, of course, for Ann, his biggest fan. 
            

         

         
         
   
      

      
    

  

  
    
        Contents

    


    

        Title Page

		Dedication

		CHAPTER ONE

		CHAPTER TWO

		CHAPTER THREE

		CHAPTER FOUR

		CHAPTER FIVE

		CHAPTER SIX

		CHAPTER SEVEN

		CHAPTER EIGHT

		CHAPTER NINE

		CHAPTER TEN

		CHAPTER ELEVEN

		CHAPTER TWELVE

		CHAPTER THIRTEEN

		CHAPTER FOURTEEN

		CHAPTER FIFTEEN

		CHAPTER SIXTEEN

		CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

		CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

		CHAPTER NINETEEN

		CHAPTER TWENTY

		CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

		CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

		CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

		CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

		CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

		CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

		CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

		CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

		CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

		CHAPTER THIRTY

		CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

		CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

		CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

		CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

		CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

		CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

		CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

		CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

		CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

		CHAPTER FORTY

		CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

		CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

		CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

		CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

		CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

		CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

		CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

		CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

		CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

		CHAPTER FIFTY

		CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

		CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

		CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

		CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

		CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

		CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

		CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

		CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

		CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

		ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

		About the Author

		By Adrian Magson

		Copyright

		
    

  




    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         December 1963 – Picardie, France
 
         The gleaming black Citroën DS with the curtained rear windows ghosted along the deserted country road at a steady 70 kph, its hydropneumatic suspension making light of the undulating, pitted surface. Inside the car, its two occupants were as shielded from the cold tarmac underneath as they were from the frost-glazed mud of the fields on either side, warmed by the controlled whisper of heated air wafting gently around them.
 
         ‘Belt up tight,’ said the driver. His name was Calloway. ‘This could hurt, otherwise.’ He checked his double shoulder harness with its quick-release button and, for luck, tapped the padding on the roll cage, an ugly non-factory addition to the otherwise plush, stylish interior.
 
         ‘Just get on with it,’ muttered Tasker, his passenger. ‘You talk too bloody much.’ But he checked his harness and settled lower in his seat, bracing himself with both hands.
 
         Calloway flicked a glance across the field to his right,  to where the stubby shape of a truck was moving away from a strand of pine trees. It accelerated quickly, bouncing along a rough track on heavy-duty tyres, bits of mud and vegetation flicking up in its wake. Olive green in colour, it had the low, front-heavy bulk of a bulldog, made uglier by a large black oblong strapped across the grill.
         
 
         And it was aiming towards the road in front of them on an intercept path.
 
         ‘Two hundred yards,’ Calloway murmured, watching the truck’s progress. He was calculating its trajectory, his foot steady on the accelerator. A quick glance at the road, keeping to the centre line, then back to the truck, the eye movement and speed of the two vehicles bringing them closer together in sharp bursts like the stuttering frames of an old film reel.
 
         ‘Hundred yards.’
 
         ‘He’s gonna miss.’
 
         ‘No, he’s not. Seventy.’ Eyes to the road and back. Surface clear, no other traffic, just as they’d been assured. Something on the grass verge but no time to look now. Concentrate.
 
         ‘He’s bloody shifting a bit, isn’t he?’
 
         ‘Fifty yards.’ The truck was suddenly bigger, solid. Brutish.
 
         ‘Go.’
 
         ‘Thirty.’
         
 
         ‘Go, for God’s sake!’ Tasker pounded the dashboard in panic as the Renault tore out of the end of the track and loomed all over them, its grill grotesquely dwarfed by a railway sleeper held in place by steel hawsers.
         
 
         Calloway calmly flicked the wheel and stamped on the accelerator. It was too late for a complete miss, but limiting the damage was as instinctive to him as breathing. The Citroën’s rear end drifted sideways on the slippery surface, an elegant shuffle of its aerodynamic lines like a lady performing a two-step. The movement absorbed some of the impact, but the wooden sleeper still slammed into the car just aft of the passenger seat, punching the panel hard against the reinforcing struts welded into the interior. The car spun violently on its axis, jerking both men hard against their harnesses, and the scream of tortured metal and rubber echoed across the cold acres on either side of the road.
         
 
         ‘What’s he trying to do – bloody kill us?’ Tasker turned to glare at the truck driver, who was grinning down at them as he slammed the truck into reverse and pulled back several yards along the road.
         
 
         ‘Isn’t that the general idea?’ Calloway coolly spun the wheel and stamped on the accelerator, taking the car back up the road, its rear end sinking under the extra power being transmitted to the wheels.
 
         ‘Idea! I’ll bloody give him an idea,’ Tasker raged. ‘Let me out! Now!’
         
 
         Calloway stood obediently on the brakes. Stopping the car altogether took a while due to the extra weight of steel reinforcements. But he compensated by spinning the wheel again and bringing the Citroën to a wallowing halt side-on to the truck, now stationary on the grass verge. The sleeper, he noticed, was hanging drunkenly from the front where it had become dislodged by the impact.
 
         Throwing off the harness, Tasker struggled into the rear seats and kicked at the door on the undamaged side, moving with difficulty in the confined space. His breathing whistled harshly through his ex-boxer’s smashed nose and his face was flushed with anger.
         
 
         Before he could clamber out fully, however, two shapes rose up like wraiths from a nearby ditch and ran towards the damaged car. Dressed in camouflage smocks, each man carried two bottles with rags stuffed in the necks. They paused a short distance away, breath puffing white in the cold air, and hurled the bottles against the side of the vehicle. As the glass smashed on impact, the two men stepped closer, drew handguns and opened fire at point-blank range.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Three hundred metres away across the fields, a farmer named Simeon watched from behind his prized horse, a heavy grey percheron, as the sounds of gunshots drifted across on the breeze. He didn’t know what was going on, only that strangers were behaving like lunatics for no good reason. Probably Parisians, he thought, and spat on the ground. Too much money and time on their hands, mostly. Thought they were God’s gift. He recognised a film camera when he saw one, though. It was parked on a tripod by a clump of spindly pine trees, although if it was working, it was doing so all by itself, because there was nobody with it. The truck had barrelled along the narrow track by the trees, passing the camera by no more than a couple of metres before slamming into the Citroën with a loud bang.
         
 
         Simeon decided it was none of his business. As for the gunshots, he valued his horse too highly to risk it being hit by a stray bullet. He gathered up the lead rein, urging the animal on with a gentle clicking noise. Time to be gone, instinct told him, heading for dead ground where he couldn’t be easily seen. Madness like this was best left to its own company. He’d come back later when they’d gone. Or maybe call the local garde champêtre, Lamotte. Let him deal with it.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Back on the road, Tasker had finally calmed down and was pulling on a cigarette, the smoke billowing around his head as he watched Calloway inspecting the damaged coachwork.
 
