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Police Chief Nico Sirsky looked up from his com-
puter screen and smiled when he heard the footsteps 
coming down the hall. A quick sniff confirmed what 
he already knew. The smell of cigar smoke preced-
ed Michel Cohen, Paris’s deputy police commissioner, 
wherever he went. Although smoking was prohibited 
at headquarters, Cohen ignored the regulation, and 
nobody challenged him. Cohen barged into Nico’s 
office two seconds later, without so much as a knock 
on the door. He was chewing his corona as he fell into 
an armchair. Nico studied his boss’s pensive face. His 
gut told him he wouldn’t like what Cohen had to say.

“It was a nasty case,” Cohen said, reaching for the 
wastebin. “I’m sure you haven’t forgotten it.” The 
deputy commissioner crushed the burning tip of his 
cigar inside the metal rim of the wastebin and tossed 
it on top of the discarded papers. Nico grimaced. If 
smoke started rising, he’d grab the fire extinguisher.

“It was ten years ago, when I ran vice,” Cohen said. 
Since then Cohen had risen in the ranks. He was 

now in charge of seven divisions, including vice.  As far 
as Nico was concerned, vice was another universe—a 
primitive universe of darkness, debauchery, and 
prostitution, different in so many ways from Nico’s 
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sphere in the Criminal Investigation Division, with 
its major crimes, kidnappings, missing persons, and, of 
course, homicides.

“That was the year I’d just gotten my own squad in 
homicide,” Nico said.

“You were green, working from your textbooks in-
stead of experience. But you showed promise.” Cohen 
rose from his chair and walked over to the window, 
with its superb view of the Seine. “It was in a hotel 
room on the Avenue de Clichy,” he said, still look-
ing at the river. “Every city has its whorehouses, you 
know. There’s nothing you can do about them.”

Nico had no trouble recalling the hotel on the 
storied Avenue de Clichy, where the city’s most tal-
ented impressionists and writers once gathered at the 
Café Guerbois. Neither would he forget the woman’s 
face. Yes, it was a nasty case. And it was an awful 
time in his life.

“The kid, Jonas Van Bergh, is downstairs. He wants 
to see us. He asked for Cohen and Sirsky. That’s what 
we’re going to give him.”

Nico felt his stomach knot up. 
“He’s eighteen now, a man. He has the right to 

know, and he’s on his way up. Are you ready?”
Nico was nowhere near ready.
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TEN YEARS EARLIER

“Let’s roll,” Nico Sirsky ordered, slamming down the 
phone and heading toward the door of the office 
that was home to his team. It was called the Salle 
Coquibus, and even though the space was much too 
small, none of Nico’s men would have given it up. It 
bore the name of an inspector gunned down by two 
hoodlums in the nineteen forties. A hero.

Captain Adam Roussel grabbed his crime scene 
kit and was at Nico’s heels before the others, as always. 
The team had a nickname for him—Fido—but 
Roussel never let the teasing get under his skin. His 
admiration and loyalty were unwavering. Roussel’s 
job was documenting the scene and ensuring that 
procedure was followed to the letter. His carrying 
case held everything the team needed to collect 
evidence: booties, mask, latex gloves, camera, scales, 
tweezers, combs, sterile jars and vials, paper and 
plastic bags, special lighting, and a sexual-assault 
evidence-collection kit.

“On top of our game!” Nico yelled over his shoul-
der. “Nothing less.”
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He glanced at the poster they had hung just the 
day before. It was for Henri-Georges Clouzot’s Quai 
des Orfèvres, a classic crime thriller that painted the 
world in black and white. Nico’s detectives tended to 
identify with the central character, a cynical cop who 
excelled in his work.

The six men hustled down the hall, past the 
wall bearing the symbol of the renowned Criminal 
Investigation Division—a thistle with the motto 

“brush against us and you get stung.” The message 
was clear: “bad guys, beware.”

“Hot damn. Where are we headed?” It was 
Captain Hugo Pale, a coarse but all-business 
member of the team.

“Avenue de Clichy, the Herriot Hotel,” Nico an-
swered. “Step on it. We’ll take two cars. Roussel, 
you’re with me.”

“Last one there buys drinks,” Roussel yelled at Pale.

§ § §

The sirens wailed. Roussel turned on the radio and 
found his favorite station. Nico focused on weaving 
through traffic. Neither spoke.

Finally, Roussel broke the silence. “Look at Pale. 
He’s gonna pick up the Avenue de l’Opéra. I would 
have guessed as much. He’s taking the straight line to 
the Rue de Clichy and then the Avenue de Clichy.”

Nico didn’t answer.
“What’s up, boss? You’re awfully quiet today. 

Everything okay at home?”
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Nico shot Roussel a don’t-ask look. But he was 
more irritated with himself than Roussel. He had 
been doing everything in his power to keep the 
problems with his wife, Sylvie, divorced from his 
work. Apparently, he wasn’t doing such a great job. 
In truth, Nico’s home life had been spiraling down-
ward for some time.

When they met, Nico and Sylvie were both seven-
teen. She was fun to be with, and Nico shrugged off 
her occasional clinginess. After five years of dating, 
Nico was fond of Sylvie, but still not in love. And he 
certainly wasn’t ready to settle down. He had gradu-
ated from the prestigious school Science Po and was 
ready to enter l’École Nationale Supérieure de la 
Police. Sylvie was eager to move in with him, though, 
and he didn’t have the heart to refuse her. Three years 
later, when she announced her pregnancy, beaming 
with their son in her belly, Nico did the right thing. 
They got married.

Over the years that followed, Sylvie had picked 
up on her husband’s lack of passion and had grown 
even more insecure. She yelled at him when he came 
home late. Further, she seemed to be jealous of the 
time he spent with their son, Dimitri. Nico didn’t un-
derstand. It wasn’t normal for a woman to be jealous 
of her own child. He chastised himself for being so 
critical, and he tried to be more attentive to Sylvie. 
But he was frustrated.

“Home stays at home,” Nico said, gunning the ac-
celerator as he veered onto the Rue de Rome. He’d 
take it to the Rue la Condamine, which converged 
with the Avenue de Clichy. He’d encounter less traffic 
this way and get to the hotel faster.
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“Whoa, boss! You’re driving like you can’t wait to 
run the whole damned city!”

Nico suppressed a grin. He was ambitious, and 
Roussel was too.

The tires squealed as Nico braked in front of the 
plain stone façade. They could hear their colleagues’ 
siren closing in on them.

“First on the scene,” Roussel gloated as he sized 
up the building.

“A little humility, Roussel. Try it sometime,” Nico 
said, giving his inspector’s back a nudge. “Come on. 
We’ve got work to do.”

Nico noted the two empty planters and the non-
descript red canopy framing the entrance as he and 
Roussel strode in. Pale and the rest of the team joined 
them seconds later.

“Were you the one who called the police?” Nico 
asked, showing his badge to the beefy man behind 
the reception counter.

“Yep. I didn’t have anything to do with it.”
“With what?”
“Follow me.” The man squeezed around the counter 

and trudged toward the stairs, which had seen better 
days. “They booked our biggest room. The best we’ve 
got. A king-size bed and two twins. Nice couple—
tourists spending the weekend in Paris.”

Most tourists would have found better accom-
modations, Nico thought as he followed the man 
up the stairs. “Three beds, you say. Didn’t that 
strike you as odd?”

“Inspector, I figure what people do in their own 
room is none of my business. I don’t bother them, and 
they don’t bother me. But I got a complaint about 
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this couple’s television. Too loud. So I went up to ask 
them to turn it down.”

“You said there was a murder.”
“Yes, Inspector. It was the lady. She’s in the room.”
“And where’s her husband?”
“Don’t know. Gone.”
“Did they pay for the room?”
“Paid cash for two nights. They arrived at noon 

and were leaving on Sunday.”
Nico checked his watch. It was three in the 

afternoon. His evening was ruined, once again, and 
probably the weekend too.

The man was breathing heavily. When they 
reached the fourth floor he headed down the hallway, 
removing a key from his pocket.

“Thank you. We’ll take it from here,” Nico said, 
holding out his hand.

“Don’t make too much of a mess. I’ve got guests 
coming in on Sunday—a family. Will the body 
be gone by then?”

Nico looked the man up and down. Judging from 
the state of the building, he surmised that the owner 
didn’t have margins big enough to allow for compas-
sion. He needed to fill his rooms. Nico gave Roussel 
a nod, indicating that he should take over.

“Are you the only person who has gone into the 
room?” Roussel asked.

“Yes. Like I said, I don’t bother anyone. Nobody 
else does either. We give people their privacy.”

Nico was familiar enough with places like 
the Herriot to know what happened in that 
kind of privacy: voyeurism, S&M, assault—and 
occasionally homicide.
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“Sir, we’ll need the names of the people who were 
staying here today, as well as the staff members,” 
Roussel said. “Who’s the boss?”

“You’re talking to him,” the man said, an insulted 
look on his face. “It’s me: Maalik Al-Hasan.”

“Well then, Mr. Al-Hasan, would you kindly 
give us the victim’s name?” Tapping his pen on his 
pocket notebook, Roussel looked the man in the 
eye and waited.

“Van Bergh. Mr. and Mrs. Van Bergh, from Brussels.”



9

3

“Wow!” Pale let out.
Nico didn’t know if he was reacting to all the 

blood and the knife embedded in the woman’s tor-
so or to her looks. She was wearing nothing but a 
white-lace garter belt and nylons, and even with her 
mouth clamped shut and her eyes staring off into 
space, she was gorgeous.

“Sweet on the eyes,” Pale said. “Fully waxed.”
Nico frowned, warning his captain.
Roussel quickly cleared his throat. “What do you 

think? A lovers’ weekend turned bad?”
“If your wife dresses like that when you go off for 

a weekend of hunting, give me her number,” Pale said.
Nico snapped on a pair of gloves. “It looks like 

there was a fight in here, but the TV must have 
drowned out the noise.”

In addition to the beds, the room had an armoire 
and a table. A lamp was lying on the floor, the wire 
ripped out. A beat-up wooden chair was overturned, 
and the contents of a purse were scattered everywhere.

“It’s a little big for a lovers’ getaway,” Roussel said, 
looking around.

“Maybe they liked a good chase before getting 
down to business,” Pale answered, grinning.
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Nico spoke up before they could say any more. 
“Do you boys need a cold shower?” He didn’t like 
the banter. Not today. Not with what was going 
on with Sylvie. Not with that poor woman’s body 
still in the room.

Roussel started shooting photos, taking wide 
angles first and then close-ups, leaning with 
care over the body.

“I see ten or so knife wounds in the torso, which 
explains the blood. The spatter suggests the first one 
occurred on the threshold of the bathroom. It looks 
like she made a dash for the door, but the killer 
knocked her on her back. Then he went at her.”

Pale was taking detailed notes.
Roussel gingerly removed the knife from the 

woman’s body. The faint sound of suction bounced 
off the mustard-colored walls. More blood seeped on 
the vinyl-wood floor.

“It’s a horn-handle knife,” Roussel said. “I don’t 
know what animal. The blade is ten centimeters. I’d 
guess it’s a hunting knife.”

Pale ducked into the bathroom. “Guess what 
I found,” he said, coming out a few seconds later. 

“Enough rubbers for a battalion. So much for an inti-
mate tête à tête.”

Nico pointed at the floor to the right of the king-
size bed. “What’s this cable?”

“I bet it’s for a video-camera,” Pale said, taking a look.
Roussel slipped the knife into an evidence bag 

and photographed the exit wound. Then he exam-
ined the victim’s hands, scraping for DNA under her 
polished fingernails, and combed her long blond hair 
for trace evidence.
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That done, he pulled out the Polilight. Invented in 
the nineteen eighties by a team at Australian National 
University, this was a portable high-intensity filtered 
light used by forensic scientists the world over.

