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    Dedication


    For my mother and father, inspirations my whole life.

  


  
     


    Author’s Note


    As much as I love Paris, I have been forced to take occasional liberties with its history and geography. Events have been created and streets invented to suit my own selfish needs. All errors and misrepresentations, intentional and otherwise, are mine and mine alone.

  


  
     


    Chapter One


    The man stood still, scanning the night for movement. Seeing none, he stepped off the cobbled path and moved through a cluster of crypts, looking for a place to rest. He found four low tombs and swept a bouquet of flowers from the edge of one before sitting down. He listened for a moment then pulled a canvas bag onto his lap, reassured by the muffled clunk of the tools inside.


    He rummaged in the bag and pulled out the map he’d drawn on his first visit to the cemetery, two weeks ago. Leaning forward, he pointed his headlamp at the ground before switching it on, holding the map in its yellow glow and running his eyes over the familiar lines and circles.


    A breeze passed through the trees and he heard the rustle of leaves, like sighs of relief after a long, hot day. The gentle draft reached him and ruffled the page in his hand, caressed his cheek. He clicked off the lamp and looked up, savoring the coolness, and he shut his eyes for just a moment, tipping his head back so the sweat on his throat could dry.


    Behind him, a scraping sound.


    He looked over his shoulder at a pair of oak trees, blacker even than the moonless night, their limbs reaching out to each other like uncertain strangers, sightless branches jostling each other to touch the wind.


    Taking a deep breath to relax himself, he turned his eyes to the concrete headstone at his back, suddenly curious about whose bones were beneath him. He switched his headlamp on and its light drew shadows out of the raised letters on a brass plaque. He mouthed the words James Douglas Morrison. Below the name it read, 1948–1971. A string of letters under the dates made no sense to him. Latin or Greek, perhaps.


    He put the lamp and his map back into the bag and pulled out a water bottle, half empty from his long and dusty journey to this place. Two long swigs were all he allowed himself, and he put the bottle away.


    He stiffened as voices drifted in from the path that he’d just left, conspiratorial whispers that wound between the stone and concrete tombs, soft words given form by the clarity of the night.


    Two voices, a man and a woman.


    In a moment his bag was open again, thick fingers gripping the butt of the gun he’d never used, a .22 Ruger he’d bought from a drunk outside a bar in Montmartre three months ago.


    He slid the bag onto the ground and moved so he could see the path, his small feet stepping on the firm soil between patches of gravel, moving him silently between the stone slabs. As a boy, his mother had laughingly called him mon petit scarabée, my little scarab, for the way he could scuttle about the house without being seen, popping up where least expected to startle her, or, if he was there, to make his father turn red and growl.


    The Scarab peered around a tall tombstone into the darkness and saw the couple coming toward him, arm in arm, heads close. They walked slowly, swaying as if they were drunk, holding each other up as their feet scuffed over the cobblestone path. They wore matching outfits: black T-shirts and camouflage pants tucked into military-style boots.


    And they had no idea he was there.


    He thought about letting them pass, he almost wanted to, but they made the decision for him by stopping ten yards away.


    “His grave should be here,” the woman said. “You have the candle?”


    They were speaking English, the man thought. He spoke English, too. Un petit peu.


    “Yeah, sure.” The man slipped off a backpack. “Somewhere.”


    “This is so exciting,” the woman said, her voice a stage whisper, breathless. She had olive skin and dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. Green eyes, the Scarab guessed.


    He knew where they were going, where so many damn Americans went: to pay homage to a drug addict and alcoholic, a man who squandered his musical gifts and destroyed every piece of his talent with a needle. If they had the sense to recognize the power of the grave, he thought, they should have the sense to seek out those whose bones had something positive to offer.


    He watched from the shadows as they stood at the edge of the path. His breath caught in his throat and he felt a stab of anxiety as he realized: They’ll see my bag.


    He squeezed the grip of the pistol that hung by his side, as if reminding himself of its presence. He couldn’t risk them seeing his tools, raising the alarm.


    He stepped out of the shadows and walked toward them, his gun parting the darkness in front of him. He trod carefully, quietly. He was the Scarab, scuttling out from between the stone tombs, unexpected and unseen until he was close enough to see their eyes widen and their mouths drop open.


    He knew what they were seeing, too, and the fact that they looked at his face for so long before seeing the gun told him so. He’d seen that look when he didn’t have a gun in his hand, gotten it all his life. They were seeing a man barely five feet tall, the height of a child but with the stocky build of a professional, adult wrestler. They were seeing the face he’d gotten from his father, the long thick chin under wide cheek bones, and the narrow slits for eyes that sat deep, hidden, and unreadable. Eyes that were black holes bored into the base of an unusually high forehead, which itself ended with the spirals of copper wire that sprang across the crown of his head.


