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With a trembling hand, the man set down the tiny piece 
of plastic. He had found a way to get a message to the 
right people. It had to work. He studied the words he had 
written. How odd to contemplate a future he wouldn’t 
be a part of. But he wasn’t dead yet, and he would do 
everything he could to protect his loved ones.

§ § §
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Nico Sirsky breathed deeply, concentrating on his stride. 
His arms were bent at ninety degrees, and his eyes were 
focused straight ahead. The harsh cold bit his cheeks, but 
he kept a good pace, pain notwithstanding. He had been 
shot in the leg a few months earlier, and he was still re-
covering from the injury. The endorphins raced through 
his body. The effort felt good.

A Radiohead album given to him by his son, Dimitri, 
hammered his ears. The hit “Creep” brought his thoughts 
back to Caroline. “You’re just like an angel. Your skin 
makes me cry... I wish I was special. You’re so fucking 
special.” This morning, she was already at Saint Antoine 
Hospital, where she ran the gastroenterology department. 
Nico had gotten up and gone for a run when she left. 
The exercise helped him chase away the ghosts of those 
he had locked up and their ravaged victims. This curious 
moment at dawn, between night and morning, put him 
in a parallel universe. The glow of the city dazed him 
with its dance of headlights, streetlamps, window neon, 
and floating strings of Christmas decorations setting 
the trees ablaze. The silent forms that crossed his path 
went from shadow to light before disappearing around 
a bend or into a subway entrance. Everything seemed 
unreal, and with the music, he felt as though he were 
racing through a movie set. There he was, an extra amid 
overall indifference, belting along as if the devil were hot 
on his tail.
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Nico had started his jog at the Esplanade des 
Invalides, skimmed around the Eiffel Tower, circum-
vented the Arc de Triomphe, and made his way along 
the Champs-Élysées to the Concorde. Then he ran past 
the Tuileries Gardens and the Louvre. His next milepost: 
the Luxembourg Gardens. He could hear Commander 
David Kriven, one of the Criminal Investigation 
Division’s twelve squad chiefs, teasing him about how 
ridiculous it was to take the right bank to get from the 
Invalides to the Sénat. There were more direct routes and 
certainly less strenuous means of transportation than on 
his one good leg.

It had been only three months since the surgeon had 
operated on Nico’s leg. After that, he had dived into 
intensive physical therapy—there was no way he would 
concede the slightest victory to the bastard who had 
targeted him. Nico had braved it all, even if it meant 
clenching his teeth and swallowing painkillers. Spread 
the word: Chief Nico Sirsky was back full time in his 
fourth-floor office at the Paris police headquarters, 36 
Quai des Orfèvres. He had returned to his old brown-
leather chair and his giant worktable filled with case 
files and police complaints. He was once again leading 
his team of a hundred or so elite crime fighters. Just as 
important, he had put his stormy divorce and the sudden 
departure of his depressed ex-wife behind him. He had 
custody of their fourteen-year-old son, and now Dimitri, 
Caroline, and he were a real family.

In the middle of the Pont des Arts, Nico felt transported 
to a snowy scene in Russia, his family homeland. The 
roofs resembled mountaintops in the Caucasus. In front 
of him, in place of the golden dome of the Institut de 
France—home of the Académie Française—he imagined 
the red façade of Moscow’s Saint Basil’s Cathedral. Nico 
smiled at the thought of Paris strutting its stuff, no matter 
the weather. Come rain, wind, or snow, his city revealed 
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all her finery with the same charm, like an experienced, 
elegant, and spellbinding woman. The Seine River 
rippling beneath him complemented the magic.

Returning to the Left Bank, Nico slipped on a thin 
layer of white powder that carpeted the pavement. He 
recovered his footing just as he felt his phone vibrate in 
his pocket. Who could be calling at such an early hour? 
Going by probability alone, he guessed it was headquar-
ters. Like a praying mantis lying in wait for its quarry, 
death stalked the city’s alleys, dead ends, and gardens in 
the hours before dawn. And the most pious-looking killer 
could strike at dizzying speed.