Roussel motioned to a uniformed officer sta-
tioned by the door.  “Lights off,” he ordered. Nico and 
Pale closed the shutters. Roussel grabbed his goggles 
and shone the light on the body, looking for trac-
es of blood, sperm, mucus, urine, or saliva that had 
been wiped away.

“There’s nothing, other than what you’d expect if 
she was here for a fun weekend with her husband,” 
Roussel said after a few minutes.

Just as he was turning off the Polilight, the door 
flew open. Nico pulled out his gun and leaped in 
front of his men.

“Police!” a man in the hallway shouted.
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“Get your hands up—Now!” Nico yelled. “We’re the 
police, and we’re the ones giving the orders.”

The room was completely dark. Nico could make 
out the silhouettes of a short man in the doorway 
and a taller one right behind him.

“Dammit!” the man let out.
“I said hands up—or I’ll shoot.” Nico was pissed. 

“Roussel, are you with me?”
“Yes, sir! Ready to open fire on these assholes!”
“I’m counting to three.”
“You’re such a dead cop,” the man shouted. “Don’t 

you see the guy behind me? There are more behind 
him. Do you know what they’ll do to you? Turn on 
the lights and take a look at who you’re dealing with.”

“Roussel, do it, slowly,” Nico ordered.
Nico felt a shiver as cold as marble when he 

recognized the bushy black hair, big nose, and thick 
eyebrows. He lowered his gun. “Chief Cohen.”

“That’s me. Head of vice, in person. Good thing 
you’ve committed the department heads to memo-
ry, kid.” Cohen had thirteen years on Nico. He was 
higher on the ladder and climbing fast.
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A detective from vice snickered. He’d be telling 
his buddies about this, and Nico would soon be the 
butt of his jokes.

Cohen stepped into the room. “What are you 
doing here, anyway? I don’t like it when homicide 
encroaches on my turf.”

“What turf are you talking about? This is a homicide.”
Cohen walked over to the body. “Valerie Van 

Bergh, thirty-four, taught literature in Brussels. She 
had other skills, as you can imagine from the scene 
here, and a nice little business with her husband Peter, 
a computer salesman. By the way, did you know that 
an average female pubis has seven thousand to eight 
thousand hairs? Talk about deforestation!”

“If you ask me, clearcutting’s got its advantages,” 
the vice cop snickered. “Leaves a wide-open view 
of the scenery.”

Nico glared at the officer, who locked eyes with 
him and clenched his jaw.

“Teissier, go outside and get some air,” Cohen ordered.
“Watch your step, cowboys,” the detective mur-

mured as he made his way out.
Cohen turned to Nico. “Deputy Chief Sirsky, right?”

“That’s me.”
“You’ve been squad chief for two months now.”
“That’s right.”
“Quick study, I hear. Speeding your way up: offi-

cer’s school, precinct detective in no time, then right 
to the Criminal Investigation Division with your 
own team in a mere five years.”

Nico eyed Cohen. The man did his homework. 
“Either I’m doing something right, or the system’s 
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going to hell. You choose. But here, right now, 
this is my case.”

“My men have been investigating this couple for 
months. It’s their baby.”

“Well, they’ll just have to get out of the way and let 
the big boys do their job,” Pale let out.

“Quiet,” Nico ordered.
“Your boss is right. Shut up before your rank takes 

a hit. You won’t get a second chance. Understand?”
Nico quickly shielded his man. “Tell us about your 

case,” he said.
Cohen turned his attention away from Pale. “Peter 

and Valerie Van Bergh came to Paris every month to 
stage gang bangs. Call it sexual tourism.”

“That explains the big room,” Roussel said.
“Valerie would have Saturday afternoon sex with a 

dozen or more men.”
“And the husband?”
“He filmed the encounters. Souvenirs for 

the participants.”
“How much did their johns pay to play?”
“A hundred euros a spot. The video was a gift, 

supplied on a CD.”
“Less than two thousand euros a month? That’s not 

very ambitious. Add to that travel costs and the room. 
I don’t get the business plan. I’m guessing there’s 
more to it, right?”

“We noticed big money moving around.”
“Are you thinking sex trafficking?”
“No. Blackmail. We’re looking for their client list. 

We think Peter Van Bergh has an accountant and/or 
business partner.”
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“If blackmail’s the motive, that’s for us to find out. 
This is a homicide.”

Cohen gave Nico a hard stare. And now Nico had 
no doubt: maybe Cohen was shorter and less muscu-
lar, but he wasn’t afraid of anything or anyone.

“Without us, you’ll have a hard time,” Cohen 
said. “It’s a tough milieu to crack and not everyone 
gets in. That’s exactly what Deputy Commissioner 
Monthalet will think.”

Nico had met Monthalet only a few times. She 
was a straight-shooter on a mission to end internal 
police rivalries and initiate more teamwork. That said, 
homicide had gotten the call, and the case was theirs. 
Nico was about to disagree, but Cohen intercepted 
him—with a wink, of all things.

“Monthalet will come down on my side. You can 
bet on it, kid.”

Nico almost laughed. Cohen could have been Al 
Pacino in The Godfather. He was the kind of charis-
matic man who could give you a dispensation with 
a generous smile one day and wipe you out with a 
snap of his fingers the next day.
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“It’s simple. You cooperate, or you get the hell out of 
here.” Deputy Commissioner Monthalet shifted her 
gaze from Cohen to Nico and back again. Her tone 
left no room for argument.

Nico straightened in his chair. “With all due re-
spect, Commissioner, this is a homicide investigation, 
not a nightclub raid.”

“That’s right, and your bloodhounds have such a 
reputation for stealth,” Cohen shot back.

“Enough.” Monthalet spoke quietly, but the dark 
look in her eyes put them on notice. “Sirsky, I’m 
watching you. As long as I’m running things, we all 
work together. No backstabbing. Nothing under-
handed. That goes for you, too, Cohen. Is that clear?”

Cohen and Sirsky eyed each other, turning, final-
ly, to the deputy commissioner. “Yes, ma’am,” they 
said in unison.

Monthalet nodded. “Go on now. You have a 
murder to solve, a network to bring down, and a 
blackmail case to prove. Keep me in the loop.”

§ § § 
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Roussel and Teissier were waiting in the hallway 
outside the third-floor deputy commissioner’s office 
when Nico and Cohen came out. Police headquar-
ters at 36 Quai des Orfèvres was a rundown, cramped 
place. But it was an iconic building. Nico felt its his-
tory whenever he walked through the entrance. He 
wouldn’t have traded it for any gleaming structure 
designed by Jean Nouvel.

“We’ll be working with vice on this case,” Nico said 
as soon as he saw Roussel.

Roussel jabbed Teissier with his elbow. “You’ll get 
to brush up on your technique, Teissier.”

Teissier pushed back. “That’s something coming 
from you. When was the last time a hottie gave you 
a second look?”

Nico smiled but didn’t say anything. He had 
heard that Roussel was sweet on a lovely-looking 
uniformed officer. He waved his inspector and Teissier 
toward the stairs. “Okay, enough!”

“We’re headed to the Rue de Lutèce,” Cohen said 
as he started down the worn black-linoleum staircase 
that led to the courtyard.

Nico was one step behind him.
“Sirsky, did anyone ever tell you about Inspector 

Broussard?” Cohen asked, grinning over his shoul-
der. “Broussard used to head up the gang unit. One 
of his first memories was seeing President De Gaulle’s 
black Citroen DS, all shot up, parked in the courtyard 
here. That DS saved De Gaulle’s life. A dozen gunmen 
opened fire on the DS as it made its way along the 
Avenue de la Liberation. Two of the president’s mo-
torcycle bodyguards were killed. The bullets shattered 
the rear window and punctured all four tires, throw-
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ing the DS into a skid. But the chauffeur maneuvered 
out of it and got to safety, thanks to the Citroen’s 
superior suspension.”

Was this Cohen’s way of befriending him—by 
sensing that Nico loved this building as much as he 
did? Although Nico had heard the story of the assas-
sination attempt, he had never related it to 36 Quai 
des Orfèvres. He looked forward to the day when he’d 
be telling his own recruits tales like these—if he was 
lucky enough to rise in the ranks the way Cohen was.

Outside, it was dark, and the streets were glisten-
ing from a light rainfall. The men walked along the 
Seine to the Boulevard du Palais, where they turned 
left. Minutes later they reached the Rue de Lutèce, 
a large pedestrian walkway. The Haussman-style 
building at No. 3 was a police-headquarters annex, 
housing the vice and organized-crime divisions.

Cohen opened the imposing glass and wrought-
iron door. No sooner had they passed security 
than angry screams broke the silence. Two plain-
clothes officers appeared, escorting an Asian woman 
toward the door.

“Get your hands off me!” the woman yelled, 
squirming to break free of their grip on each arm. “I 
can let myself out!”

A security guard leaped up and opened the door.
“Out you go,” the plainclothes officer closest to 

Nico said, tossing the woman on the sidewalk and 
slamming the door behind her. He looked at the men 
and shook his head. “Our world, and welcome to it. 
Most people can’t wait to leave. But we couldn’t get 
her out of here. She’s lucky we didn’t press charges.”
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Cohen turned to Nico. “We had a big arrest yes-
terday. Our holding cells are overflowing, and the 
day isn’t over.”

Cohen gave the plainclothes officer a nod and 
motioned Nico and the others down the hall. They 
passed a room dedicated to the 167 police officers 
who died in the liberation of Paris. It was used for 
receptions. Cohen, Sirsky, Roussel, and Teissier took 
the elevator to the sixth floor and entered Cohen’s 
spartan office.

“Coffee?” Cohen asked.
Nico and Roussel declined. Teissier poured  

himself a cup.
“So, Valerie and Peter Van Bergh lived in Brussels,” 

Cohen said. “She taught at Saint Louis University, 
and he sells computers for the Micromedia Group. 
The Brussels police have nothing on them, not 
even a parking ticket. They have an eight-year-old 
son. Poor kid.”

Nico immediately thought of his own son, Dimitri. 
As troubled as his marriage was, Sylvie was Dimitri’s 
mother, and the boy needed her. Valerie Van Bergh, 
who died in that seedy hotel room, was a mother too. 
Neither she nor her child deserved their fate. Nico 
straightened in his chair and forced himself to focus 
on the case. He had to keep his home life from inter-
fering with his work.

“Has the Van Bergh family been informed?” he asked.
“Someone’s taking care of it now,” Cohen answered. 

“The kid’s with his grandparents this weekend.”
“So, once a month the couple comes to Paris for an 

afternoon gang bang. Is that it?” Roussel asked.
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“Peter Van Bergh was a practitioner of 
candaulism,” Cohen said.

“What-ism?” Roussel asked.
Nico turned to Roussel. “Candaules was king of 

Lydia. He thought his wife was the most beautiful 
woman of her time. He often bragged about her looks 
to his bodyguard. Finally he told the guard, ‘If you 
don’t believe me, take a look for yourself.’ He talked 
the guard into spying on his wife as she undressed be-
fore slipping into the marital bed. Unfortunately for 
the king, she figured out what her husband was up 
to. Angry and humiliated, she had the guard kill him.”

Teissier snickered. “Look at the showoff. Book 
knowledge won’t get you far in this division.”

Cohen continued to outline the case without 
reprimanding Teissier. “Peter Van Bergh organized, 
watched, and filmed.”

“How did he recruit their clients?”
“Click for clit,” Teissier answered. “He created an 

Internet site, and anyone could register. He select-
ed the clients and gave them a confidential meeting 
place in a different hotel every month.”