    He watched them as they watched him and, when they’d taken all of him in, he decided that no words were necessary. He aimed at the man, pointing the gun toward his chest, squeezing the trigger softly like he’d practiced in his apartment. Now, though, instead of a click he heard a sharp crack. Once, then a second time after he’d brought the little gun under control, and in the dark night he heard the man fall onto the cobbles of the Avenue de la Chappelle. He looked over at the woman. She seemed to be hyperventilating, with one hand clamped over her mouth, as if quieting herself would circumvent the inevitable.


    He was pleased so far. Such a small gun but so effective and easy to use.


    He inched his aim to the left, covering the woman, the girl, his finger firm on the trigger. It crossed his mind, for just a moment, that he could do more with her than he could with the man, exert control and make her . . . do things for him.


    Their eyes met and held, but not for long enough to see whether he’d been right about their color. She was looking at his gun, her mouth working silently, and then her eyes flicked back to his face as her left arm rose from her side, stiff, and she put her hand out as if she were a policewoman stopping traffic. The Scarab stared at her palm for a moment, so white in the darkness, her fingers so delicate and frail, a desperate gesture from a girl who had nothing else to offer. A spiderweb to stop a train.


    He pulled the trigger, again a gentle squeeze that wouldn’t mess up his aim. The crack seemed louder than before, more satisfying to the Scarab, and it sent a bullet through the middle of her palm and into her shoulder. Her hand flew up and then fell back to her side, and the girl let out a high-pitched whine as she took a step back, her head shaking in disbelief. The Scarab moved forward to see the expression on her face.


    Surprise and confusion, he thought. But mostly fear.


    She looked down at her hand, which released blood onto the path in a thick stream. Then she looked up, directly into his eyes, and opened her mouth wide.


    The Scarab didn’t wait for her to scream. He shot her again, jerking the trigger three times, knowing he couldn’t miss from so close, and she crumpled to the ground without making another sound.


    He knelt between their bodies, as much to listen for other intruders as to admire his work, and, as darkness and silence wrapped themselves around the cemetery once again, he ran his hands over the body of the girl. Her limbs were heavy, her throat was warm, and her lips dry. Her eyes weren’t eyes any more, just glassy beads, lifeless. Green beads. He tried to close her lids but they didn’t stay down, not all the way, so he left her like that, half asleep, half peeking up at a starless night.


    He rose, went to his bag, and took out the charm. It won’t be going to the right person, tonight was no longer safe for him, but it could go to this girl. He wiped his prints from the figurine and, carefully, placed it on her chest.


    He straightened and turned to the man. He kicked him in the head, just in case, and the body seemed to sigh. But when he kicked it again, it just rocked a little, silent.


    An owl hooted close by and he looked at his watch, seeing the second hand ticking around too fast, realizing that his heart was ticking too quickly, also. He slowed it with twenty seconds of deep breathing, the wind stroking his brow like the gentle hand of his mother.


    Which made him think of one more thing he should do.

  


  
     


    Chapter Two


    Hugo Marston ignored his phone, giving his attention instead to the waiter unloading a basket of croissants and a large café crème onto his table. He thanked the man and looked out the window at the stream of tourists heading across the Pont au Double toward the Cathedral of Notre Dame. Café Panis was not on his way to work but there was something about this spot that gave him energy, as if it were the hub of a wheel that set Paris spinning into life every morning. Not to mention all those people to watch, which for a former FBI profiler was like leaving a kid in front of the monkey cage at the zoo.


    Hugo unwrapped a sugar cube and stirred it into his coffee before taking a tentative sip. He checked his phone—technically he was on the clock—and was surprised to see that it was his friend Tom Green who’d called. He dialed him back.


    “You’re up early,” Hugo said. “What time did you get in last night?”


    “None of your business.”


    “Ah, CIA business.”


    “Like I’d tell you if it was. What are you doing?”


    “Breakfast at Panis. Join me.”


    “Not right now. You headed to the embassy in a bit?”


    “Possible,” said Hugo. “It being Monday and that being where I work, I probably should.”


    “You’re the chief of fucking security, you can show up whenever you want.”


    “I’ll be sure and remind the ambassador about that rule.”


    “Do what you like,” Tom said, “but have Emma make the coffee this morning, will you?”


    “So you are coming in.”


    “Sherlock Holmes. But gimme an hour. I got some yuck to scrape off my body.”