Caroline’s name appeared on the screen with a text 
message. “I love you. Be careful.” Nico felt a knot in 
his throat; never before had he had such strong feelings 
for a woman. “Luv U 2,” he answered as he sped up, 
running in pace with the sensual harmony of The xx, 
with its distant guitars and troubling blend of refinement 
and brutality.

He finished with a sprint down the Rue Oudinot. He 
typed in the gate code and pushed his way into a small 
private alley lined with a few handsome homes. This was 
his corner of paradise, near the Tour Montparnasse. He 
entered his house and took off his sopping-wet running 
shoes. In the hallway, a note was hanging from the coat 
rack: “Hi, Dad. Hope you’re okay. Off to school. Later. 
D.” Nico looked at his watch. It was seven thirty. He 
sighed and went upstairs, in great need of a hot shower. 
The water spurted out, calming him, and Nico imagined 
Caroline’s gentle hands soaping him up, her mouth glued 
to his.

“Stop that, would you!” he said out loud.
He rinsed quickly and stepped out of the shower, 

wrapping a towel around his waist and going into his 
room—their room. Caroline had kept her apartment but 
came here more and more often.
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Nico put on a suit and tie and then unlocked the safe 
at the back of the closet. He grabbed his holstered gun 
and felt its weight in his hand. Friend or enemy? Life or 
death? A gun protected as much as it threatened. As he 
attached it to his belt, the cold, hard reality struck him 
again. He hated having to use his gun, but like so many 
other things in this world—crime, separation, illness, 
loss—he had to deal with it.

A half hour later, Nico turned onto the Quai des Orfèvres. 
The faux-medieval tower of police headquarters rose 
up alongside the Seine. He parked in his reserved spot 
next to the building. Security guards saluted him with 
deference as he entered the cobblestone passageway that 
led to the interior courtyard. He felt ready and alert, as 
if he were going into a stadium. He walked along the 
outside wall until he reached the glass door to Stairwell 
A. The headquarters were cramped and in a sorry state, 
but the police prefect was working hard on a plan to 
move the operations to a new building in the Batignolles 
neighborhood. Despite the additional space and better 
conditions the new quarters would offer, Nico was not 
thrilled about leaving 36 Quai des Orfèvres. He liked 
the old-fashioned feel of the building, with its stairs cov-
ered in black linoleum and crumbling hallways haunted 
by the ghosts of his illustrious predecessors.

On the fourth floor, a lit sign that looked like it be-
longed in a train station signaled the hallway. In dark 
blue letters on a white background, it read Brigade 
Criminelle. It was La Crim’, otherwise known as the 
Criminal Investigation Division. At the entry to the 
hallway, a showcase held merchandise sold to support 
the Police Benevolent Association. The mugs, key rings, 
caps, T-shirts, and Champagne were all branded with a 
thistle, the elite division’s emblem. The division’s slogan 
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was posted on the wall: “Brush against us and you get 
stung.” There was no ambiguity in those words.

Nico gave a few instructions to his secretaries and 
headed down the hallway to his office, one of the few on 
the floor that was large enough to be comfortable. The 
mandatory portrait of the president of France welcomed 
him. The furniture was outdated, but the space was 
pleasant enough and offered a breathtaking view of the 
Seine. He barely had time to sit down in his large leather 
chair when the phone rang. It was Claire Le Marec, his 
deputy chief. She was a competent police officer who had 
skillfully taken over for him while he was in the hospital, 
preserving his higher-ranking position and never trying 
to grab the spotlight.

“We’re ready when you are,” she said, referring to 
Nico’s daily meeting with his four section chiefs to re-
view their active cases. Before, they would have knocked 
on his door and entered without any ceremony. But Le 
Marec continued to serve as a buffer, perhaps out of guilt 
for not having been there three months earlier, when a 
murderer had spread terror throughout the city, chal-
lenging Nico and trying to kill both him and Caroline.