“How did you discover them?” Roussel asked.
“Peter Van Bergh knows his way around,” Cohen 

said. “A year ago, he marketed a video of his wife 
having sex with four hulks. We wound up with a copy, 
and we’ve been watching the couple ever since.”

“Do you know who frequented these gang 
bangs?” Nico asked.

“Not all of them. Van Bergh travels to Geneva regu-
larly and apparently has an account there with more 
money than their afternoons brought in.”

“Thus the blackmail. Any leads on the targets?”
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When Cohen didn’t answer, Teissier jumped in. 
“Van Bergh chose them well. For the most part, they 
were wealthy individuals who valued their privacy.”

“You say ‘for the most part.’  What about the others?”
Teissier opened the file he was holding, picked out 

a few pictures, and handed them to Nico.
Nico looked up from the third photo. “Is that who 

I think it is?”
“You’re a little young for reading glasses,” Cohen said.
“And you think this homicide is directly linked 

to a blackmail scheme.” Nico handed the pic-
tures to Roussel.

“Our goal is to find the client list and the videos 
Van Bergh was using in his little scheme,” Cohen said

“So we have to find Van Bergh,” Nico said.
Cohen nodded. 

“Exactly. My men are working on it.”
“And what if he’s the killer? Maybe Valerie had 

had enough? Maybe she wanted to leave him for an-
other man? Or both.”

“It’s possible,” Tessier said. “But with all those 
hotel-room encounters, you’d think she’d be get-
ting enough sex.”

“Have you questioned Valerie’s known partners? 
Have any of them admitted being blackmailed?”

Cohen grinned. “You’re thorough, kid. I’ll 
say that for you.”

“The man in the picture was contacted about a sex 
video,” Teissier said. “And there’s reason to believe he 
wouldn’t want it to be made public. Fine reputations 
have been ruined by a sex video gone viral.”

“Yes, a video like that could put an end to a prom-
ising political career, especially for someone like 
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Gregory Lefebvre,” Nico said. “He’s been elected to the 
Assemblée nationale and has his eye on the presidency.” 

“I don’t know, boss.” It was Roussel. “He could pick 
up some male votes if he had sex with a lot of hot 
women in the video. Then again, if he’s got a great 
six pack under his dress shirt, he could get the female 
vote. It’s a possible win-win.”

Nico ignored him and looked at Cohen. 
“Does he hunt?”

Cohen leaned forward in his chair, suddenly 
more attentive.

“In fact, he often goes to Sainte-Sologne to hunt 
and fish for trout,” Teissier said. “Why do you ask?”

“There was a hunting knife in Valerie Van Bergh’s 
body. We’ll need to question Mr. Lefebvre. And I want 
my team involved in the search for Valerie’s husband.”

Nico’s phone rang. It was the morgue. “I’ve got to 
attend the autopsy,” Nico told Cohen.

“If you want your men on the hunt, then one of 
mine goes to the autopsy.”

Nico sized up Cohen’s resolve and conced-
ed. “Fair enough.”
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Nico’s heart started pounding as he neared the Quai 
de la Rapée. The austere red-brick building was stuck 
awkwardly between the Seine River, the overhead 
metro line No. 5, and the cars whizzing along the 
expressway. The building looked like an isolated for-
tress, but was, in fact, Paris’s morgue, a two-thousand-
square-meter building that handled the city’s violent, 
self-inflicted, and unexplained deaths. Pedestrians, 
likely afraid of being sucked in by bad luck, avoided 
walking in the vicinity of this building. What oth-
er place stood so close to the doors of hell? And yet 
Nico was drawn to these walls and their famed direc-
tor, Professor Armelle Vilars.

He couldn’t quite articulate what it was that lured 
him here. Was it the compulsion to know precisely 
what had happened to the victims lying exposed on 
the forensic scientist’s table and, thus, better under-
stand the monsters he was charged with apprehend-
ing? Nico’s Russian mother, Anya, had once told him 
that there was something both valiant and brooding 
in his soul. “Your father was Polish, but you’re Russian, 
my brave Nico.” He didn’t know about the brooding, 
but Anya was a dyed-in-the-wood romantic.
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Nico was thinking of Anya when he entered the 
morgue. He hadn’t seen her for several days. With his 
demanding job and wife, making time for his mother 
was next to impossible. “But I will,” he said to himself 
before greeting the receptionist with a nod.

“They’re expecting you,” she responded. 
“You know the way.”

Actually, he hadn’t been here all that many times. 
Cohen hadn’t been wrong about Nico’s rookie status 
on homicide. In any case, he remembered the layout 
well. “Thank you. This is Detective Teissier from vice. 
He’s joining me.”

“I’ll let the professor know. She’s already in autopsy.”
“Lucky bastard,” Teissier said under his breath as 

they walked away. “The pretty lady just undressed you.”
Nico shrugged. Sylvie had often caught other 

women staring at him. “It’s your build and your blue 
eyes and blond hair,” she had told him. “Women can’t 
resist you.“ Nico paid the admiring looks no mind. 
He was married, and that was that.

In the locker room, the two men put on protective 
coveralls. Nico pushed open the door to the autopsy 
room and gave Armelle Vilars a nod. “Professor, I see 
you’re ready to start.”

She looked up from the woman’s body. “Contrary 
to popular opinion, the dead do not wait,” she 
answered coolly.

Vilars was clearly a master of quips, a weap-
on used for both seduction and power. Since being 
tapped to head the Paris coroner’s office—despite 
lingering sexism in the milieu—she had established 
a five-star reputation. Nico could see why. She was 
smart, ambitious, and an excellent forensic scientist.
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He smiled behind his mask. He liked tough, inde-
pendent women who knew who they were and how 
to get things done. In those respects, Armelle Vilars 
was like his mother and his sister, Tanya. The two of 
them were as strong as steel. In fact, they were more 
like titanium—lighter and more resistant to corro-
sion than steel. They also had gigantic hearts, and 
Nico suspected that this efficient forensic scientist 
was no different.

At that moment, Nico realized that Professor 
Vilars was looking at him with a twinkle in her eye. 
Was she smiling back at him? Embarrassed, he looked 
away and scanned the room. The fleeting and unso-
licited connection with Vilars disappeared as he took 
in the smell of death. Although the room was contin-
ually scrubbed, the odor permeated everything, as if 
taunting them like the devil himself. Nico suppressed 
a shiver and focused.

“Upon order from the court, I will begin the au-
topsy of Valerie Van Bergh, a white female, age 34, 
in the presence of the following officers from police 
headquarters...”

And so they began. Nico turned his attention to the 
victim. Nearby was a tray holding the instruments for 
slicing, dicing, and examining her vital organs. Soon, 
blood would flow into the gutters along the edges 
of the stainless-steel table. Despite the professor’s re-
spect for the dead and the dignity she afforded them, 
Valerie Van Bergh would soon look like a slaugh-
ter-house remnant. No one could emerge unscathed 
from such a scene. Nico didn’t want to take the imag-
es home with him, but how could he not?
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“That’s curious,” Professor Vilars said, examining 
the woman’s airway.

Nico took a step closer, while Teissier jotted some-
thing in his notebook.

“There’s a foreign object in the esophagus. It’s 
non-occluding, but would have required a procedure 
for removal to avoid serious consequences.”

“What is it?” Teissier asked.
Vilars picked up a pair of tweezers and gently re-

moved the object. “It’s a cufflink.”
“What?”
“You heard me. The victim swallowed a cufflink.”
“Could it have been stuck in her esophagus for any 

length of time?” Teissier asked.
“It’s possible, but not likely,” the professor said, slip-

ping the cufflink into an evidence bag. “Usually 
something like this just migrates to the stomach. But 
if it doesn’t, it can wind up puncturing the esopha-
gus or causing an abscess. An infection can quickly 
spread to the heart, the pleura, or the lungs.”

With that, the professor turned back to the body. 
An hour later, she was done. “I’ll send my report 
to the public prosecutor tomorrow,” she said. She 
removed her surgical cap, and thick red hair fell 
onto her shoulders.

“Could I have a copy?” Nico asked.
She looked him up and down. “I send the report to 

the magistrate who asked for it. Then the magistrate 
can send you the conclusions.”

“Of course.”
“The key piece of information is the cufflink. Now 

you’ll have to figure out why it was there. We’ll need 
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time to test the samples we took and see if anything 
pops up in the DNA database.”

The database was limited. It contained DNA ev-
idence only from those who committed crimes and 
the dead victims of crimes. And from what they knew, 
Valerie Van Bergh slept with just the good boys.

“I’m off,” Professor Vilars said. “Death never takes 
a break. All you detectives can do is slow it down a 
little. Keep that in mind. In real life, the superheroes 
get worn down.”

With that, she disappeared.
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It was nine-thirty by the time Nico returned home. 
All the lights were on, and the TV was blaring. How 
could Dimitri sleep?

“So there you are,” Sylvie called out. “What pretty 
little victim did you save this time? A whore, I’m sure.”

She had been drinking. Nico hated being around 
her when she hit the bottle. How had it come to this? 
He had made a good-faith effort to be a husband 
and father while juggling the demands of his job. But 
it wasn’t working. She held his job against him. Just 
as she was jealous of their son, she was jealous of 
his work—and it came out in a string of accusa-
tions of infidelity.

“Sylvie, come on. I was called to a crime 
scene. Nothing more.”

“Nothing? Come on. A good-looking man like 
you? Do you think I’m an idiot?”

“Where’s Dimitri?”
“And there you go. First your precious work, then 

your precious son. I get the crumbs.”
“You’re my wife, and that’s what’s most important.” 

As the words left his mouth, Nico realized how hol-
low they sounded. He was doing everything out of a 
sense of duty, and she knew it.
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“It’s all about the contract we made, isn’t it? The 
rules. Is that what you’re saying, Mr. Perfect? You 
would never actually admit your real feelings. Not 
you. You respect your commitments. But what about 
love? What’s your take on that? You only care for 
your son, who’s a copy of you! What did I ever do 
to deserve that?”

“Sylvie, you don’t know what you’re saying. You 
should go to bed.”

“Do you think things will be better tomorrow? 
You’re wrong, Mr. Detective. They won’t be any bet-
ter. I know you don’t love me. You stay because that’s 
what you said you’d do. Or maybe you stay because 
you’re a coward. Either way, I’m sick of it. I’m sick 
of waiting for you to take responsibility for what you 
really feel. Feelings are just too messy for you. So just 
get out! I don’t want to see your face anymore. And 
take your son! You’re the one he loves, not me.”

“He’s not my son—he’s our son. And he 
needs his mother.”

“He’s four years old. He’ll get over it. Take him!”
Nico heard Dimitri crying and rushed to his bed-

room. He held his trembling son tight and smoothed 
the boy’s hair.

“I said get out!” Sylvie screamed.
This was too much. He felt the strength draining 

from his legs as the family life he had been trying to 
hold together—the life his son needed, the home he 
needed to counterbalance his work—came crashing 
down around him.

“Dammit! I don’t want to see you again!”
Nico focused on Dimitri. Still holding him tight, 

he grabbed a bag and threw some clothes into it.
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“I’m going to my mother’s. I’ll bring Dimitri back 
when you’re doing better.”

“Don’t you feel anything, for God’s sake? 
Get out of here!”

Sylvie slammed the door behind them. He could 
hear her sobbing as he took Dimitri to the car. He 
immediately called his in-laws. Sylvie needed help, 
and only they could provide it.

“Oh no,” Sylvie’s mother, Jacqueline, said, hearing 
the news. “André and I will check on her. Meanwhile, 
I’m glad you have Dimitri. He shouldn’t be with his 
mother when she’s that upset.”