    “Jeez, Tom, not again. What was her name?”


    “When you pay,” Tom said patiently, “you don’t have to ask.”


    “And when you ask nicely, you don’t have to pay.”


    “Thanks but I don’t take romantic advice from a virgin, Hugo. See you at your office.”


    Tom hung up, as usual, without a good-bye. He’d been Hugo’s roommate and best friend at the FBI’s training grounds in Quantico almost twenty years ago, a friendship that deepened during a shared tour at the bureau’s LA field office after graduation. Then their career paths took them in different directions: Hugo’s higher up the ladder at the Behavioral Analysis Unit as a profiler, Tom’s into the CIA as . . . Hugo never really found out what and suspected he didn’t want to know. But whatever Tom was up to put several years between them, and Hugo had missed his foul-mouthed intellectual of a friend.


    Then Tom arrived in Paris, moving into Hugo’s spare room months ago, overweight, too in love with whisky for Hugo’s liking, and claiming to be retired but still “consulting” for the CIA. As far as Hugo could tell, that meant coming and going at random hours, disappearing for a week or more without warning, and sometimes sleeping for days at a time. Of course, the last one might just have been the booze.


    Hugo sipped his coffee, wondering if Tom was on another job. Why else would he come to the embassy? Or be up before noon.


    He turned as the news came onto the television behind him. A scrolling banner flickered along the bottom of the screen and Hugo sat up straight as the newsreader told of two tourists found dead at the famous Père Lachaise cemetery. No names, no nationalities, no suspect.


    But the victims were tourists, which meant there was a decent chance they were Americans, and if so the ambassador would want all hands on deck, including his chief regional security officer.


    Hugo swallowed the rest of his coffee and dropped twelve euros on the dish beside his bill. He grabbed a second croissant and stepped out of the café onto Quai de Montebello, humming with the traffic and pedestrians heading to wherever they belonged on a Monday morning.


    He crossed the street at a stoplight and headed west alongside the Seine, nodding bonjours to the bouquinistes who were setting up their riverside book stalls for the day. As he did so, his mind inevitably conjured up images of his friend Max, the gruff and grumpy bouquiniste who’d sold Hugo every worthwhile book the American owned, always pretending to steal from Hugo while in reality giving him each book for a song. Hugo looked down at the Seine as he walked and watched the barges chug slowly along its edges, leaving the heart of the river for the glass-paneled bateaux mouches, the tourist boats that promised fine views of both sides of the bank, rain or shine. They were like servants, these barges, sliding to one side, making way for their glamorous masters who bore cargo more precious, more immediately lucrative, than coal, cloth, and wine.


    Behind Hugo, the summer sun had crested Paris’s highest buildings and warmed the back of his neck, and he welcomed the cool morning breeze that drifted up from the river to accompany him on his walk.


    He stayed on the Left Bank until he reached the Pont Royal, which took him over the river to the grounds of the Louvre Museum. It was a frequent walk for him, this morning stroll through the garden of the Tuileries, because it was the one time of the day that he’d see more birds than people, especially in the summer. From here it was less than a mile to his office, and as the trees and grass breathed for the city, this space breathed for him, too. His usually purposeful stride slowed to a genteel stroll as if a lasting decree from Napoleon himself forbade haste across this hallowed soil.
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    Emma looked up as Hugo walked into the ground floor offices of the security section of the US Embassy. She was, as ever, gently but perfectly coiffed, wearing an elegant silk blouse that complimented her graying hair, a matching string of pearls around her neck.


    “Bonjour, Hugo,” she said. “Don’t bother with your office, the ambassador wants to see you.”


    “So early?”


    “It’s almost ten.”


    “I’m on French time.”


    “Well, in that case it’s almost ten. Now get going.”


    Hugo winked and started back the way he’d come, taking the stairs up to the third floor where the ambassador had his rooms, including his office. His secretary, tucked behind a petite white desk, waved him in.


    Ambassador J. Bradford Taylor was standing by the empty fireplace when Hugo walked in. He turned and smiled, and Hugo thought he saw a measure of relief in his face.


    In temperament they were very much alike and so had transcended the master-servant relationship, something Hugo had never been good at in either role, and become friends over the two years Hugo had been stationed in Paris. Physically, however, they could not have been more different. At five feet, eight inches, the ambassador had surrendered his physique to the party circuit and acquired a potbelly that, in recent months, he’d started to caress when deep in thought. Hugo, on the other hand, stood a good six inches taller and merely nibbled at the foie gras. As a result, despite his forty-three years, Hugo’s shoulders remained markedly wider than his waist. And, where the ambassador was bald, Hugo’s dark-brown hair had done nothing worse than gray a little. In fact, at a dinner at Le Procope a few months back, Taylor had jokingly announced their arrival to some American businessmen by saying, “Fatty Arbuckle and Cary Grant are here,” prompting Hugo to remind his boss that he was still the ambassador and was entitled to a little extra weight. And respect.