         ‘Not too serious.’ Calloway patted the panel. ‘Thanks to the welding. We were lucky, though.’ He turned and flicked some fragments of broken bottle to one side with his foot, gesturing at the Renault. ‘Any faster and we’d have been toast.’
 
         ‘It worked, didn’t it?’ The truck driver called defensively, and jumped down with a grunt from the cab. Jack Fletcher was big across the shoulders and spreading around the midsection, with a face that had seen a few too many hard fights and late nights. Alongside Calloway, he made the former race driver look slim and boyish. He held a match to a roll-up. The loosely packed tobacco caught with a burst of flame, and he sucked hungrily, consuming a third of its length in one drag. His voice had the scratchy quality of a heavy smoker. ‘Came at you square on, just like I was told.’ He huddled inside his coat, shivering against the cold breeze knifing across the flat terrain. It brought with it a metallic smell of standing water and cold, wet earth.
 
         Tasker nodded grudgingly, his fury gone as suddenly as it had arrived. ‘Yeah, it worked. But you bloody near killed us in the process, you ponce. You didn’t need to hit us that hard.’ He dropped the cigarette on the road and stamped on it, watching the two men in camouflage smocks gathering up the glass debris to throw in the ditch. As he bent to pick up the cigarette butt, he froze in a half crouch. ‘Christ,’ he whispered. ‘Where the hell did he spring from?’
         
 
         ‘Who?’ Fletcher turned, and saw the big man staring beneath the truck.
 
         ‘Him.’ Tasker pointed under the rear wheels. ‘What’s left of him, anyway.’
 
         Fletcher squatted for a look and uttered an oath. Lying under the rear wheels was a man’s body, twisted and torn and covered in grass, grease and dirt. It had been rolled beneath the wheels and dragged, somehow managing to become caught up in the chassis, where it now hung like a collection of bloody rags.
 
         Fletcher stood up, his face grey. He’d seen bodies before, in varying states of disrepair. But this was different. Unexpected. ‘What do we do?’
 
         ‘We get rid, what do you think?’ Tasker whistled for the two bottle throwers to come and help, and stood back as they wormed their way beneath the truck. They untangled the dead man’s limbs until the body flopped onto the stubby grass.
 
         ‘He must have been on the verge,’ said Calloway, remembering. He glanced at Fletcher. ‘Didn’t you see him?’
 
         ‘Of course I bloody didn’t.’ Fletcher lit another cigarette. ‘I was busy at the time, remember? Didn’t you clock him?’
 
         ‘No. I thought I caught something in the background, but I couldn’t make out what it was.’ He bent and stared at the body. ‘Looks like a tramp, poor bastard.’ He sniffed the air. ‘Smells like one, too. Maybe he died out here in the cold and you were unlucky enough to hit him.’
         
 
         ‘Makes no odds what he is or what he did,’ Tasker muttered coldly. ‘He’s dead. Someone might miss him.’ He gestured at the truck and said, ‘Get him in there and cover him up good. We’ll find a place to dispose of him later.’
 
         ‘Why not in the trees?’ said Fletcher. ‘Nobody’d look, not out here.’
 
         ‘We don’t know that. We’ll take him with us. We’ve got to torch the truck anyway; we can do both together. Then let’s get out of here. I need some breakfast and a strong drink to warm me up.’ He turned and scanned the bleak horizon, city eyes oblivious to the farmer and his horse low down against the colourless backdrop, seeing only stretches of cold, featureless fields rolling into the distance with no obvious buildings, few hedges or trees and fewer signs of life. ‘Fucking Nora. Who’d want to live out here?’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
   
         The dull pounding in Lucas Rocco’s head gradually moved outwards, morphing from a foggy background noise in a sludgy dream to the more identifiable sound of someone hitting his front door with what sounded like a sledgehammer.

         He swung out of bed, instinctively snatching up his MAB 38 on the way. If it was the local priest finally come to welcome him into his flock, he’d simply put a few rounds through the wood before going back to sleep. Just in case it was Mme Denis next door, he yanked the door open with the gun behind his back.

         ‘Do you know it’s gone ten in the morning?’ It was the stocky figure of Claude Lamotte, the local garde champêtre for the village of Poissons-les-Marais and the surrounding district. ‘You’re not on holiday, are you?’ He raised heavy eyebrows at the sight of Rocco in his shorts, his muscular chest covered in goosebumps. ‘Christ, that’s a sight a man could do without.’ 
         

         Rocco stood aside and beckoned him inside with the gun, squinting at the grey light of a December morning. ‘Very funny. What do you want?’
         

         ‘Coffee and a bite to eat, first,’ said Claude. He brushed past and dropped a fresh baguette on the table, then headed for the sink and began filling a saucepan with water. ‘Some of us have been up since dawn, you know that?’ He put the water on the boil, then turned and looked at the gun as Rocco slumped into a chair. ‘You weren’t about to end it all, were you? Only I’d hate to interrupt a man in his hour of despair.’ He bent and peered closely into Rocco’s face. ‘You do look like crap, though.’

         ‘You should see it from my side. I was on a stake-out most of the night.’ He put down the gun and rubbed his eyes. They felt full of grit and the view was hazy, like looking through muslin.

         ‘Really? Sounds like fun. Any results?’

         ‘No. A no-show. We had information about tobacco smuggling but I think it was a decoy. When I catch up with the so-called informant, I’m going to shoot off his toes one by one.’ He looked at the baguette. ‘Is that mine?’ The baker came round every morning in a battered old 2CV, and if Rocco was out, left it by the door in a plastic box.

         ‘It is. No longer warm, but fresh and too good to waste.’ Claude tore off one end and took a bite with great relish. ‘Superbe. Best bit of the loaf. You want the other end?’ Before Rocco could answer, he looked around expectantly. ‘You got any butter in this place?’
         

         Rocco waved a hand. ‘Cupboard, top shelf. Help yourself but please do it quietly.’

         ‘Okay. You want coffee?’

         ‘Why not? Now you’ve ruined my sleep I might as well get dressed. Excuse me.’ He got up and wandered through to the bathroom. By the time he had dressed and come back, Claude had made coffee and smeared thick butter on slices of baguette, and was sprinkling a layer of cocoa powder over his. He sighed in expectation. ‘This is the way to start the day.’ He took a huge bite and coughed as he inhaled some of the powder, then winked in enjoyment. ‘Takes me right back.’
         