Nico ended the call, relieved that Sylvie still had 
her parents to rely on. Jacqueline had never interfered 
in their marriage, but sometimes he wondered if she 
didn’t blame him for some of Sylvie’s troubles.

Nico looked at Dimitri, curled in a fetal po-
sition in the backseat. He needed to get the boy 
to a calm place.

§ § §

Twenty-five minutes later, he was parking on the 
Boulevard de Courcelles. He carried his half-asleep 
son into the stone building where he and Tanya had 
grown up. His mother was waiting for them when 
they stepped out of the elevator on the sixth floor. 
She took their bag and said nothing. Her criticisms 
of Sylvie would come later, Nico knew.

“Put him in Tanya’s room.”
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Nico set his son on the bed, and his mother took 
over, showering the child with kisses and tucking him 
in. She closed the bedroom door and led Nico out 
to the balcony.

“This is the most beautiful view in the world,” 
she said, gazing at the Saint Alexandre Nevsky ca-
thedral, with its five spires and gilded onion dome, 
on the Rue Daru.

Nico ran his hand over the new blooms on the 
potted snowball tree, a symbol of love and mar-
riage. In a few months, the blooms would burst into 
snow-white pom-poms.

“It’s still a bit cold for the plant to be outside,” Anya 
said. “But it just loves the sunshine.” She turned to 
Nico. “Son, I want you to know that I’ve been aware 
of what you’ve been going through. Your father knew 
too. We talked about it.”

Nico shivered, his throat tight.
“Whatever you decide, we... Well, I will always 

be here for you.”
“Luck always seems to be against the man who 

depends on it.”
“Your father often used that quote.”
“Luck was with him. He had you right to the end.”
“Well, it was hardly a matter of luck. Your father 

and I worked at our marriage, and believe me, we 
had our fights. But we were also in love, and in that 
regard, we were lucky. You and Sylvie haven’t had 
the same kind of love, and it has handicapped your 
marriage. But you’ve done right by Sylvie, and you 
certainly adore your son. He’ll be a fine man one 
day, like you.”

Nico smiled as she touched his cheek.
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“You want to make the world a better place, Nico. 
But to really do that, you need to be true to your 
heart. Yours is so big and so full. You have the ability 
to walk in other people’s shoes. I’ve seen it since you 
were a little boy. Remember the time when Tanya 
was twelve, and she came home from school one day 
all closed up and quiet? She wouldn’t talk to anyone. 
You instinctively knew what had happened and got 
her to admit that she’d been bullied. If it hadn’t been 
for you, she wouldn’t have told your father and me. 
You intuitively know how people tick, Nico. Make 
use of your insight. Don’t shut it off.”

Nico looked at the cathedral and then down to 
the empty street. “I think Sylvie and I are finished.”

“That may be. But perhaps this is an opportunity 
to consider yourself for a change. You deserve to be 
loved for the man you are—not the man you think 
you should be.”

“I can’t take Dimitri from his mother.”
“Then don’t. Just make sure he’s safe with her.”
Nico sighed. “I have to get back to headquar-

ters. We’ve caught a tough case. I’m going to be 
busy this weekend.”

“I’ll take care of Dimitri. Don’t worry.”
They went inside. Nico kissed Dimitri on the fore-

head and hugged his mother.
On the drive back to the station, he recalled the 

pictures that Teissier had shown him. The politician 
wasn’t wearing cufflinks.
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In Teissier’s office, a Pinkerton Detective Agency 
badge, with its well-known open-eye symbol, hung 
in a frame above the inspector’s desk.

“‘We never sleep’ was their motto,” Teissier said, 
greeting Nico and Roussel. “They were the ones who 
tracked down Jesse James, the Dalton Brothers, and 
Butch Cassidy.”

“They were also the ones who infiltrated the labor 
unions in United States and recruited goon squads to 
intimidate workers,” Nico said. “Sixteen guards and 
steelworkers died when they were hired to break the 
Homestead Strike in 1892.”

“I see you know your history,” Teissier 
said, sitting down.

“You could say that,” Nico answered. “So tell me—I 
heard that members of the vice squad used to wear 
the Pinkerton pin inside their jackets. True story?”

“Yep—the cabaret unit. They showed the pin to get 
into certain establishments without paying. Today, 
that pin’s worth its weight in gold.”

The cabaret unit was legendary at police head-
quarters. Members of the prestigious group were 
princes of the night who mixed with organized crime 
and show biz personalities.
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“Should we go?” Roussel asked.
“I’ll have Inspector Huet go along with 

us,” Teissier said.
Nico remembered the man. Huet had been with 

Cohen at the Van Burgh murder scene.
“By the book,” Teissier said. “Two men from homi-

cide and two from vice. Our lead. We’ve spent years 
building trust with these people, and a rumor is all it 
takes to get someone killed. So no screw-ups.”

Nico was about to tell Tessier not to worry, but 
Roussel spoke before he could open his mouth. “We’re 
on the same team.”

“Right,” Teissier said.
Still, Nico could read the wariness in Teissier’s ex-

pression. “We’re on board,” he added.
“All right,” Teissier said. “You and I go together. 
“Roussel,” Nico responded, “you’re with Huet.”
The four men got up and headed out.

§ § §

“It’s one of the capital’s best-known striptease clubs,” 
Teissier said, sounding like a tour guide. “Not everyone 
gets in. You need the right clothes and looks. A meal 
goes for seventy euros and a bottle of Champagne for 
a hundred and seventy. No elbows on the table and 
no hands on the ladies. Except in the private rooms...”

The cabaret, with its oak paneling and twin-
kle-light curtains, was on the Avenue des Ternes in 
the seventeenth arrondissement.
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The bouncer recognized Teissier. After sending a 
text message, probably to give management a heads-
up, he let them in.

They dropped off their coats, descended a staircase, 
and entered a world of plush furnishings and stripped-
down performers. A dancer, wearing only a thong 
and garter belt, was swerving around a pole to the 
sounds of R&B. Immediately, images of Valerie Van 
Bergh on the autopsy table flashed in Nico’s mind.

Teissier leaned in. “It’s better on Thursday,” he whis-
pered. “They’ve got specials.” He led Nico to the bar.

“I see a lot of women in the audience,” Nico said.
“Yep. Some come with their friends, and others 

come with their husbands. Who knows? Maybe the 
husbands go to male strip clubs with their wives. Never 
hurts to know what turns your partner on—right?”

Nico didn’t bother to answer. A second later a fe-
male bartender with long auburn hair walked over. 

“What can I get you?” she asked.
“Two gin and tonics.” Teissier said.
When the woman returned with their drinks, 

Teissier slid the photo of Peter Van Bergh in front of her.
“Haven’t seen him,” she said.
“We’re not here to cause any trouble. We just 

want to know... His wife was murdered, and we 
need to find him.”

“Valerie?”
“You know her?”
“She came by to learn some moves,” the bartender 

said. “Lea trained her. They were friends.”
“Lea?” Nico asked.
The woman gave him a long, hard stare, and then 

said, “The artistic director.”
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“And when was this?”
“A good three months ago.”
“Do you think we could see Lea?” Teissier asked.
“She’s working the private dance rooms tonight.”
“We’d like to talk to her,” Nico said.
“That’ll cost you two tickets for a private dance—

thirty euros a shot.”
“We’re—”
Teissier nudged Nico, telling him to shut up. He 

pulled out some bills. “Perfect.”
The men finished their drinks and followed the 

bartender to a private room, where they settled into 
a coach. The bartender whispered something to the 
dancer and turned to Nico and Teissier.

“Gentlemen: Lea,” she said as she turned to 
leave the room. 

Lea smiled. A second later, she was rolling her 
hips and moving closer. She slipped her lace pant-
ies down her interminably long legs and leaned in, 
her breasts coming within millimeters of Nico’s face. 
He pulled back.

“My friend’s a little shy,” Teissier said, grinning. 
“We’re here about Valerie Van Bergh. We understand 
you were friends.”

Lea grabbed a pink silk robe from a hook on the 
wall and wrapped it around herself. “I saw her last 
month. She and Peter came for an evening.”

“And then?”
“We were supposed to get together this weekend, but 

if you’re here, I’m guessing that’s not going to happen.”
“What was she like the last time you saw 

her?” Nico asked.



37

VITAL LINKS

“The way she always was when Peter was around. 
We did a private-room strip together for four clients. 
A birthday gift. She enjoyed helping out when she 
came in, and the customers liked her. That’s when she 
told me that some guy was giving her trouble.”

Teissier jumped in. “Did she tell you who it was?”
“She just said it was somebody powerful, and she 

hoped he would get the message and leave her alone.”
“Have you seen Peter since then?” Nico asked.
The woman was giving Nico the once-over. “I 

like shy guys,” she said, rolling her hips again. “I’m 
a good teacher.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Nico said, sure that 
his colleague from vice was relishing the whole scene. 

“We just want to know about the Van Berghs.”
She stopped and sat down in an armchair, crossing 

her bronzed legs. “He showed up when the restaurant 
opened, around eight thirty. He talked to one of the 
regulars, Matt, and they left together a half hour later.”

“Matt Burnet?”
“Yes.”
Nico looked at his watch. Peter Van Bergh was a 

good three hours ahead of them. “Thank you,” he said.
Lea smiled and gave Nico a wink.” Come back 

any time, sweetie. Like I said, I’ve got a thing for 
guys like you.”

Teissier smirked. “This, my dear, is Deputy Chief 
Nico Sirsky, from homicide. They’re not like us. When 
his squad comes around, it’s never good news.”

Nico and Teissier said good-bye and retrieved 
their coats. Hearing the door close behind him, Nico 
picked up his pace to put distance between himself 
and the club. Teissier lengthened his stride to keep up.
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“So who’s this Burnet?” Nico asked.
“Matt Burnet is a native of England,” Teissier said, 

breathing heavily. “He pimps for the rich and stays 
at the Élysée Régencia on the Avenue Marceau, near 
the Champs-Élysées.”

“Do you think Burnet and Van Bergh were working 
together?” Nico pulled out his phone and punched in 
Roussel’s number.

“Could be. Maybe Burnet found high-end cus-
tomers for Van Bergh, or they sold gang-bang 
porn together.”
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The Champs-Élysées, “the most beautiful avenue in 
the world,” according to the French tourism industry, 
was swarming with visitors, as usual. The boulevard 
was named after the Elysian Fields, a mythological 
paradise for the heroic and righteous. But the 
Champs-Élysées and nearby environs also had a 
seamy side: white-collar dealers, prostitutes looking 
for rich johns, and common pickpockets. It was the 
Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde of Paris.

“We got him,” Roussel announced over the phone. 
“He swears he’s not involved in any blackmail schemes. 
He allegedly runs a security service—ex-military 
bodyguards—for well-heeled executives, royalty, and 
ne’er-do-wells. On the side, he provides escorts. We 
found a list in his room, along with a digital camera 
and videos, a laptop and bills for suites in other hotels, 
passports, and various HIV and hepatitis tests—the 
basic tools of his trade. We’re headed over to the near-
by Résidence Alma Marceau.

“Is that where Peter Van Bergh’s hiding 
out?” Nico asked.

“Apparently. Burnet has some apartments there, 
where the girls work for him. That’s also where they 



40

FRÉDÉRIQUE MOLAY

shot the movie of Valerie with the foursome. The 
men were actors.”

“What did Van Bergh tell him?”
“That he had argued with his wife. He was agitat-

ed. Will you meet us there, boss?”
“I’ll call for backup. And Huet?”
“He’s okay with that.”
“We’ll be there in five.”
Nico called Captain Pale. Seconds later he got a 

text message from Professor Vilars. “Just e-mailed the 
report. Get in touch if needed.” Nico smiled. It was 
well past midnight, and the professor was still hard at 
work. A dedicated professional.