“You’ve been slaving away these last few weeks, Claire. 
Lighten up. I’m not made of eggshells. The proof is in my 
running shoes, which just flew over six miles of sidewalk 
and are begging for more.”

“See. You’re already overdoing it.”
Nico smiled. “Come on. I bet I could outrun Yann 

anytime.” Claire’s husband was from coastal Brittany 
and good at sea but inept on land. “I’m waiting for you,” 
he said, his tone professional again. He hung up, lost 
in thought. He knew he was no more invincible than 
Captain Amélie Ader, one of the six members of David 
Kriven’s squad. Ader had been murdered by the serial 
killer who had targeted Nico. The case had burst the 
bubble of protection that he had thought surrounded 
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those close to him just because he embodied the police 
force. It had never really existed.

No Christmas elf could change that.
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Dr. Patrice Rieux walked quickly along the Rue des 
Saints-Pères, which bordered Paris Descartes University. 
He glanced down an alley to a door that led to a grimy 
basement. Students found the ghoulish atmosphere in the 
basement perfect for hazing. Broken cabinets, decrepit 
work surfaces, dented water basins, burst file boxes, and 
battered carts were scattered all over the floor. A confu-
sion of pipes covered the ceiling, like snakes ready to drop 
and bite under the dull fluorescent light. Not a place for 
the sensitive soul.

A little farther along, at 45 Rue des Saints-Pères, a 
group of young men, cigarettes between their lips and 
deep circles under their eyes, milled at the entrance, 
stamping their feet against the cold. Dr. Rieux passed 
a large pine tree and made his way into the university’s 
main hall. He squeezed through a crowd of students, most 
of whom would never make it beyond their first year. 
They were overworked, tired, and pushed to their limits. 
The dentist climbed to the sixth floor. A yellowing piece 
of paper taped to a glass door pointed to the anatomy 
department. It was past the body donation office. A grim 
waiting area was reserved for those who were willing to 
give their bodies to science after they died but had ques-
tions while they were still alive. The area consisted of a 
small wooden bench against a wall. Posts with unrolling 
straps closed off a nine-square-foot zone. The space was 
almost always empty, as if sitting there could bring bad 
luck. Actually, the bench had an aura of death.
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The legendary red door at the end of the hallway 
opened with an ominous creak. Marcel appeared in the 
hallway in his usual outfit, which was like a second skin: 
jeans, immaculate white coat, and plastic clogs. He was 
short and heavyset, with thick hands, white hair, and 
a sharp eye. The man was a good sixty years old, and 
the red door was his. It led to his own private suite next 
to the Farabeuf Lab. Marcel was the most experienced 
body processor at the university. It was best not to know 
his production secrets.

Patrice Rieux greeted him warmly at the entry to 
the lab. Marcel said hello, his blue eyes sparkling with 
mischief, and then he reassured the dentist that the spec-
imens were ready.

Inside the lab, forty or so dentists were jostling at the 
buffet table for coffee, fruit juice, and pastries before 
putting on their uniforms. In his tailored nineteen-sev-
enties-style floral shirt, the kind he wore when he haunt-
ed these halls as a student, Dr. Rieux clearly enjoyed 
playing host. And he now frequented this place regularly, 
thanks to the postgraduate training clinic run in part-
nership with the university. His company offered a full 
anatomy and pathology course of studies for practicing 
dentists who wanted to perfect their emergency surgery 
skills. The coursework was practical, and the techniques 
were taught on fresh subjects—fresh, but dead. Dr. Rieux 
had hired a team of teaching-hospital practitioners and 
private-practice dentists to oversee the students. They 
wore white coats and name tags. The students were in 
single-use smocks, shoe covers, and blue caps.