         Rocco sat down and picked up a slice of bread, ignoring the cocoa powder. ‘You country cretins have some disgusting habits.’

         Claude dunked his bread in his coffee. ‘That’s the trouble with you fancy city-bred cops – you’ve forgotten how to enjoy yourselves. All croissants and china cups, that’s your trouble. This, my friend, is one of life’s unique pleasures. You should enjoy it while you can.’

         ‘If I was twelve, I would.’ Rocco took a mouthful of coffee and swallowed. At least Claude knew how to make a wake-up drink. He felt his synapses respond to the jolt of caffeine and shook himself. ‘To what do I owe this debatable pleasure, anyway? Have you lost your way home?’

         ‘Not quite.’ Claude put down his bread and brushed crumbs from his hands. ‘I had a call this morning from a farmer who works a couple of fields about six kilometres from here, towards Bray. Name’s Simeon. He was calling from a café where he’d gone to take a medicinal drink. Seems he had a nasty shock. He claims he saw a truck ram a car this morning on an open stretch of road out near his fields. Then two men jumped out of a ditch and opened fire on it with handguns.’ He picked up his bread and took another bite. ‘How about that?’
         

         Rocco stared at him. ‘Have you been drinking paraffin?’

         ‘No. I’m serious.’ Claude held out a hand. ‘See – steady as a rock.’ As Rocco made to get up, reaching for his gun, he added pragmatically, ‘There’s nothing to see. They’ve all gone – car, truck and men. We’ll go out in a while. You want more coffee?’

         Rocco sank back onto his chair. As he’d learnt in the past few months since being posted here, there was world time and there was Poissons time. And trying to bring the two together usually gave him a headache.

         ‘Go on, then. I think I’m going to need it.’

         
             

         

         ‘An army truck?’ Lucas Rocco tried to imagine what any military vehicle would be doing out here on a deserted road in the middle of open farmland. There was a small barracks in Amiens, but it was used for shipping local army conscripts in and out, and relied almost exclusively on the station for its troop movements.

         ‘Yes. Small and stubby – not one of the big ones. But it was going fast. It smashed right into the car, as clear as day. Deliberately, I swear it.’ The farmer, a weather-beaten stick of a man named Simeon, dressed in heavy trousers and large rubber boots, pushed his cap to the back of his head and eyed Rocco with caution, as if awed by the sight of a man just over two metres in height with shoulders to match. Or maybe it was the all-black clothing and shoes; black in these parts was usually the prerogative of the old or the Church. Rocco, however, was clearly no priest.

         ‘And it happened here?’

         ‘That’s right.’ Sensing a willing if unusual audience, Simeon settled his feet apart and got ready to tell his story all over again. ‘Right here.’ He pointed at the section of road where they were standing, a little-used stretch of straight and surprisingly wide tarmac recently made redundant by a new section of road built three kilometres away under a local government regeneration scheme. ‘I saw it with my own eyes.’
         

         You’d have had trouble seeing it with anyone else’s, Rocco wanted to say, still dulled by lack of sleep in spite of Claude’s industrial-strength coffee. He forced himself to concentrate. ‘Where were you when you saw this crash happen?’
         

         ‘Out there.’ Simeon pointed across the fields, still sugar-iced by the remnants of frost. ‘By the old machine-gun site. I was about to hitch the horse up to drag an old stump out of the ground when I heard the noise. See the blackthorn?’ He leant towards Rocco as he pointed, bringing with him a waft of sour breath and cheap wine. ‘Just to the left. There’s a bit of dead ground, so they couldn’t see me.’
         

         Rocco nodded. He had to assume that a blackthorn was what he was looking at because it was the only bush in sight. ‘But you could see them?’

         ‘Sure. Well, pretty good, anyway. The light wasn’t great and my eyesight’s not what it was, but it was clear enough.’

         Rocco wondered if the day would ever come when he’d get a witness carrying a camera and a total power of recall. ‘Tell me what happened.’

         ‘Well, as I already told Lamotte, here, after the truck rammed the car, both vehicles stopped, then two men jumped out from the side of the road and threw things – but I couldn’t see what they were. Then they took out guns and started shooting. I got out of here as quick as I could at that point. It was like a war zone … apart from the camera.’
         

         ‘Camera?’ There had been no mention of a camera in his call to Claude Lamotte. A car being rammed by a truck and guns firing had been the sum total of the story.

         Rocco glanced at Claude who looked blank. ‘He didn’t mention it before.’

         ‘Didn’t I? I thought I did. By the trees over there.’ Simeon pointed at the only clump of trees around, two hundred metres away. Pines, Rocco noted, sharp and spiky and rigid with cold against the horizon, like a scene from the Eastern Front. ‘The truck came down the track from behind the trees, and that’s when I noticed the camera, sitting on a tripod thing. But there was nobody with it. Don’t they usually have a man sitting behind it with a megaphone shouting at everyone and wearing riding britches?’ He looked at Rocco. ‘Don’t they?’

         Rocco decided to change tack before he lost the will to live. ‘Can you describe the men?’

         Simeon considered the question, then said, ‘No. Not really. At least four, I’d say. Two drivers, two gunmen … and maybe one other.’ He mimed drawing a gun and firing, making a soft paff-paff noise, and smiled. ‘But from here …? I didn’t get any detail.’
         

         ‘What time was this?’

         ‘Earlier today – about eight. Roughly. I don’t have a watch. No need, see. Seasons are more important in my line of work.’ He pursed his lips and frowned, as if he’d just surprised himself by saying something profound.

         Rocco shook his head and walked away towards the copse. It was shaping up to be another tale of unlikely events unsubstantiated by reality or facts, and likely due to the after-effects of too much vin de pays and a bad night’s sleep.
         

         Simeon watched him go, then nudged Claude. ‘Is he for real? I heard we had a new flic in the neighbourhood, but not one like him.’
         

         ‘Where’ve you been hiding?’ Claude muttered. ‘He’s been here a while now. And he’s good, so you’d better watch yourself.’

         ‘Yeah, well, I’ve been off sick, haven’t I? It’s why I’m trying to catch up, pulling out tree roots in this shitty weather instead of leaving it until spring.’ He sniffed and lifted his chin towards Rocco. ‘Does he always dress like he’s going to a funeral?’

         ‘Always. He goes hunting in the marais like that, too, when he has to. Just mind you don’t tick him off because when he goes after someone, he doesn’t stop. He’s … what do they call it – relentless.’