“We’re here,” Teissier said, pulling up to the curb. 
Nico looked in his side-view mirror and saw Pale 
arriving behind them. They got out of their cars and 
met in front of the building.

“Nobody in or out until we have Van Bergh,” Nico 
said as they went in to join Roussel and Huet.

The men took the stairs two at a time. 
“Paris police,” Nico shouted when they reached the 

apartment door. “Open up.”
He and Roussel had their semi-automatics 

out, muzzles down.
Teissier fiddled with the key he’d picked up at 

the reception desk. The door clicked open, and Nico 
slipped in. “Police!” Nico called out, his Sig Sauer 
in front of him.

Nothing. Now the cops from vice had their 
weapons out, too. 

“Clear,” Roussel called out from the bedroom.
Nico and Teissier swung into the living room, 

ready to shoot.
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“Oh shit!” It was Huet, who was on their heels.
Peter Van Bergh was sprawled on the couch, a 

knife in his belly and both hands on the han-
dle. He had probably tried to remove it, but didn’t 
have the strength.

“You’re going to need your kit, Roussel,” Nico said, 
inspecting the knife.

Roussel started collecting the evidence. “Nothing 
in his pockets,” he said after searching Van Bergh’s 
clothing. “Just a wallet and some keys on a ring. He 
does have one that isn’t on the ring.”

Teissier was taking a closer look at the knife. “Looks 
like a hunting knife. It has a deer-hoof handle with 
an eagle embellishment. There can’t be more than a 
hundred knives like that. Finally, a decent lead. I say 
it’s time we talk to our politician, Lefebvre. Hunting, 
gang bangs, and the threat of seeing those videos go 
public could be a lethal combo, if you ask me.”

“And we should wake up the public prosecu-
tor,” Nico said.
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Based on body temperature, rigor mortis, and leak-
age, Professor Vilars had placed time of death be-
tween noon and one thirty in the afternoon. Her re-
port also included a description of the cufflink. It was 
enameled silver, a centimeter and a half in diameter, 
and clearly antique.

Nico walked over to his window and looked down 
at the Seine. Reflections of the pinkish-gray sky were 
bouncing off the river’s murky waters as the sun hov-
ered above the horizon. His office window offered 
a magnificent view of the Pont Neuf, under whose 
arches the river boats glided both day and night. He 
stretched and rubbed his cheeks, wondering if he 
should send the cufflink information to vice right 
away. Just how important was it?

Vilars had said in her e-mail that Professor 
Charles Queneau, head of the police forensics lab, 
had the cufflink. She had advised Nico to talk with 
him right away.

Nico looked around the office. His team had spent 
most of the night surveilling the city’s clubs with the 
vice squad and had returned only a short time ear-
lier. They looked like they could use some sleep, but 
there’d be no rest for the weary.
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Roussel looked especially fatigued. Other than his 
fledgling romance with the lady cop, Nico knew very 
little about the man. What was his private life? Was 
he a Les Bleus fan or a Tour de France fanatic? What 
were his favorite street foods—ham on a baguette 
or tuna? What kind of apartment did he have? Nico 
knew only that Roussel was diligent, loyal, and on top 
of his game. He could count on Roussel—wherever 
and whenever. And if he was lucky and good enough 
to advance his career in the police ranks, he’d take 
Roussel right along with him.

At that moment, Roussel looked up and caught 
Nico’s eye. “Yes, boss? Need anything?”

“Get everyone together. It’s time to review the case.”
Roussel took charge as soon as everyone was 

gathered around the table. “We’ve got two hunting 
knives and a cufflink.”

“I’m looking into the key we found in Van Bergh’s 
pants pocket,” Pale said.

“A locker somewhere?”
“Why not? Maybe at the Gare du Nord? They 

probably took the train from Brussels, and that’s 
where they would have arrived.”

“Vice is picking up Gregory Lefebvre. He’ll be at 
the Rue de Lutèce this afternoon.”

Lefebvre represented the Oise département in the 
French parliament, and his offices and home were 
three hours away, in the city of Beauvais. Once the 
vice team was there, they’d search both places. Nico 
planned to make good use of their absence.

“Pale, you get the Gare du Nord. Roussel, you’re 
with me. We’re going to the forensics lab.”
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§ § §

“Paris had its birth, as the reader knows, in that old 
island of the City which has the form of a cradle,” 
Victor Hugo wrote in The Hunchback of Notre Dame. 
It was on this island in the Seine, in the center of the 
capital, that the police forensic lab was situated. One 
bank of the island faced Saint Germain des Prés and 
its booksellers, with their green stands lining the river, 
while the other faced the Théâtre du Châtelet and 
the pet stores along the Quai de la Mégisserie. The 
main part of the lab was on the Quai de l’Horloge, 
a few minutes’ walk from police headquarters. Nico 
and Roussel quietly cut through the Palais de Justice 
hallways, passing the small detention cells used to 
hold those waiting to go before a judge.

“I’ve been thinking about getting a new apart-
ment, boss,” Roussel said, breaking their silence. “My 
place is getting too small. It wouldn’t be big enough 
for two people.” 

When Nico didn’t respond, he continued. “What 
about you? Have you done any apartment-hunting 
lately? I hear May and June are the best times to look.” 

Nico stuffed his hands in his pockets. Yes, he would 
be looking for a new place for Dimitri and him. But 
this was neither the time nor the place to discuss his 
personal life with Roussel. 

“Roussel, let’s just get over to the lab, okay?”
The homicide inspector seemed to shrink an inch 

and fell silent again. Nico let it go.



45

VITAL LINKS

When they arrived at the lab, they took the stairs 
to the second floor. Professor Charles Queneau was 
waiting for them.

Queneau looked like a combination Professor 
Tournesol, the bald absent-minded academic in The 
Adventures of Tintin, and Captain Haddock, the acer-
bic, no-nonsense merchant marine officer in the same 
comic-book series. His wide ties and suit lapels were 
reminiscent of the nineteen forties. But his expertise 
in forensics technology was cutting-edge. Further, he 
was expressive and truly engaged.

“How do you like homicide?” the professor asked, 
shaking Nico’ hand.

“Fine, although I can’t speak for whether ho-
micide likes me.”

“Don’t be so modest. People have no-
ticed you already.”

For a moment, Nico was thrown off, as though 
he’d been tossed on a carefully laid-out fast-track. 
He didn’t know what to think. He was aware that 
people were watching him, but he had an aver-
sion to spotlights.

The professor cleared his throat. “I’m guessing 
this isn’t a courtesy call. You’ve come for the cufflink. 
Professor Vilars said you were in a hurry.”

“What can you tell us?”
“It’s quite a find, actually. The embellishment is 

an early twentieth-century badge from the Brussels 
Police Department.”

“Wow,” Roussel let out. “Strange coincidence, huh?”
Professor Queneau smiled. “For those who believe 

that crime is a game of chance.”
“And the rest of the evidence?” Nico asked.
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“We have DNA samples, which could be useful if 
we had a suspect.”

“Yes. But then again, a DNA match would only 
prove that the person had contact with the victim,” 
Nico said. “Considering her hobby, that wouldn’t be 
enough to indict anyone for homicide.”

“You’re right there.”
“At any rate, we need to find the other cufflink, 

which would lead us, as far as I can see, to Brussels.”
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“We followed our hunch, and it paid off,” Pale an-
nounced as his fellow team members took their 
places in the homicide office. “The key fit a lock-
er at the Gare du Nord. We found six porn videos, 
and we’ve looked at a couple. Valerie Van Bergh’s the 
star. Our Mr. Lefebvre has a Venus-award-worthy 
supporting role.”

“Make sure it all gets filed with the evi-
dence,” Nico said.

“Consider it done.”
“Anything on the other johns on vice’s list?”
Roussel cleared his throat. “All men of good 

standing—on paper, at least: upper management, 
independent contractors, high-level administrators. 
None of them say they’ve been blackmailed. We’re 
checking their phone records.”

Perched on a corner of his desk, Nico shifted his 
attention to Pale. “What are you working on now?”

“We’re planing on taking a look at the rest of the 
videos,” he answered.

“Good.” Nico nodded and pressed on. “Peter Van 
Bergh traveled to Geneva from time to time. Vice 
suspects that he had an account there where he 
deposited money from some activity other than the 
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afternoon parties. They have pictures of him entering 
a Swiss bank with a briefcase. But vice doesn’t 
know what that activity was or how much money 
it involved. We’ve got more questions than answers.”

“This vice investigation doesn’t look very thorough, 
if you ask me,” Roussel said, shifting in his chair.

Nico had a hair-trigger reaction. “I didn’t ask you.” 
As soon as the rebuke left his mouth, Nico felt guilty. 

Even if he was annoyed with Roussel for getting too 
personal with him on their way to the lab, he had 
no business embarrassing this valued team member 
in front of his colleagues. Nico tried to make amends.

“You’re right, Roussel. We could use more leads. For 
one thing, we need to question Matthew Burnet.”

“Vice has him in a cell,” Pale said.
“I’ll let Cohen know that we want to talk to him. 

Any other news from Teissier?”
“They’re still searching Lefebvre’s home,” Pale said.
“Then there’s the cufflink,” Nico said. “Van Bergh 

didn’t have the mate to it when we found him.”
“No, and there was nothing in the Avenue de 

Clichy hotel room either,” Roussel said. “No cufflink 
or shirts that needed cufflinks.”

Nico’s phone buzzed. He stood up and answered.
“It’s Teissier here. We’ve got something at Lefebvre’s.”
“What’s that?”
“A collection of old hunting knives. They were in a 

locked cupboard in his basement.”
“Any of them similar to the murder weapons?”
“We’ll have to take a closer look. And we’ll ques-

tion him some more. So far he denies owning the 
knives used in the homicides. At any rate, the coinci-
dence is curious.”
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“Coincidence.” It was the second time in a matter 
of hours that Nico had heard the word. He recalled 
Professor Queneau’s comment. More often than not, a 
coincidence was a lead. But were these knives a lead? 

“Would he have been stupid enough to use his own 
knives?” Nico asked.

“Even the shrewdest politician can get caught 
with his pants down—if you know what I 
mean,” Teissier said.

Nico went silent for a moment. Teissier had a 
point. Homicides were most often crimes of pas-
sion committed by people who appeared to be per-
fectly rational.

“Did you question the family?”
“They stand by him. Let’s not forget that he was 

being blackmailed.”
“What were the blackmailer’s exact terms? Money 

for the videos?”
“Lefebvre says they hadn’t gotten that far yet. He 

was getting anonymous calls and quick hang-ups, 
as indicated in our report. Impossible to trace. But it 
seems pretty clear to me.”

“It’s possible. Professor Vilars will perform Van 
Bergh’s autopsy in an hour.”

“With some luck, she’ll find something.”
Nico had started pacing. He was feeling an odd 

mix of anxiety and annoyance. Like his life, this case 
had too many loose ends.

“Does Lefebvre wear cufflinks?” he asked.
“He has some, but most of his shirts have button 

sleeves. We’ll bring in the cufflinks that we found.”
“And how about having the police in Brussels 

search the Van Berghs’ apartment?”
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“Done. They didn’t find anything. The Van Berghs 
really did lead a double life.”

“When did you hear back from Brussels?”
“Late this morning.”
Nico stopped pacing. “You should have told 

me right away.”
“It’s unofficial, from some contacts I have up there. 

I’m still waiting for the report.”
“Did they question the boy?”
“Yes.”
“What did they get?” Nico tapped his foot, waiting 

for Teissier to mete out his next piece of information. 
Why was it all coming out in dribs and drabs?