    “Sit down, Hugo.” Taylor pointed him to the cluster of chairs to Hugo’s left. “I believe you know my guest.”


    Hugo started forward, a smile forming. “How the hell do you do that?”


    “I travel outside your human space-time continuum,” Tom replied. “I move with the sun’s rays. Now I’m here, now I’m gone.”


    “Or you lied about being at my apartment.”


    “Possibly,” Tom said. “But I meant what I said about your shitty coffee.”


    “You noticed that, too?” said Taylor. “Thank God for Emma.”


    The three men sat and Hugo looked at his boss. “I’m guessing that those tourists at Père Lachaise were American?”


    “Yes,” Taylor nodded. “Well, one of them. The young man.”


    “I see.” Hugo turned to Tom. “And why exactly are you here?”


    “Because the other one wasn’t,” Tom said. “Not by a long shot. Wanna have a guess?”


    “Well, I’m sitting with one former CIA spook and one freelancing spook. Which puts my guess somewhere in the Middle East or central Asia.”


    “Clever Hugo. She was from Egypt.” Tom grinned and looked at Taylor. “I get my brains from him.”


    “But Egypt’s a friendly, at least the last time I checked,” Hugo said, looking back and forth between the two men.


    “Mostly,” Tom said. “We’ve been keeping an eye on a few cells we think are targeting tourists. We’re worried they’re branching out, looking for US sites outside Egypt.”


    “Still seems like you being here is . . . an overreaction.” Hugo winked at his friend. “No offense.”


    “None taken,” said Tom. “But it’s not just her that brings me here. The guy is of interest, too.”


    “How so?”


    Taylor took over. “He was the son of Senator Norris Holmes.”


    “Wait, you mean . . . the kid was Maxwell Holmes?” Hugo sat straight up. “He was supposed to—”


    “Intern here at the embassy,” Taylor finished. “Yes. Which explains why you are here.”


    “Damn. That’s terrible. What happened out there?”


    “They were both shot close to Jim Morrison’s grave,” Taylor said, “on the main path leading to it. Small caliber weapon, but we’ve not been given any pictures or forensic information yet. As far as I know, there’s no indication of a motive or a suspect.”


    “What about the victims, do we know much?”


    “Not really,” said Tom. “We’re running on speculation and paranoia at the moment.”


    “And you’re speculating that this girl was a terrorist trying to infiltrate the embassy through an association with Maxwell Homes?” Hugo asked. “The paranoia being that there are zero facts to support that theory.”


    “That’s right,” Taylor nodded. “It’s been about eight hours since they were found, and we’re still gathering information. Sometimes the French aren’t good at sharing.”


    “If you know she’s Egyptian,” Hugo said, “then you know her name. That should open a few doors.”


    Taylor nodded. “The French cops went straight to his hotel and found some of her stuff there. That took them to her apartment, where they snagged her passport. So yes, they got a name, which they gave to us, but so far nothing’s come back on it. She seems clean.”


    “Unless it’s a fake name,” Tom said. “And a fake passport. We’d like to look at it to know for sure, but that’s where the sharing thing isn’t working out.”


    “Have you told Senator Holmes?” Hugo asked.


    “Yes, I told him myself.” Taylor shook his head. “Poor guy took it hard, as you might imagine. He’s heading over here, and when he arrives, he’ll be wanting answers.”


    The three sat in silence for a moment, then Tom and the ambassador exchanged looks. Taylor cleared his throat. “There’s one other thing,” he said. “Not sure it’s consistent with a terrorism-related theory.”


    Hugo raised an eyebrow. “What?”


    “Whoever did this mutilated one of the bodies,” Taylor said.


    “Maxwell Holmes?”


    “No,” said Taylor. “The girl. I’m getting this from the French and I’ve not seen any pictures yet, but they’re telling me that an area on her shoulder was intentionally hacked with a knife. The rest of her, and Holmes, completely untouched. No rape, and no significant injuries other than the bullet wounds.”


    “Interesting,” said Hugo.


    “It is,” Taylor said. “Any thoughts you’d like to share?”


    “Not yet.” Hugo frowned. “I can imagine a couple of possibilities but I need to see her body, or at the very least photos. Preferably her body.”