         ‘That was him?’ Simeon’s eyes widened. ‘I heard about that. A gun battle, so they say. Grenades, too.’ He pulled a face then spat on the ground. ‘And to think it used to be so peaceful around here.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         
 
         Rocco reached the trees and did a careful examination, quartering the ground in a grid fashion. If anyone had been here, especially with a camera, there would be signs. It was a godforsaken spot, made worse by the bitter breeze cutting through the branches and whining like a soul in torment. The ground surrounding the trees was mostly covered with clumps of coarse grass, with a carpet of pine needles closer in. He noted other details and dismissed them: scraps of fertiliser bags rotting away beneath a bush; old bottles without labels glinted dully in the shadows; a rusting bucket without a handle; and further back, where the ground was clear, a set of footprints side by side where someone had stood and taken a leak, the story etched in the frosty ground. Size 42 or 43, he guessed, which told him nothing he could use. He finally found a spot by the side of the road where three holes had been pierced in the earth in a triangular spread about a metre across. A tripod, just as Simeon had said. So he hadn’t imagined that bit. But was it a camera or something else? The grass around it was trampled flat, but not as much as he would have expected if a cameraman had been working it. So what had been the point?
         
 
         He flicked some pine needles from the cuffs of his trousers and walked back to join Claude and Simeon, scanning the ground as he went. Then he saw something in the grass verge. He stopped. The stems here had been either crushed or churned up, as if something heavy had rolled across here recently. But it wasn’t the grass or the earth that caught his attention.
 
         It was the blood. Lots of it.
 
         He took a rubber glove from his coat pocket and slipped it on, then carefully lifted some of the grass clumps to one side. The earth beneath was dark brown, and in parts, where it had been covered, more of a dark red. He wondered if a wild boar had been shot by a farmer and carted off as a trophy. Or maybe hit by a car. Both were possibilities. But the spread of blood seemed too extensive. And tied in with what Simeon had witnessed, there seemed to be another, less mundane possibility. He stepped back along the verge, his unease growing. More blood, flecks of it scattered across the grass, some on the edge of the tarmac, the bigger flecks with a covering of insects feeding on this rare bounty.
 
         And a human tooth.
 
         Forget the boar, then.
 
         The tooth was worn down, and chipped around the top edges. A molar, by the look of it, stained with blood. Not a young one, either.
 
         There was something else in among the bloody earth. Too uniform to be a stone and too rounded to be a piece of dirt. Rocco plucked the object out of the blood and turned it over.
         
 
         It was a metal button embossed with a number five. A child’s button? His blood ran cold at the implication. But the tooth went against that – it was definitely an adult’s.
 
         He scanned the fields, feeling a familiar buzz building in his head: the signal which told him something was beginning; that something bad had happened here. If anyone had been killed or injured in the crash seen by Simeon, then Amiens hospital, less than twenty kilometres away, would soon provide the answer.
 
         Failing that, he would need Rizzotti’s help. In the absence of a bigger budget, the on-loan doctor was the only person approaching a scientific presence the local police force had. Although he might not be able to make sense of this with his limited equipment and experience, he would be able to gather evidence to prove whether the blood was animal or human, although the teeth pretty much made that a given.
 
         ‘Lucas,’ Claude Lamotte called. His voice sounded odd. He was standing a couple of metres away, holding in his hand a fragment of curved glass that glinted in the weak sunlight. Then he picked up another fragment and walked over to join Rocco. He was holding the top of a bottle, with a piece of rag stuffed through it. Both pieces of glass were dark green, clearly from the same vessel. ‘There’s more fragments back there, in the grass,’ Claude said. ‘Could be what Simeon saw being thrown.’
 
         Rocco wrapped the button in a scrap of paper and put it in his pocket, then took the bottle top with the piece of rag and sniffed. No smell. Yet the rag was wet. He touched it with his finger. Not oily. ‘It’s water.’
         
 
         ‘That’s a Molotov cocktail, that is,’ said Simeon knowingly, shuffling over to join them and lifting one leg to scratch at his groin. ‘Light the rag and chuck the bottle, the car goes up in flames. Pouf!’ He grinned, revealing a mouthful of discoloured teeth.
         
 
         Rocco didn’t doubt him. The farmer was of an age where he would know; where men and women just like him would have learnt the art of sabotage against an invading foe; where a wine bottle filled with petrol was an easily sourced weapon and all it took to be useful was someone willing to get in close, light the rag and throw it.
 
         ‘Can you describe the car?’ he asked.
 
         Simeon shrugged. ‘Fancy. Black. Shiny – like the ones they use in official processions. Citroën, I think. I’m better with horses, of course … I know about them.’
 
         ‘A DS?’ Claude suggested. ‘They’re used in processions – especially black ones. And funerals. There are none round here, though. Too expensive, and who wants to drive round looking like a funeral director – or a politician?’
 
         Rocco shook his head as the buzz increased. So what they had was a truck ramming an official-looking car, and two men jumping out of the ditch and throwing pretend petrol bombs and firing guns. It prompted a thought. He turned to where Claude had picked up the glass.
 
         ‘Any shell cases?’
 
         ‘No. I thought about that. They must have picked them up … unless they used revolvers.’
         
 
         ‘They weren’t real, anyway.’
 
         Rocco and Claude turned and looked at Simeon, who was scrubbing at his groin again like an old dog.
 
         ‘Say again?’ Rocco was trying not to imagine what was going on down there. The man looked as if he and hot water and soap were distant acquaintances.
 
         ‘Guns. I know guns, too. They weren’t firing live rounds. The sound wasn’t right. Too flat and dull, like damp fireworks.’
 
         Make that pretend petrol bombs and blank rounds, thought Rocco. He said, ‘Did you see where they went afterwards?’
         
 
         ‘No. Like I told you, I was on my way back home with the horse. But I could hear them. Sound travels out here, you see; nothing to stop it. Wherever it was they went, they had a sick Renault to take with them. It sounded more like a tractor and kept banging, like there was something broken—’
 
         ‘Hey!’ Claude jumped in. ‘You didn’t say anything about it being a Renault before.’
 
         ‘Well, I only just realised, didn’t I? There’s a builder over towards Fonzet uses one just like it. Got it cheap off the military, he said.’ He nodded. ‘Renault. Bet you anything.’
 
         Rocco shook his head. No bet. Camera, men, vehicles, fake petrol bombs and blank bullets, lots of blood and a tooth. On the surface it added up to nothing more improbable than a makeshift film set. He wasn’t sure but he had a feeling film-makers were supposed to get a licence for shooting scenes on public roads, even out here. It could soon be checked. And the blood might well turn out to be a simple accident; a stuntman who’d miscalculated and performed his final cascade.
         