“We got nada. Poor kid—he’ll need someone now.”
Nico’s thoughts shifted to his own son, Dimitri, 

and the sense of stability that he’d have to estab-
lish. First, he’d find that apartment and arrange for 
Dimitri’s care while he was at work. He had to think 
about Sylvie, too. If she wanted to spend regular time 
with their son, she’d have to cut back on her drinking 
and get help. Then, in a flash, he had another thought. 
Now that Sylvie and he were no longer living to-
gether, maybe her time with Dimitri would be better. 
She wouldn’t be worried about when he was coming 
home, how much attention he was giving Dimitri, or 
where she stood with him.

“I guess you could say I know about loss. My son 
died two years ago.”

This sudden revelation from Teissier brought Nico 
back to the present. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

“A motorcycle accident. He had just turned nine-
teen. Our only son.”
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And once again, Nico was focused on Dimitri. If 
anything happened to him… Nico shook it off. He 
ended the call with Teissier and turned to his team. 

“All right everyone, let’s get back to work.”
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Mathew Burnet’s bodyguard business had clients 
the world over, from celebrities to Fortune 500 ex-
ecutives and emirs. Yet, as successful as that business 
was, another revenue stream was even more lucrative. 
Demand for most goods and services could ebb and 
flow. But sex? People always wanted that.

“He’s in a holding cell on the fourth floor,” Michel 
Cohen said, giving Nico the green light for question-
ing. “I’ve been following you, Sirsky. So far, so good. 
We need more cops like you.”

Nico didn’t know what to make of Cohen. He 
was hard-edged, not one to pass out compliments. 
But there he was, doing just that. And what did he 
mean by “we need more cops like you?” Nico had 
heard talk of corrupt cops on the force. He hadn’t 
been in homicide long enough to know if there was 
any truth to the rumors. But one thing was certain: 
there were no bad apples in his own unit.

The holding cells were spare rooms with florescent 
lights and no ventilation. Each cell had just a rolled-
up mattress and a bench along the far wall. The front 
wall was unbreakable glass. It was a far cry from the 
luxury hotels that Burnet was used to.
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Nico silently sized up the man. “Follow me,” 
he finally said.

Burnet leaped up, eager to leave, as a uniformed 
officer unbolted the door.

Vice-squad interrogations usually took place 
in the offices of the investigators. Cohen had given 
Nico a forty-square-meter room—about the size of a 
studio apartment—used mostly for lineups. Nico told 
Burnet to take a seat and then settled into a chair 
directly in front of him. Roussel, there to take notes, 
was sitting to Nico’s right. An officer stood behind 
Burnet, close enough to be intimidating.

Cohen, who wanted Nico to be finished by the 
time Teissier returned, had given him a half hour.

“I’ll get right to the point, Mr. Burnet,” Nico said. 
“I’d like to know the terms of your arrangement with 
Peter Van Bergh.”

“We organized gang bangs for people who’re into 
that kind of thing. Everyone was consenting. Some of 
our clients wanted a souvenir, so we provided a video 
for their private use.”

“Van Bergh charged a hundred euros, video in-
cluded. What financial benefits did you get from 
this operation?”

“Oh, that. It was just good fun. We had to 
cover expenses.”

“What do you mean by ‘oh, that’?” Nico asked.
Burnet’s face stiffened.
Nico leaned over the table. “Mr. Burnet, you do 

realize that we’re looking for a murderer, right? It’s in 
your interest to tell us what you know.”

“You’ve got this all wrong.”
“So explain.”
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“What do I get if I do? Considering my situa-
tion, a little encouragement would help. We have the 
same goal in mind.”

“Let me judge whether your confession is worth it. 
If it is, I’ll have a word with the head of vice.”

“What guarantees do I get?”
Nico locked eyes with the pimp. “My word,” he said.
Burnet said nothing for a long moment and then 

nodded. “It’s true that the sessions with Valerie that 
Peter organized were just a side gig—to satisfy his 
wife’s fantasies. The real business was servicing guys 
who like playing hard and rough.”

“I need names.”
“There are rich men all over the world who are 

willing to pay good money for what they want.”
“How much?”
“A minimum of fifty thousand. Several hundred 

thousand if it’s a special request. It all has to be 
planned down to the last detail. These guys want cos-
tumes and special settings. Sometimes they want to 
do it outdoors. You have to scout for a location where 
no one else will be watching.”

“For prices like that, there’s got to be more 
to it—kinky stuff, S&M, kids—both girls and 
boys,” Roussel said.

Nico felt his stomach turn.
Burnet’s face turned a deep red. “Not with kids! 

That’s crossing the line.”
Nico tried another angle. “We suspect Van Bergh 

of blackmailing your clients.”
“No way! These aren’t the kind of men you can 

intimidate, especially if you want to stay in business. 



55

VITAL LINKS

But I already told your colleagues everything. 
You’ve been played.”

The uniformed officer moved in and gripped 
Burnet’s shoulder to remind him where he was. 
Burnet clenched his jaw.

“What do you mean?” Nico asked.
“Vice asked me the same questions, and I 

answered them.”
“Today?”
“You’re so off. No, three weeks ago.”
Nico leaned back in his chair, taking time to di-

gest this information. “What other questions did they 
ask?” he said, careful to keep his composure.

“If I knew the Van Berghs, and what I could 
spill on them.”

“And?”
“Are you going to call the head of vice? I 

want out of here.”
“I’ll do what I can. But don’t overestimate my au-

thority. I can’t help you walk through walls.”
Nico was thinking of an odd sculpture in 

Montmartre, inspired by the main character in a short 
story written by Marcel Aymé in the nineteen for-
ties. A man named Dutilleut discovered that he could 
walk through walls. Although he initially had no de-
sire to use his power, over time he came to appreciate 
what he could do. He broke into banks and jewelry 
stores. Apprehended and convicted, he used his spe-
cial power to escape from prison. Finally, however, he 
made a fatal mistake and was frozen in a wall forever.

Something about the story resonated with Nico. 
Was it an allegory? There were other walls—walls that 
could freeze people in time and place. Nico wondered 
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if he himself had hit such a wall. He had spent so 
much energy focused on Sylvie and her problems. 
Was he missing something crucial about himself?

Nico put the thought out of his mind. He had 
more pressing things to tend to. He studied the pimp, 
who appeared to be weighing the pros and cons, and 
decided to pressure him. Who was Peter Van Bergh, 
and what was his role in this story?

“Peter was never jealous?” Nico asked, searching.
Burnet sighed. “Theirs was, well, an open marriage.”

“And their son?”
“He was Valerie’s son, not Peter’s, even though he 

adopted the kid.”
Nico had a gut feeling and followed his instinct. 

“Did he know the biological father’s identity?”
“I couldn’t tell you. We were in business together. 

I didn’t get involved in his marriage. But I already 
explained all this to your colleagues.”

“Three weeks ago.”
“That’s right. Peter didn’t talk about the boy. As far 

as I knew, he was the kid’s dad, and that was that.”
“Had anything changed?”
“Peter was worried.”
“More precisely?”
“I want out of here.” Burnet’s forehead was glis-

tening with sweat.
“You’re getting closer to the exit...”
“They were having some problems. It was about 

Jonas. A guy was bothering Valerie, asking questions 
about the kid.”

“Do you have a name?”
“It was someone who could cause trouble.” The 

man looked afraid.
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“Did Peter ever mention Gregory Lefebvre, 
the politician?”

Burnet let out a long breath. “No. Never.”
“Was Peter worried about your business?”
“No, but he’d been talking about getting away. He 

wanted to protect Valerie.”
“Where was he between noon and two yes-

terday afternoon?”
“He didn’t kill Valerie,” Burnet insisted, his voice tight.
Nico pushed. “How can you be so sure?”

“He was with me… In my bed,” Burnet 
said, looking away.

So that was the emotion Nico was picking 
up in Burnet’s voice. He was having a fling with 
Peter Van Bergh.

“And Valerie? What was she doing while the two of 
you were together?”

“She had something to take care of. That’s 
all Peter said.”

“Something to do with their son?”
“Maybe. Peter didn’t have a lot of time, so we 

didn’t talk much.”
“Did you share all of this with my colleagues in vice?”
“You’re the first to question me today. So you’re 

really not with vice?”
Roussel glanced at Nico. “We’re with homicide, 

Mr. Burnet. Why?” 
“I’m not going to get into any more trouble, am I?”
“What kind of trouble?”
“The detective with the brown hair, kind of long...”
“Captain Huet,” Roussel said.
“He told me that I’d better not open my mouth to 

anyone but his boss, or he’d make my life hell.”
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Nico felt his hands go cold as the anger welled up 
in him. “Don’t worry. I’ll handle it.”

“I didn’t kill them. I loved Peter, and we had a good 
business. Valerie was okay with things, and she didn’t 
care about Peter and me.”

“I believe you.”



59

13

Nico leaned on the parapet in front of police head-
quarters and fought to collect his thoughts. His stom-
ach was burning, and his chest was tight. The stone 
faces on the Pont Neuf were mocking him. Weren’t 
they supposed to chase away the evil spirits? But that 
superstition had been lost since antiquity. They held 
no power. If only they could help him.

A vise was closing in on him, with Sylvie and his 
family troubles on one side and the homicide case 
on the other. He was furious with vice. Why hadn’t 
they told him about their dealings with Burnet? Was 
Valerie afraid of losing her son? Maybe Jonas’s birth 
father had learned about her activities in Paris and 
threatened to take the boy. Promiscuous, easy, wild, 
immoral. Self-righteous men used such words to de-
scribe women like Valerie.

And suddenly he was thinking of Sylvie, for whom 
men often had equally harsh words: shrewish, hys-
terical, bitchy. She no longer had Dimitri, and now 
he had the power to decide how much a part of his 
life she could be. Would Sylvie miss her boy and re-
gret her decision?

Nico struggled to slow his breathing as he realized 
how the joined narratives were undermining the 
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distinction between the investigation and his private 
life. For the first time, he understood how much he 
had been putting into keeping his home and work 
separate from each other. Why? Possibly it was 
what he saw every day: the bloody victims and 
the remorseless criminals. He had wanted to keep 
Dimitri and Sylvie in a safe bubble. But at what 
cost? He had been checking part of himself—like a 
coat—at the front door of his home every night and 
at headquarters each morning.

He looked at his watch. He had a little time.
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“Nico,” Tanya said, opening the door. Without anoth-
er word, Nico’s sister ushered him into the living room 
and pointed to a chair. “Sit and tell me.”

Tanya was two years younger than he, but she 
had always been protective of him and instinctively 
knew when something wasn’t right. She was a mar-
ried architect now, the wife of a physician and the 
mother of two young children.

“You’re lucky I was working from home today,” she 
said. “Can I get you a cup of tea?”

“Don’t bother. I don’t have much time,” Nico said, 
dropping into the chair.

Tanya took a nearby seat and stared at Nico, 
waiting. With her clear blue eyes and long blond hair, 
Nico still thought she was one of the most beautiful 
women in Paris.

“Well?” she asked.
“All right. It’s Sylvie… Did Mom tell you?” 
Tanya nodded. Of course Anya had told her.

“I feel like everything’s closing in on me, Tanya—
what’s going on with Sylvie and Dimitri and what I 
deal with every day in homicide. I can’t keep them 
separate. I want to give everything I’ve got to catch 
the bad guys and put them behind bars. But not at 
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the expense of Dimitri. And then there’s Sylvie and 
her craziness. It’s like she follows me everywhere, and 
I can’t have her in my head when I’m at work.”

“Oh Nico, my sweet, sad brother. That’s a lot of 
energy you’ve been spending on maintaining your 
emotional barriers. Why not just be yourself? Nico 
Sirsky: cop, father, husband—at least to this point—
and so much more. I’m not saying you should tell 
Dimitri the details of your homicide cases or your 
colleagues about your marriage. I just mean you 
need to be your whole self wherever you are.”