  


  
     


    Chapter Three


    Hugo and Tom were let into the morgue by a young technician who’d been told by the French police to expect, and cater to, the Americans. The young man, round and red-faced, flipped his blond hair as he fired questions at Hugo about America and the FBI.


    They moved through the administrative area toward the morgue proper, Hugo recognizing the gentle lap of sterility that seeped toward them, the sharp odor of disinfectant and the even more telltale scent of lavender and lemon that so many morgues used to mask the smell of death. As carpet gave way to tile under their feet, the youth paused in front of a heavy swing door. He turned, waiting for an answer to his final question.


    “I am pretty sure,” Hugo said, creasing his brow for effect, “that the bureau does not hire its own specialist morgue technicians. But if I find out I’m wrong, I’ll let you know.”


    “Vraiment, you will?”


    “Absolutely. In fact, if they do, I’ll bring you an application form myself.”


    “Merci!” The young man beamed. “Alors, nous sommes ici, messieurs. I took the liberty of laying out the bodies. I’ll leave you to them, just stop by the office when you’re done so I can put them away.”


    “We will,” Hugo said. “Do you know when the autopsies will be done?”


    The tech shrugged. “When the authorities stop fighting about who should do it. Tonight, maybe tomorrow. Sterile gloves on the cart if you want to touch them, they’ve been scrubbed for evidence, so you can.”


    The room was windowless but bright, the white tiles of the walls and floor bouncing the glare from the strip lights overhead. It was smaller than Hugo had expected, with room for just two autopsy tables and, at the far end of the chilled room, three cooler doors. A metal cart held an array of cutting implements and, on extendable arms above each table, Hugo recognized the other essential tools of the trade: a saw, a camera, and a voice recorder.


    Hugo went straight to the body of the girl. Only her waxen face was visible, the rest of her body covered with a sterile blue blanket of thick tissue. Hugo pulled it off and folded it neatly as he looked up and down her body.


    “Good-looking girl,” Tom said.


    “She was. And you never told me her name.”


    “Hanan Elserdi. Twenty-six years old. Home town: Cairo. Been in France for eight months—according to her passport, anyway.”


    She’d been a healthy young girl this time yesterday. Now she lay on a metal tray, lifeless and stiff with rigor mortis, suffering the gaze of two complete strangers who stared at her naked form with the dispassionate eyes of scientists sizing up a new specimen. Hugo shook his head. “I assume you have people working on her background.”


    “I expect a phone call any minute,” Tom said. His voice and tone were unusually gentle, respectful of the dead body in front of him, but without being sentimental. Gruff, foul-mouthed, and, Hugo suspected, often lethal, Tom was a much nicer person than he let on. And sometimes Hugo reminded him of that.


    “Looks like she was shot five times,” Tom said. “Hand, shoulder, two in the chest, and one in the throat.”


    “Maybe,” Hugo said. “And then again, maybe not.” He stooped over the wound in her shoulder, then straightened and moved to her side. “I’d say four times. Look.” He took her left arm and raised it, pressing against the rigor mortis to create a right angle with her body. “The wound in her shoulder isn’t as deep as the others because the bullet went through the flesh of her hand first. She put it out, an instinctual act, trying to stop him. Just a guess, of course.”


    “Of course. What else?”


    It was, in some ways, a game, a puzzle. A gruesome one, no doubt, and one tinged with tragedy because the essence of the puzzle was a once-live, now-dead human being. But the best way, usually the only way, to shine a light on the events that led to a death was to cast an unemotional and critical eye over the remains. To spot the pieces that fit together and to solve the puzzle that had put this young woman on a metal tray.


    Hugo studied each wound, careful not to touch the entry points. Even though the evidence people had gotten all they needed from her, whoever did the autopsy should measure the bullet holes, their widths and depths, and he didn’t want to skew the results.


    “Four shots, all close range,” Hugo said. “He’s not an experienced marksman because they are all over the place. No grouping, and no vital organs hit.”


    “And no head shot or heart shot. So, not a pro.”


    “Right.”


    “You’re trying to tell me he’s not a terrorist,” Tom said. “But—”


    “I know,” Hugo interrupted, “there’s no shortage of amateur radicals out there. You’re right, I don’t think we can rule that out, not just on the wounds.”


    “Agreed,” Tom nodded. “Maybe she knew the killer, if he got this close to her.”


    “Could be, although it was dark and a cemetery. Easy enough to lie in wait and pounce at the last moment.”


    “Which begs a question.”