 
         Except, where were the film crew and equipment?

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

         
 
         George Tasker sat back and eyed the long mirror above the café bar. It glittered under the lights, and had gold-coloured patterns at each corner, like scrolls. That had to go, he decided; something that big was just asking for it. A well-placed chair would do it – maybe a table if things really got going.
         
 
         He sipped at a glass of cognac and watched the others getting tanked. He didn’t much care for spirits, and would rather have had a pint of Guinness. But the excuse for a bar they had chosen didn’t stock decent beer and the bartender didn’t seem to care one way or another. The food on offer was pretty much limited to bread, boiled eggs and cold meat, which didn’t hold a candle to free booze as far as Fletcher and the others were concerned. They’d piled in with venom, eager to try drinks they never would have normally, encouraged by the wad of francs Tasker had slapped on the bar.
 
         He sighed and rubbed the calloused knuckles of his right hand, waiting for the fun to kick off. Instructions were to take root here and let the rest take care of itself … with a little help from him and the readies supplied for the trip. He didn’t know and didn’t much care what else was going on, only that he had his part to play. The truck and the dented Citroën had been dumped as instructed, the truck torched along with the body of whoever it was had fallen underneath it, and the car left at a breaker’s yard to be ‘disappeared’. It seemed a waste to him, chopping a decent set of wheels like that, but arguing tactics wasn’t his call. They’d be getting a train out of here, anyway.
         
 
         He felt something sharp and metallic in his pocket. It was the spare key to the truck; he’d trousered it when they’d first picked up the vehicle, in case Fletcher lost his. The big man was useful in tight corners and for jobs that didn’t require much thinking, but there were times when his age began to show and he got careless. Like the way he’d hit the Citroën full pelt, nearly taking Tasker and Calloway out of the game for good. No judgement, that was his problem. Brains scrambled by too many lost fights and too much booze. If he had his way, this would be Fletcher’s last job for the Firm before he got relegated to something where he couldn’t harm anyone.
 
         He watched as the man chugged back a tall glass of thin, gassy beer, egged on by roars of approval from the others, before slamming the empty down on the bar and laughing like he’d won the Olympics. The bartender said something Fletcher clearly heard but didn’t understand. His response was to stick a thick middle finger in the air right in front of the man’s face and belch, then watch the Frenchie go red.
 
         Big bloke to upset, that bartender, Tasker noted. Probably handy in a ruckus, too; like any barman worth his job, accustomed to chucking out troublesome drunks. But he wasn’t big enough or handy enough for these lads once they got going. He sipped the cognac and waited. Checked his watch. Nearly lunchtime already.
         
 
         Time for some fun.
 
         
             

         
 
         Less than three miles away, Olivier Bellin, the owner of the breaker’s yard where the Citroën DS had been left, walked round the car studying the damage. It was pretty serious, he noted. Whatever this had skidded into had been solid enough not to give. Still, he’d seen worse over the years; driven some, too, when he’d had to. As bad as it seemed, though, given the right treatment it could be made to look right. As long as nobody looked too close.
 
         He scratched his head. He was in a not uncommon dilemma. He’d been paid to take in this car, no questions asked, and get rid of it. He’d done it plenty of times before when a vehicle had to cease to exist. That was ‘get rid’ as in destroy, chop up, crush, cut and reduce down to the last nut and washer. But Bellin was greedy, always on the lookout to make an easy killing. His view was that since the man paying for the job to be done was a long way from here, and unlikely ever to show his face anywhere near Amiens – and certainly not down this end of town – what was the problem? And this car was just so tasty … if viewed from the right angle. Suffering the indignity of being reduced to scrap this early in its life would be a sacrilege.
 
         He checked the odometer. The numbers were fairly high but not a killer. The condition of the seats and carpet wasn’t bad, either. A wash and brush-up and they’d look like new. The rest of the bodywork was sound, as were the tyres. The way the side had been caved in was a bit serious, there was no denying, and there might be some underlying problems with the structure. But he knew a couple of guys who could take care of that.
         
 
         He stared up at the sky, juggling the need for some quick cash from a punter wanting a cheap DS to show off to his neighbours, and the likelihood of The Man in Paris ever finding out that his instructions had not been carried out to the letter.
 
         The Man in Paris. Bellin licked his lips nervously. Now there was someone he didn’t like to think about. Several guys who’d disobeyed him were rumoured to have disappeared over the years, probably in yards pretty much like this one, come to think of it. And he had no wish to end up the same way.
 
         He turned and caught a glimpse of his reflection in the window of the cabin, which served as his office. He saw himself with one hand on the Citroën’s roof like he owned it. It caught him by surprise, standing alongside a picture-perfect DS as if born to it. He smiled.
         
 
         No doubt about it, it was too good to pass up. He made a decision.
 
         Unfortunately for Olivier Bellin, it was the worst mistake of his life.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER FIVE

         
 
         ‘Any thoughts?’ Rocco rejoined Claude Lamotte and they watched Simeon throw his leg over an ancient moped and wobble away down the road in a cloud of blue smoke.
 
         ‘Only one: if he makes it home without falling off, it’ll be a miracle.’ He turned to stare at the clump of pine trees, then the road. ‘But this … it all sounds a bit bizarre to me.’
 
         ‘Bizarre why?’ Rocco valued Claude’s opinion; although a countryside policeman based in Poissons, and looked on with faint derision by some on the force, he was a better cop than they knew and had the instincts of a born hunter. He also knew the people around here, which was a big advantage.
 
         ‘The camera. If it was back there by the trees, it would have been pointing east to catch the action, right?’
 
         ‘Agreed. So?’
 
         ‘Right into the morning sun? I doubt it.’ When Rocco didn’t respond, he puffed out his cheeks and said, ‘What – you think I don’t know about these things?’
 
         ‘Not at all. I just wondered how.’
         
 
         ‘Because back when I was driving a taxi in Paris, before I put on the uniform—’
 
         ‘Which, lets be honest,’ Rocco pointed out, ‘you don’t very often.’ As if to prove it, Claude was currently dressed in a pair of shabby brown corduroys, lace-up boots and a green hunting jacket. With his heavy build and round face, he looked more like a bandit than an officer of the law.
 