“I’m not following.”
“Just relax, Nico, and quit trying so hard to be perfect.”
“This coming from my dear sister, who has a near-

ly perfect life.”
“Fooled you, didn’t I. Did I tell you I’m see-

ing a therapist?”
“You’re kidding.” Nico relaxed a little. “Really?”
“I just needed to figure some things out. So let me 

tell you a story: you know it was my birthday awhile 
ago. Alexis wanted to make me dinner. He told me 
to clear out for the afternoon, and I went shopping. 
I was all excited about showing him my purchas-
es when I came home. Then I smelled what he was 
cooking, and I almost threw up: leg of lamb. I hate 
lamb. Call it ridiculous. I’m a meat eater, but when 
I see lamb on a table, I can’t help thinking of those 
sweet little things trailing after their mothers in the 
farm fields. Before I knew it, I was yelling. ‘Couldn’t 
you make some goddamned chicken?’”

“I didn’t know you hate lamb.” 
Tanya reached over and rapped him on the head 

with her knuckles. “The story’s not about lamb, Nico. 
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It’s about honesty. I’d gone my whole life without 
telling anyone that I don’t like lamb, and every time 
Mom served it, I ate it and felt sick and resentful. That 
night, when I came home and smelled the lamb, I lost 
it. But was it Alexis’s fault? No. It was mine, because 
I had never said anything. I told myself that my feel-
ings made no sense. I didn’t want to offend anyone. 
But I have the right to my feelings. And I have the 
responsibility to be honest. I should have told Alexis 
about my little lamb quirk a long time ago.”

Nico leaned in. “Well, what does that have 
to do with me?”

“Nico, you need to own up. Stop being the per-
son you think you should be. Be the person you are. 
Tap into your feelings and understand them. Then 
be truthful, with yourself and others. Sylvie deserved 
no less of you.”

Nico thought of his wife again and felt a pang 
of guilt. “Well, if we hadn’t been together, we 
wouldn’t have Dimitri.”

“True enough, but it looks like your marriage is 
water under the bridge now. Just don’t make the same 
mistake twice. And when you do fall in love, give that 
woman your whole self, not just part of it.”

Nico got up from his chair and hugged his sister. 
“What would I do without you?”

“Fortunately for you, big brother, you won’t have 
to find out. Feel better?”

“Yeah. I’ve got to go now. Love you, Tanya.”
Nico saw himself out, and as soon as he closed the 

door behind him, a realization shook him to the bone. 
It wasn’t just that he had never loved Sylvie. No, all 
these years, he had been angry with her for getting 
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pregnant. Nico started to scold himself. Sylvie hadn’t 
gotten pregnant all by herself. But then he remem-
bered what Tanya had said and stopped. He had a 
right to his feelings, as nonsensical as they seemed.

A few steps later, he comprehended something 
else: he’d been angry with Sylvie for deceiving him. 
Irrational? Yes. But there it was…

Nico was beginning to understand now. The pieces 
of the puzzle were falling in place in the most curious 
way. He hoped he was wrong.
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“Boss?”
Nico heard Roussel behind him.

“Lefebvre is in custody. And Teissier and the rest of 
his squad are furious with us because we questioned 
Matthew Burnet without telling them. I think they 
have it out for us.”

“Too bad. They didn’t let us know that they ques-
tioned him months ago.” So much for cooperation. 
Nico looked at his watch. He needed to clear his 
head and have his computer tech look into a few de-
tails. “Tell Teissier to meet me in an hour to lay plans 
for the official interrogation.”

“I’m on it.”
“Roussel...”
“Yes, boss?”
“Get a picture of the kid, Jonas Van Bergh.”
“Of course.”
“Also, I need a favor, but only if you don’t ask 

any questions.”
“You can count on me,” Roussel answered.
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Nico and Teissier climbed the rickety staircase to the 
fifth floor and took the long hallway to the interro-
gation rooms. They were narrow and dark, the small 
dormer windows providing the only natural light. 
The main advantage of these rooms was that wit-
nesses and suspects couldn’t escape easily.

“That’s a shitty thing you did to us with Burnet,” 
Teissier said as soon as they reached the room.

“I don’t understand,” Nico responded. “Your squad 
was in Beauvais, and it would have been ridiculous to 
waste time. We’re a team, aren’t we?”

Nico waited for Teissier to take a seat and then 
settled in across the table.

Teissier cleared his throat. “Burnet operates in a 
crowd that we’ve been watching. He commits crimes 
that we’re responsible for solving. We would have 
liked having an in-depth discussion with him.”

“This isn’t a vice case that we’re investigating. We’re 
charged with getting to the bottom of two murders.”

“Which are directly linked to Van Bergh’s pimping. 
How could you have let Burnet go? That was a seri-
ous mistake, and I’m going to let the brass know.”
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“I don’t understand the issue here. You saw fit to let 
him go when your team questioned him three weeks 
ago. He told us the same thing he told you.”

Nico looked Teissier in the eye, but didn’t give him 
time to answer. “I would have appreciated knowing 
that. We could have eliminated at least one motive.”

“Such as?”
“Blackmail.”
“Lefebvre got phone calls.”
“The calls weren’t that specific.”
“The man said he’d get back in touch to set 

up an exchange.”
“It’s a tenuous premise, at best.”
Teissier threw his shoulders back and opened his 

arms. “You don’t know anything about vice and 
how things work.”

Nico took a deep breath. “You’re right, I don’t. 
So perhaps you can explain why you let Burnet go 
three months ago.”

“I didn’t have any proof.”
Nico pulled out a memory stick and held it in 

front of his colleague’s face. “Proof of what, exact-
ly? I have Burnet’s statement here, his clients’ names, 
and the money that ended up in Switzerland. And we 
even found a list of juveniles he put to work.”

“But I knew Van Bergh would want to pressure 
someone like Lefebvre for money. We wanted to 
catch him red-handed.”

Nico felt his heart sink as he watched the man be-
gin to flounder. Nico sighed before he spoke. “I think 
the motive was entirely different.”

Nico paused to let the information sink in. “Van 
Bergh adopted Valerie’s son, Jonas. Perhaps the 
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biological father found out that Jonas was his 
and wanted him.”

Teissier paled. He pulled out a handkerchief and 
wiped his forehead. “Did you get that from Burnet?”

“Since you’ve got friends in the Brussels’ Police 
Department, maybe you could ask them for 
the kid’s DNA.”

“What are you after? Do you want to compare it 
to Lefebvre’s?”

Nico abruptly switched up his line of questioning. 
“How long have you been on the Van Berghs’ tail?”

“A little more than a year. What exactly are 
you getting at?”

“You did your stint in Belgium eight years 
ago, didn’t you?”

Nico could hear Tessier’s breathing accelerate.
“And before Friday, you were wearing dress shirts 

with musketeer cuffs.”
“But...”
“You lost your son, and I’m sorry about that.”
Nico handed Teissier a picture of Jonas Van Bergh. 

“I see the resemblance. Of course, the DNA will con-
firm it. So you became obsessed when you realized 
you had another child.”

Teissier sat up straight, his surprise becoming cold 
anger. “It’s not fair. The driver of that car just rolled 
right over my boy, crushing him, and then he took off.”

“Valerie must have thought it unfair when you 
tried to get Jonas. She swallowed the cufflink to leave 
a message for the police.”

Teissier went quiet, and Nico waited. “She’s the 
one who gave me the cufflinks,” Teissier said, finally. 

“They were a souvenir of my time there.”
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“She didn’t tell you about Jonas, did she?”
“I’d almost forgotten about Valerie. But then we 

started investigating her husband and her, and I 
learned about Jonas. I made the connection.”

“I get you taking out your anger on Valerie. But 
why kill Peter?” Nico regretted the question when he 
saw the depth of despair in Teissier’s eyes. For an in-
stant, Nico couldn’t breathe. The man had orphaned 
his own son, the very son he wanted to get back. He’d 
given Jonas a destiny of loss and emptiness, the same 
loss and emptiness that Teissier had been experienc-
ing since the accident that cost him his other son. 
That was his legacy.

Taking pity on the man, Nico changed course. 
“The anonymous calls, the hunting knives—those 
were you. You wanted to frame Lefebvre. You knew 
he hunted. You’d heard about his collection. I actually 
looked into your browser history. You really should 
not have bought those weapons online from your 
work computer, even with an assumed name.”

Teissier looked up and locked eyes with Nico. 
“He’s a pig who doesn’t deserve his position.”

“Lefebvre was an easy mark for your murder 
scheme. Is that what you were thinking?”

Teissier clenched his jaw. “You have no proof.”
Nico stood up. The door opened, and 

Roussel came in.
“It’s all on tape, boss.”
“Take it to Cohen. That’s all that’s left to do.”
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“Come in.”
Nico walked into the deputy commissioner’s office. 

Nicole Monthalet stood up and greeted him.
“Please sit down.”
He did as he was told, taking a chair next 

to Michel Cohen.
“Thank you, Commissioner. I’m sorry if 

I in some way—”
Monthalet raised her hand, silencing Nico 

in mid-sentence.
Cohen let out a laugh. “Good work, Sirsky! We 

placed our bets on you, and they paid off.”
“Sorry?”
“I loved that shell game you played with Burnet, 

leading Teissier to believe we’d let him go. With that 
list of kids, he’ll be in prison for a long time. Talk 
about two birds with one stone. We had a hunch that 
Teissier was our murderer, but we needed an outsider 
to prove it. Now we can do a little housecleaning.”

“So you set the whole thing up? Starting at 
that first hotel?”

“We had homicide called in, and then I took my 
time getting there.”
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“That was quite a clue that Valerie Van 
Bergh left for us.”

“Yes. Teissier was wearing the cufflinks when he ar-
rived at her hotel room. She might have thought that 
he’d leave them alone if she gave him a freebie for 
old-time’s sake. That didn’t work out. Then he went 
after Van Bergh and murdered him for good measure. 
He figured he’d have a better chance of getting the 
boy if both of them were dead.”

Monthalet brushed her blond hair off her forehead. 
“I’m insisting on full disclosure in regard to this case. 
We’ll be entirely out front with the media. I intend 
to make it clear that there’s no room for bad cops 
under my command.”

Cohen nodded. “You have my full support, 
Commissioner.” He turned to Nico. “Let’s stay in 
touch. I have a hunch that we’ll be seeing a lot 
of each other.”

“At your service, sir.”
All three stood up.

“You did your job, and you did it well,” Monthalet 
said, shaking Nico’s hand.

The truth had come out. The homicides had been 
personal, not only for the victims and the murder-
er, but also for him. He had discovered a few things 
along the way. And maybe he was a different cop 
now. A better one? That was his hope.



72

18

TEN YEARS LATER

Nico leaned on the parapet in front police head-
quarters and took a deep breath. He felt relieved. His 
meeting with Jonas Van Bergh had gone better than 
expected. He had managed to answer the boy’s ques-
tions and provide a measure of comfort. For his own 
part, Nico would never forget the images of the boy’s 
mother, Valerie, bathed in blood in that hotel room 
on the Avenue de Clichy.

Much had happened since then. Nico had gotten 
divorced, found a new love, been promoted several 
times—and lost one of his best team members, Adam 
Roussel. Memories of the synergy he once shared 
with Roussel had come flooding back during the 
meeting with Jonas. And once again, Nico had felt 
the stabbing pain of Roussel’s betrayal.

But it was a fleeting pain. He had forgiven Roussel 
long ago. The man had paid for his mistake, perhaps 
more dearly than others at headquarters who had 
done worse. Nico himself had messed up his first year 
as chief. Thank God for Cohen, who saved his skin.