Patrice Rieux entered the classroom and felt the usual 
shiver run up his spine. He loved being in this temple of 
medicine. Temple: there was no better word for it. The 
ceiling was nearly twenty feet high. Huge shuttered win-
dows towered above the blackboards, and a giant screen 
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rose up in the front of the room. Fluorescent fixtures as 
big as bathtubs diffused a uniform white light over the 
twenty-four dissection tables lined up in four rows. The 
environment was perfect for surgery, which offered an 
emotional ride one hundred times more exhilarating 
than a roller coaster. Contrary to popular belief, doctors 
did not think of themselves as all-powerful gods. They 
were too aware that the slip of a needle or a minute 
scalpel error could endanger a patient’s health and even 
a patient’s life. Wasn’t that fear of making a costly mis-
take indispensable in this profession? The job required 
extraordinary concentration, unwavering energy, and 
comprehensive knowledge.

This day’s patients, however, did not need such cru-
cial attention.

While his colleagues checked the equipment, Dr. 
Rieux greeted Professor Francis Étienne, head of the 
anatomy department at Paris Descartes University. The 
man was planning to retire, which was bad news for the 
students. Étienne was a master in human anatomy and 
organ topography. He knew exactly where to slice into 
the flesh so that it left barely a trace. But cemeteries were 
filled with irreplaceable professionals, all of whom had 
wound up being replaced.

The professor grinned at Dr. Rieux. He was nearly 
quivering with excitement: a fish in his element. “I’m 
ready,” he said.

A lab tech stood next to the professor, ready to hand 
over instruments and aim the operating lamp. He also 
had the task of running the camera so the students could 
follow the procedure on the screen.

The metallic sound of trolley wheels on the floor tiles 
signaled Marcel’s arrival. Silence fell in the Farabeuf 
Lab, and the room felt a few degrees warmer. In one 
quick, smooth gesture, Marcel whisked away the large 
blue sheet that covered the stainless-steel cart, and all 
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the students looked away. The heads of twenty men and 
women of all ages stared out. The decapitations had 
been done according to the rules of the art, and the body 
processor had acquitted the task with skill. Marcel start-
ed handing out the specimens, setting them on holders on 
the tables, next to surgical instruments and rolls of paper 
towels. The students took their places at their assigned 
tables. Professor Étienne prompted his assistant to start 
the camera and zoom in on the head he had been given.

“This morning, Wednesday, December 2, we’ll be 
focusing on mandibular wisdom-tooth surgery,” the 
professor began. Our specimens here are a bit unusual, 
in that they still have their wisdom teeth. As you know, 
many people have had these teeth removed by the time 
they are in their mid-twenties.”

The tech inserted retractors to hold the jaw open, and 
after a few jokes, the room hushed.

“Let’s start with the lingual flap. Ladies and gentlemen, 
by freeing up this part, you avoid damage to the lingual 
nerve just inside the mandible. One wrong movement 
with the drill, and half the tongue goes numb. Now that 
would be awkward, wouldn’t it?”

A few students chuckled. 
“Okay, let’s continue. Please pick up a number fif-

teen scalpel, and we’ll start by cutting into the cheek,” 
Professor Étienne said as he made the incision on his 
head, which was then magnified on the screen. “Make a 
sulcular incision like this.”

The room was perfectly quiet. The students were en-
tirely focused, as they leaned over their heads.

“Cut the membrane and part of the buccinator muscle 
upward toward the front edge of the mandibular nerve 
branch. Now take a periosteal elevator, and free the gum 
from the periosteum. Done?”

The teaching team, led by Dr. Rieux, roamed up and 
down the rows, commenting and helping out.
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“Now make a vertical incision with Metzenbaum 
scissors.”

“Gently, gently,” Dr. Rieux said. “We’re not cutting 
steak here.”

Light laughter relaxed the atmosphere.
“You now uncover the entire bone on the vestibular 

side, preserving the buccal nerve and making sure the 
patient still has feeling in his or her cheek. Voilà, you’ve 
done it.” He worked quickly and smoothly, his hands 
steady from years of practice and perhaps the assurance 
that his patient was no longer capable of sensing any 
pain.

“Let’s move on to the next step. Do the same sulcular 
incision on the tongue side. Free up the tissues. When you 
see the wisdom tooth, introduce your Metzenbaum, and 
open from front to back and then from the vestibular to 
the lingual.”