         ‘I have to blend in, don’t I? People won’t talk if I look like a cop all the time. Where was I? Oh, yes. There was this regular ride; he used to get me to take him to the Bois de Boulogne, where he made short films that never sold. They call it cinéma vérité now. Real life, it’s supposed to be, without all the glitzy crap they have in Hollywood. Myself, I quite like the glitzy crap. But he was eccentric, like lots of people in that business. Before his time, but okay – and he always paid his bills, so …’ He shrugged. ‘He liked to talk about his work while I drove and listened. That’s how I know about shooting against the sun.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t they have filters and lenses for that?’
 
         ‘Of course.’ Claude held out his hand and rubbed his fingers and thumb together. ‘But they’re expensive. Also, why have the camera there, so close to the track? Once the truck goes by, the shot’s ruined. Vibration, see – that’s something else he told me about. Kills a good scene like a dead dog.’
 
         ‘Maybe it’s all part of the vérité,’ Rocco murmured with a wry smile. He changed the subject. ‘How’s Alix?’
         
 
         Claude scowled. ‘Always busy. She’s trying to make commissaire before I retire, I reckon.’ One of Claude’s two daughters, Alix had returned to Poissons following a failed marriage, but having joined the police force. Claude had been both shocked and proud at once, and Rocco guessed he was still trying to come to terms with having a daughter in uniform and a looming divorce in the family.
         
 
         ‘She has a lot to prove, that’s all. It was a tough move, joining the uniforms.’
 
         Claude huffed his cheeks. ‘You don’t need to tell me that. I still can’t believe she did it. Still, I bet you see her more often than I do.’ He peered speculatively at Rocco. ‘How’s she shaping up?’
 
         Rocco squinted back at him. The comment had contained a certain tone, and he thought he knew why. ‘Actually, I don’t see her that much. Canet assigns her work, not me. But I think she’ll be fine. She’s got good instincts, like someone else I know.’
 
         Claude looked sheepish. ‘Sorry, Lucas. I’m an idiot. It’s not my place to worry about her. She’s a grown woman. I just…’
 
         ‘Worry about her?’
 
         ‘Yes. Pathetic, isn’t it, because she’d flay the skin off me if she knew. But what’s a man to do in my position?’
 
         ‘Don’t ask me, for a start,’ Rocco murmured. ‘I’m no expert.’
 
         A police van arrived and the driver hopped out and saluted. ‘We’ve come to mark out the scene, Inspector. Dr Rizzotti is on his way, and there’s a message for you from Captain Canet.’
 
         ‘What about?’
 
         ‘There’s been a big fight in town. A bar’s been wrecked and he thinks you might be able to help.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The Canard Doré was more than wrecked. It looked like a tornado had gone through the place after a carpet-bombing. What wasn’t broken seemed scarred and ripped beyond repair; half the furniture was on the pavement outside, having taken the plate glass windows and net curtains with it, and the front door was hanging from the hinges. Inside, the drinks-bottle shelves had been swept clean, a coffee machine flattened and the full-length wall mirrors had been hammered into fragments. The cash till was lying upside down in the sink, a scattering of coins and notes on the floor and drainer, and the pinball machine was lying flat on its belly like a beached whale, the glass splintered and the light display gutted. Only the counter, built of solid hardwood, seemed to have survived intact, although the surface was awash with spilt alcohol and embedded with fragments of broken glass. The aroma of beer and spirits was heavy in the air, mixing with a tang of stale sweat and cheap tobacco.
         
 
         The bar owner, André Mote, was sporting a large bruise over one eye and a bloodied shirt, and sitting in a corner looking murderous. The object of his anger was a group of five men who had been corralled in a corner of the bar by a number of tough Gardes Mobiles and a muscular Detective René Desmoulins. With batons drawn, they looked as if they were itching for an excuse to teach the fighters a lesson.
         
 
         ‘Why are they still here?’ said Rocco to Sous-Brigadier Godard, the head of the group.
         
 
         ‘It was easier keeping them confined here than trying to transfer them to the station on a charge of fighting, only to have a magistrate let them go. And there are too many civilians around to do it safely.’ Godard, a big man with a battle-scarred face, had the scepticism of many policemen, but was good at his job. He was right, too. If this lot were transferred to the street without taking precautions, they’d cause mayhem.
         
 
         Rocco nodded. ‘Good thinking. But this wasn’t a fight – it was open warfare. Now they’re subdued, get them cuffed and back to the station and lock them up. I’ll be along in a while.’
 
         ‘They’re foreign visitors, Lucas. English. Won’t there be repercussions if we lock them up?’ He rubbed his fingers and thumb together, referring to the recent ‘advisory’ bulletins circulated to all forces by the Interior Ministry regarding the treatment of visitors from overseas, and how the economy depended on not alienating foreign currency and those with the willingness to spend it.
 
         ‘Maybe.’ Rocco thought the advice applied less to areas like Picardie, and more to the tourist resorts in the south where visitors had money to splash around. ‘Just make sure they don’t fall down any stairs on the way. It won’t do them any harm to taste a bit of French jail comfort for a couple of hours.’ He knew that Godard was referring to Commissaire Massin, their boss, and his known fear of causing waves which might reach his superiors in Paris. ‘And you can leave Massin to me.’
         
 
         Godard grinned. ‘D’accord. Can I cuff them really tight?’
         
 
         ‘After what they’ve done here, I’d insist on it.’
 
         He waited while Godard organised his men and swiftly got the five Englishmen restrained before they could resist. Four of them made do with mild protests, but one man, who seemed to be their leader, pulled his wrists away and swore at Godard. He stood up, showing an impressive breadth of shoulders and a beaten pug face.
         
 
         ‘Piss off, Froggy. Nobody puts them things on me.’
 
         Godard turned and scowled at Rocco. ‘What did he say?’
 
         Rocco said, ‘I think he called you a frog-eater and an ugly son of an ugly bitch. You going to stand for that?’
 
         ‘No. I’m not. Can you look away, please?’ As soon as Rocco did so, Godard signalled to two of his men and they closed in on either side of the Englishman. Grabbing him by the arms, they slammed him unceremoniously against the wall and cuffed his hands behind him, then turned him around for Godard to plant a heavy knee into his groin. The Englishman gasped and his face lost all its colour.
 
         ‘And that, Monsieur Rosbif,’ Godard muttered, ‘is how we treat animals like you.’ He prodded the man’s shoulder. ‘And for your information, if you could speak our language, anyway, which you obviously cannot, I don’t eat frogs.’ He signalled to his men to take the five men away.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘How many of them were involved?’ To Rocco it was academic, but it was useful to know for the record how many men Mote had seen causing the damage.
 