    “Yes, it does. If the killer is neither experienced or a pro, why is he lurking in a graveyard waiting to kill people?”


    “That’s the question, all right,” said Tom. “You have an answer, I assume?”


    “Nope.” Hugo looked up. “All I can think is that he was there for some other reason. They stumbled across him, or vice versa, and he shot them.”


    “Which means we have to figure out why they were there, as well as why he was.”


    “Right. Could have been nothing more than a midnight jaunt to see Morrison’s grave; they certainly wouldn’t be the first. But to be sure, we need to know a lot more about our victims.” Hugo moved to the sheet covering Maxwell Holmes. He pulled it off and folded it like he had the one covering the girl, absentmindedly, as he studied the body.


    “Same deal,” said Tom, looking over Hugo’s shoulder. “Shot twice. No kill shot to make sure, and two feet of skin between the hits.”


    Hugo moved back to Elserdi’s table. “The only significant difference between the bodies is this.” He carefully rolled her onto her side to reveal her shoulder. Tom moved beside him and they stared at the ragged patch of obliterated skin. The area was roughly the size of a hockey puck, and the killer had gone after it with a vengeance. The skin had been shredded, and Hugo could see that cut after cut had been made until this patch of her shoulder was raw.


    “What the fuck does it mean?” Tom said.


    To Hugo, every mark on a dead body meant something. Every bruise, cut, scrape, and blemish told the story of either the victim’s death, or their life.


    “They were both wearing T-shirts when they were shot, right?” Hugo asked.


    “Yes. But both were topless when they were found. Tit fetish?”


    “Didn’t see any tits on Maxwell,” Hugo said.


    “Good point.”


    “But we should check for one thing.” Hugo laid the girl back how he’d found her, and turned to the young man, looking over the front of his body before turning him on his side. Hugo looked him up and down, chewing his lip, inspecting the skin carefully. Satisfied, he laid him flat on his back again. Hugo went back to the girl, this time raising her shoulder to look at the mangled area of flesh over her clavicle.


    “Interesting,” Hugo said, more to himself than to Tom.


    “Interesting how? Hugo, come on, what are you seeing?”


    “He’s gone after her here.”


    “Like he’s angry?”


    “No. Angry would be deeper. You’d see muscle, bone even. This is . . . not that.”


    “Well, thanks for telling me what it’s not. Very helpful.”


    “Welcome.” Hugo looked up at Tom. “You’re very welcome.” He winked at his friend, and they both knew Tom would have to wait to hear more.

  


  
     


    Chapter Four


    The gravel parking lot beside the lake was empty, but the Scarab watched it from the side of the road for twenty minutes, just to make sure.


    The sun had set behind the Pyrénées mountains an hour ago, turning down the lights on the summer fishermen, letting them know it was time to grill their catch by the campfire, to wash down the trout with the beer they’d been chilling at water’s edge, or perhaps with some of the local Jurançon wine. He’d watched the last of them leave but there was always the possibility of a straggler, someone being where he shouldn’t. That was the lesson from Père Lachaise.


    As he pulled into the little parking lot he leaned forward and looked through the windshield at the high ridges that loomed over him, watching over the lake and the village of Castet. These dark mountains seemed nearer at night than in the day, and the Scarab sensed something from them, as if they were fearsome watchdogs resentful of his presence. But he knew them well, these hills, and this village. He knew especially well the little church and its graveyard that sat atop a small knoll a hundred yards from him, across the water.


    The graveyard. The highest point in the village, with a view of Castet’s half-dozen narrow streets on one side, and overlooking the lake on the other. Before, when he’d been young, he’d heard grumblings about the best view being afforded to the dead, but he knew better. He understood the importance of those people lying in repose under stone and marble. It wasn’t that they could see the view, that wasn’t the point. No, they were there because with open air on all sides, the power of the dead spread over the villagers like a protective blanket. In his mind’s eye he saw the village as a candle, its body changing form and shape over the years but with an invisible flame that grew only stronger.


    The Scarab opened the back doors of his van and stepped out into the cool air, his eyes roaming the trees for signs of life, stray campers or lovers walking this lonely stretch of land. He saw no one, heard nothing.


    Satisfied, he reached into the van and pulled out his dinghy, manhandling the light but awkward craft to the water’s edge, laying it gently on the surface, watching the ripples spread into the night.


    It took five minutes to paddle across to the grassy slope that led up to the graveyard and, despite the cool air, he was soon sweating. The slow pace irritated him, but driving through the village, with its narrow streets and watchful, curious residents was too risky, even at night. They knew him there.