“That’s easy to remember,” a dentist at one of the ta-
bles whispered. “First you open the vestibule, and then 
you give it some tongue.”

“Do you have something to share?” the professor asked. 
“Look at the screen, my dear man. The lingual nerve—it 
looks like a big strand of spaghetti—is in the flap. We’ll 
now use a Tessier convex-shaped blade to protect the 
nerve so you can drill the bone and cut out the tooth 
without damage to the mandible.”

Dr. Rieux stopped at a table where two students were 
working diligently. “Perfect,” he said.

“This guy has great teeth,” one of the students said. 
“He obviously takes care of them. He doesn’t have many 
cavities. And his dentist does excellent work. Look at 
those composite resins and onlays.”

“You mean he took good care of them. In case you 
haven’t noticed, all he’s got left is his head.”

“Yeah. This is weird, though,” the second student said. 
“His front teeth are cracked. And do you see that big 
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mercury filling in the back molar? Don’t you find that 
strange for someone who looked after his mouth so well?”

“We’re not plastic surgeons,” Dr. Rieux said.
“And look here. There’s something sticking out of the 

filling.”
“What? Let me take a look,” Dr. Rieux said, leaning 

in to examine the tooth. He picked up a scraper and 
poked at the object. “Hmm. We’ll ask Marcel to set this 
head aside. We’ll take a drill to it and find out what that 
tooth is hiding. I’m sure it’s nothing. For now, though, it’s 
time for a break. Let’s go to lunch.”

The dentists set down their instruments and took off 
their masks. Some let out sighs.

“I believe that Dr. Rieux has planned a delicious meal 
for us,” Professor Étienne called out from the back of the 
class.

“That’s right. I’ll meet you all in thirty minutes on the 
Rue Saint-Benoit. It’s right around the corner. I booked 
tables at the Petit Zinc. You’ll love the décor.”

“And the lamb shoulder with Lautrec pink garlic,” 
Étienne added.

The dentists applauded the morning’s session, and the 
room filled with the hubbub of squeaking stools, snapping 
latex gloves, and buzzing voices. The professionals then 
made their way into the sixth-floor hallway, where they 
mixed with younger and louder surgical interns spilling 
out of the Poirier Lab. The result was a good-spirited 
clamor.

The dentists found themselves outside in the winter cold. 
Christmas was a few weeks away, and Paris was covered 
with snow. The sky was one of those pewter grays cap-
tured by Pieter Bruegel the Elder in Renaissance paint-
ings, and the air was filled with the aroma of hot roasted 
chestnuts offered by street vendors. The sights and smells 
brought a festive allure to the capital, as shoppers, their 
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arms full of gifts to place under their Christmas trees, 
rushed in and out of stores.

The Petit Zinc was a delightful example of Art 
Nouveau, called style nouille—or noodle style—by its 
detractors because of its pasta-like swirls and curls. The 
dentists were transported back to the Belle Époque, into 
a warm and magical atmosphere far from the stain-
less-steel dissection tables.

Dr. Rieux clapped to get his colleagues’ attention. 
“The chef has prepared some fine dishes for us today. 
We’ll start with a salmon melody, gravlax style, and 
follow that with chorizo-larded cod steaks and mashed 
potatoes.”

Professor Étienne interrupted. “But nothing beats 
their lamb shoulder.”

“Francis, admit that I’m doing you a favor. I could 
have ordered the veal’s head, but I think we’ve had 
enough noggins for the moment. For dessert, there’s 
bourbon vanilla crème brûlée. We’ll have a cabernet 
sauvignon with that, served at the ideal temperature of 
ten to twelve degrees, Celsius, of course. There’s no risk 
of killing anyone today, but don’t overdo the wine. A 
little respect for the dead, please.”

The group laughed, as other restaurant patrons looked 
on.

“One more thing before we start eating. Unfortunately, 
Marcel won’t be able to join us. I had to excuse him. 
Without him, nothing that we do within the walls of 
that university would be possible. His work with the dead 
serves the living, as we all know. So before we pick up 
our forks to taste this delicious marinated fish, let’s raise 
a toast to him.”