         ‘All of them,’ growled Mote. ‘All English, all drunk and violent, like pigs. Animals!’ His eyes glittered with anger and bruised pride. He brushed his face with damaged knuckles. ‘Mostly it was the big one. I want them arrested and charged, Inspector. Do you know how many years it has taken me to build this business, me and my wife? Hein?’ He slapped his chest with the flat of his hand and stared around at his wife for her support. Mme Mote, a  mousy-looking woman in a floral apron, nodded dutifully and patted her husband’s hand, then dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. She had a large mole on her chin with a single hair sprouting from it, which Rocco found himself suffering an irrational desire to point out to her.
         
 
         ‘Charges will follow,’ he assured Mote. ‘What started it?’
 
         He listened with detachment as the story unfolded. It was a well-worn route to strife: someone had drunk too much, remarks and gestures had been made, the owner had refused further drinks and a brawl had ensued. It was nothing unusual for the establishment, Desmoulins had earlier confided. The Canard Doré wasn’t known for its upscale clientele and had been the location of more than a few bar brawls. But this damage was of a greater scale than normal.
         
 
         ‘I’ll say.’ Rocco had seen the results of far worse bar fights than this, especially in Marseilles when visiting naval ships were in and men had been too long at sea on service rations. But for Amiens, it was extreme.
 
         ‘I’ll have someone come round to take statements and assess the damage,’ he said finally, when Mote had finished his story. ‘You’ll have to apply for compensation, but the court will probably make it a condition of their sentence.’
 
         ‘You mean in return for their release?’ Mote didn’t sound very surprised. Maybe, thought Rocco, the idea of money to refurbish the bar would be enough to salve his feelings and let the matter drop.
 
         ‘We’ll see what the magistrate says.’
 
         Outside, he found a uniformed officer waiting for him.
 
         ‘Inspector Rocco? Captain Canet would be pleased if you could return to the station. The five men charged with the assault are all English.’
         
 
         ‘I know. So?’
 
         The man shrugged. ‘You are the only person with that language, sir. We have to take their statements … but …’ He hesitated.
 
         ‘But what?’
 
         ‘They are being difficult, sir. Even with Sous-Brigadier Godard’s men to help. They seem happy to just sit there laughing at us.’
         
 
         ‘The fresh air must have woken them up.’ Men in Godard’s unit – often mistaken for the national Compagnies Républicaines de Sécurité (CRS) – were used when strength in numbers was needed. If even they were having trouble, then the leader of the Englishmen must have stirred his men into making a fuss.
         
 
         ‘Two of them are pretty big, sir – possibly ex-boxers. The others are just drunk.’
 
         ‘I noticed.’
 
         Fifteen minutes later, Rocco was talking to Captain Eric Canet, in charge of the uniformed officers. The captain looked mildly unsettled, as if facing a problem he didn’t much relish dealing with.
 
         ‘We don’t need this, Lucas,’ he breathed. ‘We need to get rid of these louts as soon as possible. The magistrate has agreed to deal with them at a special sitting in the morning. He’ll impose a fine and compensation big enough to please the bar owner, after which we can wave them goodbye. But I think you should talk to them; warn them off coming back.’ He handed Rocco a filing tray piled with wallets, passports and envelopes containing money and other personal effects.
         
 
         ‘If they’ll listen.’ Rocco looked around. ‘Where’s Massin?’ The commissaire had a nose for bad news and was usually quick to stamp on trouble taking place in his precinct. Rocco was surprised he wasn’t already out here handing out advice.
         
 
         ‘He’s been called to a conference in headquarters. Something about a security review … or should I say, another security review. Perronnet went with him.’ Commissaire Perronnet was Massin’s deputy, and clung to him like a tick. It was the job of a commissaire like Massin to attend numerous meetings which seemed on the surface to have little to do with day-to-day policing, but a lot to do with a visible national readiness after years of doubt. It also gave him the opportunity he craved, which was to consort with the upper levels of the police force and the Interior Ministry in the hopes of gaining a more favourable posting. ‘I’d like to get this done before he comes back,’ Canet added dryly, ‘then we can all go back to the usual levels of violence and mayhem.’
         
 
         Rocco nodded. It was a wise move. The less Massin had to complain about, the better all round. ‘Right. I’ll see them in a minute. But don’t let on that I speak English.’
 
         He turned as Desmoulins wandered up, sporting a livid bruise on one cheek.
 
         ‘What happened to you?’
 
         The detective sniffed in disgust. ‘I must be getting slow. The big bastard caught me with a backward head butt as we were getting him in the van.’ He waited until Canet was out of earshot, then added, ‘But he tripped on the way back out, so we’re even. Clumsy fella.’
 
         ‘Clearly. Also not aware of when he’s caused enough trouble.’ He had a random thought about the ramming incident involving the truck and the Citroën. ‘Three things I need you to check on: put someone on ringing the hospitals here and in a thirty-kilometre radius. Ask if they’ve taken in any road accident victims, dead or injured.’
         
 
         ‘Sure. Anything specific?’
 
         ‘We’re looking for anyone with facial damage, loss of teeth – that kind of thing.’
 
         ‘Is this from the call earlier this morning?’
 
         ‘Yes. Something odd is going on, but it could be nothing. Second, get someone to check the garages in the area for a military-style Renault truck and a black Citroën DS brought in showing crash damage. Check the barracks, too, see if they’re missing a truck. And third, find out if anyone has applied for a permit to film on public roads in the region.’
 
         ‘Got it. You going to talk to the English?’
 
         ‘In a while. Let them stew a bit longer.’
 
         ‘You want me there?’
 
         Rocco smiled at Desmoulins’ readiness to pitch in where trouble loomed. ‘Thanks, but Godard and his men are a lot uglier.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            CHAPTER SIX

         
   
         ‘Remember, nobody says nothing unless I give the nod.’ Tasker glared at each of his companions in turn: Fletcher, the grey-haired and heavily jowled bruiser; the two bottle throwers, Jarvis and Biggs, ex-soldiers in their thirties; and Calloway, tanned, slim and looking out of place in their company. They were gathered around a table bolted to the floor, in a holding cell big enough to take all five men. Most looked hung-over and jittery to varying degrees. ‘If any of these monkeys manages to find someone who speaks English,’ Tasker continued, ‘– which I doubt – we came over for some fun, got pissed and it got out of hand. End of story. We all clear?’

         They nodded, either too cowed or too tired to argue.