    The dinghy bumped against the shore and he threw his paddle onto the grass, then hopped out and pulled the dinghy onto the bank. He started up the steep slope, holding the bag of tools in his right hand, using his left for balance, his legs driving him upward. He stopped once to look back at the water but he’d picked a moonless night on purpose, and the darkness had come to help, covering his van and the little boat with its inky cloak.


    He reached the low stone wall that surrounded the cemetery and pulled himself over it, dropping onto the grass beside a battered and tilting cross. Again, he scanned the darkness for signs of life. Nothing.


    He knew exactly where to go, the thrill rising within him as he neared the drab patch of earth where the bones lay buried. Bones that had lain there for a decade, and would lay there for a century more if he let them. Within moments he was beside the grave. He dropped his tool bag on the ground and smiled. Not long now.


    He bent down and pulled a collapsible shovel from his bag and wasted no time going to work. It would take hours, getting through this stony soil, but that was OK because he had the perfect frame for this, short and muscular with a low center of gravity. And he’d driven all day to get here, nine hours behind the wheel, so he was ready for some exercise.


    He knew, too, how lazy old man Duguey had been ten years ago, the church’s caretaker and gravedigger, the man who never slept but never worked either, who’d always ignored the six-feet rule when no one was there to measure his work. Four feet, the Scarab guessed. Four feet at the most, because as a child he’d hidden behind distant headstones and watched the old man dig graves. He’d enjoyed doing that.


    His shovel bit into the soil and its cut told him that the mountains were on his side, that they’d brought rain to soften the ground. He smiled as he worked, his body falling into a smooth rhythm as he peeled away the earth from the grave, and the burn that settled into his palms and fingers served only to remind him of the importance of his task. His mission. A compulsion, almost, to bring up the bones of the man who’d raised him, who’d brought him into this world and then, on seeing a boy who looked just like him, worked to destroy his spirit the same way he worked to destroy the boy’s mother.


    The Scarab pictured the old man staring up at him as the earth and stone slid off the face of the shovel onto the growing pile beside the gravesite. It was his own face, too, though, and as the sweat began to drip down his brow into his eyes, the image blurred even more.


    The clang of metal behind him snapped the Scarab into the present. The churchyard gate?


    A light bobbed at the entrance to the graveyard, then started forward, blinking in and out between the gravestones as it moved toward him. The Scarab watched, the shovel resting on his shoulder, his body tense and immobile as if the swinging light was a hypnotist’s pocket watch holding him in place. The only thing to move were his eyes, which followed the slow plod of the night watchman as he wound his way through the headstones toward the man dressed in black.


    The light stopped thirty yards away and a feeble voice spread out toward him. “Allo? Is someone there?”


    The Scarab said nothing.


    The light started forward, two paces, maybe three, then stopped. “Who is that?”


    The Scarab stepped away from the gravesite. “C’est moi.”


    “Who? Who’s ‘me’?” The old man moved toward the Scarab, holding the light high. The watchman stopped and the Scarab heard a sharp intake of breath. He recognizes me. It’s been years but the face he sees has grown older, not less repugnant.


    The watchman moved forward, just a step, and the Scarab could see the old man’s head haloed by the light of his lantern. “It’s really you? I thought . . . we all thought . . . Merde, it’s really you? You have come back?”


    “Oui,” said the Scarab. “It’s me, and I’m back.”


    “But . . .” the old man looked around, as if seeing for the first time that this was the middle of the night, and the man in front of him was digging. “What are you doing? I mean, out here. At this time?”


    “I wanted to clean up Papa’s grave, plant some flowers on it. But I can’t stay in Castet. I have to be back in Paris.”


    “Ah.” The old man looked around again. “But at night? Now?”


    “Yes. Now.”


    “Bien. But we can do that for you next time, no need to come all this way.”


    “Merci.” But there won’t be a next time. “Can you have a look at this?” The Scarab pointed to the turned earth at his feet. “I was wondering about something . . .”


    Duguey stepped forward, resting his light on a low crypt just a few yards from the gravesite. “What is it?”


    “This, what do you make of it?”


    “I don’t see what—”


    As Duguey stooped, the Scarab brought his shovel down hard on the back of the old man’s head, sending him face first into the moist soil. Duguey groaned and his body flopped in the dirt as if he were still falling.


    Blood, the Scarab thought. The less blood, the better.


    He went to his tool bag and felt inside, reassured by the fit of the .22 in his hand. He pulled it out, racked it once, and walked over to Duguey. The old man lifted his head, gasping for air and spitting mud from his mouth.