In unison, they raised their glasses of wine.

Meanwhile, Marcel was at work on the sixth floor. Time 
was ticking away. He needed to process the bodies for 
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the afternoon and could spare only a few minutes to wolf 
down a sandwich—ham and butter on a fresh baguette.

There was deep silence all around. It didn’t bother 
him. He was used to working alone, removed from the 
living. In the Poirier Lab, surgical interns had opened 
up the abdomens and stitched them closed on the batch 
of subjects he was now loading onto trolleys. Some of 
them had been used so often, they would be sent to the 
incinerator. He took them back through the red door, 
which was off limits to the public. Behind the door, he 
had three walk-in cold rooms, where the bodies were 
stored on metal shelves. Although the rooms were large, 
the ceilings were low, and the lighting was poor.

Next, he attacked the heads in the Farabeuf Lab. 
He’d have to replace some of them, the ones that had 
been through the hands of student ophthalmologists and 
neurologists and were in a pitiful state. He set them out in 
his lab, which resembled a small kitchen, with a portable 
stove, pots, a sink, and a coffeemaker for long nights and 
days that started when the rooster crowed. He placed the 
overused parts in a large pot of water and brought it to a 
boil. He would simmer the contents until the flesh fell off 
and nothing but bone was left. The skulls would be used 
for lecture classes. In the meantime, Marcel prepared a 
dozen upper limbs that the European School of Surgery 
had ordered. He amputated the inert arms at the shoul-
der. The class would focus on the elbow joint.

When he finished, he returned to the Farabeuf Lab 
to put out some new heads. He stopped for a moment to 
study the one Dr. Rieux had asked him to set aside. It 
belonged to a man who was probably forty or so years 
old. He was rather handsome and most likely well off, 
which was clear from his shiny white teeth. The cracks 
in the front teeth and the horrible filling ruined it all. 
The filling was especially strange. All the others were the 
same color as his teeth. Marcel took a closer look at the 
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thick gray amalgam. Something was sticking above the 
surface by a tiny fraction of an inch. He hadn’t noticed 
it before the dentists started working on the head. Their 
manipulations had probably jarred it into view.

Marcel couldn’t resist. After all, he was responsible for 
the bodies. He plugged in the drill. A quick run at forty-two 
hundred revolutions per minute was all it would take. 
Despite his large, powerful hands, Marcel was skilled at 
minutia. He turned on the instrument, and it made the 
familiar whirring sound that caused the living so much 
anxiety. He began to dig at the molar. The filling slow-
ly crumbled—until the bit became ensnared in a tiny 
piece of cotton. Marcel stopped the drill, grabbed a little 
scraper, and explored. Inside the cotton, he discovered a 
minuscule piece of meticulously folded plastic.

Marcel pulled it out with a pair of tweezers. Then he 
sat down on the nearest stool. He had seen much in his 
career, but nothing like this. It had to be some kind of 
joke, or the man was very smart. Marcel looked him in 
the eye.

“Just what I thought,” the body processor said.
He pulled out his cell phone. “Dr. Rieux?”

“Speaking.” There was talking and laughing in the 
background.

“Marcel here.”
“Oh, Marcel. We’re sorry you’re not with us.”
“I haven’t been wasting my time, doc, believe me.”
“What’s that you said?”
“I said that if I were you, I’d get back to the classroom 

on the double.”
“Is there a problem?”
“It’s possible, yes. Nothing I can explain over the phone. 

You’ll have to see it in person.”
“Okay, I’m on my way.”
“And ask your friends to take their time. Tell the 

restaurant to serve up an extra coffee.”
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Dr. Rieux ended the call without another word. 
Marcel knew the doctor would be on his way faster than 
a rabbit. Now he had to call his boss, Elisabeth Bordieu.

She answered on the third ring. “Yes, Marcel, what 
is it?”

“I’ve got a problem in the lab.”
“Did something else break down?”
“No, nothing like that. But I think you should come 

see this. We’re going to need you.”