         Tasker sat back, satisfied they’d follow instructions. Biggs and Jarvis were green but would go with the flow. Fletcher had done some jail time, so he knew what the score was when it came to being patient. And Tasker had served a couple of terms himself, several years ago, one for involvement in a bank robbery. He’d put it down to experience; it was one of many bank jobs he’d done, but the only one he’d been hauled in for and convicted.
         

         ‘How long is this going to take?’ breathed Calloway, studying his nails. Of them all, he seemed the most calm and untroubled. ‘Only I have a date lined up for tomorrow that I’d rather not miss.’

         ‘Tough shit, pretty boy,’ Tasker replied nastily. ‘You’ll have to give it a miss, won’t you? Just sit tight until I say so or there might be an accident happening in this cell any moment soon.’

         Calloway looked unaffected by the man’s air of menace, but shrugged. ‘If you say so.’

         ‘I do. Anyone else got anything to say?’ Nobody replied. ‘Good. Now, they got to let us go soon, so we ain’t got long.’

         Calloway looked doubtful. ‘I wouldn’t bet on it.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘You don’t know French cops. They don’t play nice when it suits them, and those boys in blue weren’t being too gentle, in case you hadn’t noticed.’

         Tasker shrugged. ‘So what? We’re still in one piece, aren’t we? It’s no worse than a dust-up down Brick Lane. You take the bruises and you get the money. They might not let us go today … but they have to sometime. We sit here until they do, then we go home.’ He grinned without humour. ‘It’s all part of the plan – and you’re being paid well for it, so don’t screw it up.’

         The threat in his voice was a chilling reminder of his authority, and the men said nothing. Out in the corridor, they heard footsteps approaching. The door was unlocked.
         

         A uniformed officer stepped in and stood in the doorway. Big and ready, he was holding a short baton in both hands. Two others stood just behind him, similarly armed. The lead man pointed at Tasker with the business end of the baton and beckoned.

         Tasker folded his arms and sat back. ‘You want me, Pierre, you’ll have to come in and get me. Only you might have to get used to wearing your little stick through your nose.’

         The officer hesitated, unsure of what the Englishman had said. But the body language was clear enough. The three officers made a move to step forward, then a voice murmured behind them and they stepped aside.

         Another man entered the room.

         
             

         

         Rocco stopped just inside the door and looked around at the five prisoners. They stared back, clearly surprised by his appearance. What they had no doubt expected was a group of heavies coming in in force; what they were seeing was a taller-than-average man, dark-haired and tanned, with broad shoulders, dressed in a good-quality, long, dark coat and trousers and expensive shoes. And seemingly unconcerned by their number in the confined space.

         ‘Well, well. Look what the cat’s brought in.’ Tasker was the first to speak. ‘Fe fi fo fum … I smell a senior frogeater.’ He kept his eyes on Rocco but his next words were clear enough. ‘Shtumm, boys, remember.’
         

         Rocco moved further inside the room. He was holding a handful of British passports. Flicking them open, he studied the contents at length, allowing the silence to build. Then he compared faces with photos, going from one man to the next, staring them in the eye and noting their reactions. When he was finished, he slapped the passports shut and put them away, then studied the state of the men’s hands.
         

         The big man, Tasker, was clearly the leader. Every group of individuals had one – even a group of violent drunks. And authority radiated off this man like an electric current. He was forty-five years old, married and listed as a businessman. He had the brutal appearance of a barroom brawler, although his suit looked expensive, if flash, as did the large gold rings on his fingers. Somewhere along the road of his life, someone had flattened his nose, and he had developed layers of old scar tissue over his eyes and was missing half of one eyebrow. He’d probably been a good puncher in his time, thought Rocco, eyeing his big shoulders and bunched knuckles, but with a poor defence. And judging by the fresh cuts and abrasions on his hands, he had been using those knuckles only a short while ago.

         The second big man, Fletcher, was older at fifty-one. He had the dull eyes of a follower and a hard-man body going to seed around the edges. His clothes were also flashy, but cheap. He, too, was nursing cuts to his hands. Two younger men named Biggs and Jarvis were working hard at ignoring Rocco, but failing. They looked fit, like former soldiers or athletes, but beginning to go soft, their fingers yellowed by nicotine and reddened with scratches and cuts. Both were listed as customer managers. And then there was a man named Calloway, occupation professional driver, more French than English by appearance and somehow aloof from his companions. And smarter.

         Rocco couldn’t think when he’d last seen such a mixed bunch, and decided it would have been back in Paris. They would have been criminals, too, just like this lot, of that he was certain.
         

         ‘For your information, Mr Tasker,’ he said in English, looking at the big man, ‘my name is Rocco. Inspector Rocco. That’s a strange word, “shtumm”. Is it London slang?’ He held Tasker’s gaze but the man looked too surprised to say anything. ‘Is there a particular reason why your friends should remain quiet?’

         ‘Terrific.’ The soft murmur came from Calloway, on hearing Rocco’s easy grasp of the language.

         Tasker glared at him, but said to Rocco, ‘Go screw yourself, copper.’

         ‘See, that is what I do not understand,’ Rocco replied, and looked at each of the men in turn. He walked up and down, forcing them to follow him with their eyes, each turn taking him closer and closer until he was right in front of them, and they were having to crane their necks to see his face. ‘Five … friends, come to France and have a little fun. They drink too much of our wine and beer – even a bottle or two of cognac, according to the bar owner – and end up drunk. So drunk they completely ruin a bar.’ He shrugged. ‘It happens, of course. Even here we are not immune to the odd fracas. But then the men prove … difficult when taken in for questioning.’
         

         ‘So?’ Tasker stuck his chin out. ‘What’s your point?’

         ‘My point, Mr Tasker, is why? Most people in your situation would be eager – is that the word, eager? – to get out of here. After all, our jails are not famous for being comfortable.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s a constant source of national shame, but budgets are very limited. However, you men are different. No, for some reason, you make more of this … episode than it needs. Almost as if you want to stay here. Is it the British military cemeteries which have attracted you to our region? I think not. It can hardly be the local fishing because you do not look like any fishermen I have ever seen. I’m just a little puzzled, that’s all. Perhaps we should talk about it.’ He studied Tasker’s eyes very carefully, looking for something, but failing to find it. It only added to his bafflement. He decided to unsettle him and turned to the three officers, pointing at Calloway. ‘Bring that man.’ Then he turned and left the cell.
         

         ‘Hey!’ Tasker was on his feet in an instant. ‘Come back here, copper! Why aren’t you questioning me? Hey – frog!’
         

         But Rocco’s footsteps were already fading along the corridor.

         Tasker could only watch as the officers lifted Calloway from his seat and took him away.
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