    The Scarab put one foot on either side of Duguey’s shoulders and leaned down. He placed the barrel of the gun against the back of the watchman’s head and both men held still for two long seconds, a moment of calm as each man considered this twist in his fate.


    The Scarab squeezed the trigger and a single shot rang out across the valley, marking the start of watchman Duguey’s permanent shift in the picturesque Castet graveyard, high on a hill and surrounded by the towering peaks of the Pyrénées, mountains that maintained their indifferent watch over the quick and the dead, day and night, year after year.

  


  
     


    Chapter Five


    Hugo was in the ambassador’s office at nine the next morning, Tuesday, and Norris Holmes was waiting. The two shook hands and Hugo recognized the willowy figure from television, famous for his bright smile, steel-blue eyes, and swathe of silver hair. The light in his eyes was dim today, though, and Hugo felt the shock and sadness that emanated from the man.


    Ambassador Taylor directed them to the comfortable chairs by the fireplace, then went to his desk and pressed the intercom button, connecting him to his secretary. “Coffee for everyone please, Claire. And if Tom Green shows up, send him right in.” He walked slowly to where Hugo and Holmes sat in silence, and lowered his bulk into a wing-backed leather chair.


    “Senator Holmes and I have talked some this morning,” Taylor began. “Hugo, if you could tell him what you told me last night.”


    “Sure. First of all, my condolences, Senator, I’m very sorry to meet you under these circumstances.”


    “Thank you, Hugo. I appreciate that.” The smile that accompanied his words was genuine but strained, and for the first time Hugo saw the dark circles under the man’s eyes.


    “As you may know,” Hugo said, “I went to see your son and Ms. Elserdi yesterday. I was interested in several things, but mainly in helping to resolve the issue of motive. In my experience, if you know why someone was killed, it makes it a lot easier to find out who did it.”


    “You mean, whether this was somehow related to the embassy.”


    “Right. And in all honesty, I don’t think so.”


    “Why?” Holmes asked.


    “Three things. First, the weapon used was small caliber, .22 or maybe a .25. A deadly enough weapon, obviously, but in my experience terrorists tend to overdo it when it comes to weaponry. A .22 isn’t overdoing it.”


    “Maybe,” Holmes said, “but terrorists are assassins, and the .22 is perfect for assassins.”


    “True. But that brings me to my second point. The shots aren’t from an assassin, they were fired by someone far less skilled. None were heart shots, let alone head shots. There was no kill shot at the end. Honestly, Senator, whoever was on the other end of that gun was no pro.”


    “And your third reason?” Holmes asked.


    “The mutilation to Elserdi’s shoulder. Maybe even the fact that she was killed, too.”


    “What do you mean?” Taylor said.


    “If she was related to a terrorist group and was planning to use Maxwell to infiltrate the embassy somehow, I don’t see why the pair of them would end up dead before that plan had been realized.”


    “Fair point,” Taylor nodded.


    “And the mutilation. That’s the work of someone with a personal interest in the girl, or what she stands for. Not a ruthless terrorist executing infidels.”


    “What kind of personal interest?” Taylor asked, waving in his secretary.


    Hugo paused as she placed a tray bearing a silver coffeepot and cups on the table between the men. When she’d closed the door behind her, he went on. “My guess is she had some sort of tattoo there. Somehow he took offense to it and slashed it up. What I don’t know is how the killer knew about the tattoo. That’s what makes me wonder about a personal connection between her and the killer.”


    “Like a colleague in a terrorist cell,” Holmes said.


    Hugo shrugged. “Maybe, but I don’t think so. Perhaps when we get the autopsy report and can look at the crime scene photos, we’ll know more.” He turned to Taylor. “Do you know if those are coming our way?”


    “I’ve asked,” Taylor said. “We’ll have to see how cooperative they are.”


    “I have to say,” Holmes said, frowning, “and with all due respect, I disagree. It seems too far-fetched that this woman from a Muslim country would happen to hook up with my son, my son who was about to start work at the embassy. And then they wind up at a famous cemetery, near the grave of a famous American, and are shot dead. I just can’t believe that’s all chance.”


    The three men looked up as the door opened and Tom appeared. He’d been gone from the apartment when Hugo woke that morning, and apparently he’d been busy because he looked pale and tired.


    “Sit down, Tom,” Ambassador Taylor said. Hugo noticed that Tom and Norris Holmes barely nodded at each other.


    “I chauffeured him from the airport,” Tom said to Hugo, as if reading his mind. “OK, folks, some news. Our little Egyptian turns out to be from a little farther east than she claimed.”
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