Nico sighed, realizing that his valued team member 
had probably deserved better than what he got—a 
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transfer at a lower rank from his beloved homicide 
division to the juvenile protection division.

Nico continued to stare at the Seine’s dark wa-
ters. Finally he turned away from the river and began 
walking, first slowly and then more quickly. Roussel 
had done enough penance. When he reached the 
Quai de Gesvres, where the juvenile protection divi-
sion was housed, the security guards greeted him by 
name and let him through. He found Roussel’s office 
and knocked on the door.

“Come in!”
Nico recognized the voice.

“Well, look who’s here.”
Adam Roussel walked around his desk to greet him. 

Both men hesitated and then held out their hands.
“It’s been too long, hasn’t it.”
“Head of the entire Criminal Investigation Division. 

I never doubted that you’d make it to the top.”
“You’ve been promoted, too,” Nico said. “And ev-

ery promotion was well earned.”
“Juvenile protection wasn’t my first choice. You 

know that. But I’ve done well enough. And the work 
has its rewards. We’ve made some headway in child 
trafficking. Remember the kids Matt Burnet was us-
ing in his porn videos?” 

“As a matter of fact, Cohen and I just met with 
Jonas Van Bergh. Remember him?”

“Of course I remember,” Roussel said, walking 
back around his desk. “Poor kid. He must be almost 
an adult now. How’s he doing?”

“He’s all right, considering. His grandpar-
ents raised him.”

“So what did he want from you?”
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“Just answers to some questions. He’s the spitting im-
age of his biological father. I couldn’t get over it. But 
I don’t think he’s ever gone to the prison to see him.”

“I don’t blame the boy.”
“Yes, but he realizes that one day he’ll need 

to face the man.”
“Speaking of facing things, you still leading 

the single life?”
Nico smiled. Back when he and Roussel were 

working together, he would have resented the ques-
tion. Too prying. Now, though, he didn’t mind. He 
was more open about his personal life. Tanya joking-
ly called him “the whole package.”

“I’ve found someone new.”
“I’m happy to hear that. You deserve a good woman.”
Both men fell silent. Nico was looking for the 

right words to express what was in his heart. “You’re 
a good cop, Roussel. Even after what happened, I 
never doubted your capabilities.”

“We were a good team, weren’t we.”
“Yes, we were. But I didn’t come for old-time’s sake, 

Roussel. I’ve got a proposition. Would you like to 
come back to homicide?”

“What are you talking about? I hate teasing.”
“Look, I know you’ve missed homicide. As it turns 

out, one of my team members is leaving. You’ll bump 
up a rank, and you’ll have to put up with me. I can’t 
think of anyone better suited to the position than you.”

“So this is for real?”
Nico nodded. Roussel locked eyes with him, and 

Nico sensed that he was trying to decide if he could 
trust him again.
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“What about Cohen?” Roussel asked a moment 
later. “Have you cleared it with him?”

“I’ll take care of Cohen.”
Roussel cracked a grin. “Well, damn! I’ll 

start packing.”
“See you on Monday,” Nico said, already heading 

toward the door. “Eight o’clock. In my office.”

Thank you for reading Vital Links.

Read on for a sneak preview of The 7th Woman, the first 
Paris Homicide mystery.
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Sneak Preview of  
The 7th Woman  

(VOLUME 1 IN THE PARIS HOMICIDE SERIES)

MONDAY

1  
MARIE-HÉLÈNE

He couldn’t breathe. His mouth was dry, and his 
throat tight. He was free-falling. She was wildly 
attractive: about thirty-five, five and half feet tall, 
slender, with short auburn hair and brown eyes 
highlighted by plain eyeglasses. Her voice was soft 
and steady. She had a keen, friendly, and reassuring 
look in her eyes, and a smile illuminated her face—a 
magnificent smile. He stared at her intensely, like a 
pimply teenager entranced by a Playboy cover girl.
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“So, you’re Mr. Sirsky, is that correct?” she asked. 
She was sitting behind her desk, her fingers absently 
playing with a pen.

He nodded.
“Nico Sirsky. Is your first name Nico?” she con-

tinued in a voice that was so memorable, he was 
sure he would distinguish it from all others from 
that moment on.

“Yes. It’s not a nickname.”
“When were you born?”
“January eleventh, thirty-eight years ago.” 

“What do you do?”
“I’m divorced.”
What a strange answer, but it was the first one that 

came to mind when he looked at her. He had mar-
ried too young—when he was twenty-two—and 
had fathered a child. He was single again and not 
particularly interested in women, except for an occa-
sional roll in the hay. No woman had ever had this 
effect on him. He had thought these feelings were the 
stuff of novels and movies.

“Mr. Sirsky?” the young woman pressed. He looked 
at her hands. No wedding ring.

“Mr. Sirsky!”
“What would you like to know?” he asked, 

suddenly sheepish.
“Your profession would be enough.” What an 

ass he was being.
“Chief of police.”
“And more specifically?”
“Head of the Paris Criminal Investigation Division.” 

“Would that be the famous Brigade Criminelle at 36 
Quai des Orfèvres?”



80

“That’s right, La Crim’.”
“I suppose it’s a stressful job.”
“Sure. But no more than yours, I guess.”
She smiled. She was incredible.

“So, who sent you to see me—your brother-in-law, Dr.
Perrin, right?” she continued.
Actually, it was his sister who had insisted, behav-

ing like his mother.
“What exactly is wrong?”
“Not much.”
“Please, Mr. Sirsky, let me be the judge of that.”
“I’ve had a stomachache for about three months.” 
“Have you already seen a doctor?”
“Never.”
“What does the pain feel like?”
“Burning,” he said with a sigh. “And some cramps.”
It was out of character for him to admit any 

kind of weakness.
“Are you more anxious or tired than usual?”
He frowned. His work was weighing on him. He 

was waking up in the middle of the night, haunted 
by visions of bloody bodies. It was impossible for him 
to share the anxiety that assailed him. Who could he 
confide in? His colleagues? From time to time they did 
spend an evening together, joking about dead bodies 
to chase away the ghosts. But nothing could keep a 
cop grounded better than going home to a family 
and reconnecting with day- to-day life. Routine puts 
priorities into perspective so the day’s sordid experi-
ences can be forgotten. That was why he hired mar-
ried men with children. Eighty percent of his staff met 
these criteria. They needed this balance to withstand 
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the pressure of the cases his elite crime-fighting squad 
handled. He alone did not respect this rule.

“Mr. Sirsky, you haven’t answered my question,” 
the young woman said sharply.

He gave her a mulish look to make her under-
stand that she wouldn’t get any more out of him, and 
she changed the subject.

“Does anything calm the pain?”
“I tried eating, but that doesn’t change a thing.” 
“Get undressed, and lie down on the table.” 
“Uh, totally undressed?”
“You can keep your underwear on.”
He got up and obeyed. His tall and muscular build, 

blue eyes, and blond hair impressed women, but here 
he was a little uncomfortable. She approached him 
and put her hands on his flat stomach to examine him. 
He shivered. Erotic images raced through his mind.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.
“Medical examiners are the only doctors I know, 

and believe me they haven’t made me want to be 
treated by any others,” he responded, hoping she 
would believe him.

“I understand. However, some symptoms require 
that you see a specialist without delay. What do you 
feel when I press here?”

He didn’t take his eyes off her. He wanted to take 
her in his arms and kiss her. Damn it. What was 
happening to him?

“Mr. Sirsky, if you don’t help me out here, we 
won’t get anywhere.”

“Oh, sorry. What were you saying?”
“Where does it hurt?”
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He put a finger on the middle of his abdomen, 
brushing the woman’s hand. She palpated and then 
had him sit on the edge of the table to take his blood 
pressure. She returned to her desk. He didn’t want 
her that far away.

“Get dressed, Mr. Sirsky. You are going to 
need some tests.”

“What kind of tests?”
“One of them will be an endoscopy. The doctor 

will put an optical instrument down your throat to 
explore your digestive tract, and view your stomach 
lining and duodenum.”

“Is that really necessary?”
“Absolutely. We need to determine the exact cause 

of your symptoms. It could be an ulcer. We can’t 
treat you until we have a precise diagnosis. An en-
doscopic examination is not very pleasant, but it 
doesn’t last long.”

“Do you think it’s serious?”
“There are several types of digestive ulcers. In your 

case, I think it is probably a duodenal ulcer, which 
is generally benign. Although it’s usually caused by 
bacteria, stress and fatigue can make the symptoms 
feel worse. But we need to be sure. What do you do 
other than work?”

He thought for a while. “Run and play squash. 
And shoot, of course.”

“You should slow down. Everyone deserves some 
rest.” “You sound like my sister.”

“She gives good advice. Here’s a prescription. Once 
you’ve had the endoscopy, make another appoint-
ment with my secretary.”

“You’re not going to do it?”
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“A doctor in the department will do it.”
He gave her another obstinate look.

“Is something wrong, Mr. Sirsky?”
“Listen, I’d like you to do it. Would that be possible?”
She looked at him calmly for a while. “Okay.” 

She took out her appointment book and turned the 
ink-blackened pages.

“You look overbooked, and I’m adding to it,” he said.
“Don’t worry, we’ll find a time. We have to 

do it quickly. Wednesday morning at eight. Will 
that work for you?”

“Of course. I’m not going to push my luck.”
She stood and accompanied him to the door. 

There, her handshake was both caring and firm. He 
was sorry to leave. One final time, he read the name-
plate affixed to the office door: “Dr. Caroline Dalry, 
professor of medicine, gastroenterologist, former Paris 
Hospitals chief resident.”

Once he was outside Saint Antoine Hospital, the 
sounds of the city enveloped him, and he continued 
daydreaming about her delicate hands touching his 
stomach. A dull upper-abdominal pain brought him 
back to reality.

His cell phone vibrated on his hip. It was 
Commander Kriven, the head of one of the Criminal 
Investigation Division’s twelve squads.

“We’ve got a customer,” he said. “It’s an unusual 
murder. You should come.”

“Who’s the victim?”
“Marie-Hélène Jory, thirty-six, white, assistant 

professor of history at the Sorbonne. Killed in her 
home, Place de la Contrescarpe in the Latin Quarter. 
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Homicide with sexual connotations. The scene is par-
ticularly, well, shocking.”

“Who found her?”
“Someone named Paul Terrade, her partner.”
“He wasn’t working?”
“He was, but the university was worried when she 

didn’t show up for her class at one this afternoon.
 A secretary called his office, and he went home to 

see why she wasn’t at work.”
“Breaking and entering?” 
“No signs.”
Nico looked at his watch, which showed four-thir-

ty. About two hours had elapsed since the discovery 
of the body. It was a miracle of sorts. Some evidence 
might still be intact, unless a lot of people had gone 
in and out of the apartment.

“I’ll be right there.”
“You don’t really have a choice.” Squad command-

ers were under orders to request his presence or his 
deputy’s presence whenever they thought the situa-
tion was serious enough.

“And ask Dominique Kreiss to join us,” Nico added. 
“Her input could be valuable.”
She was a criminal psychologist with the Regional 

Police Department, recently hired for a brand new 
profiling unit. She wasn’t there to take over any in-
vestigations, but rather to provide detectives with her 
psychological expertise. Considering what Kriven 
had described, it seemed logical to have her at the 
scene. She specialized in sexually related murders.

“Can’t we call in the old bearded shrink?” Kriven 
grumbled. “That brunette’s cute little ass distracts me!”

“Get your mind out of the gutter, would you, Kriven?” 



85

“Impossible with the body she’s got.”
“I’m hanging up now. I don’t want to hear any 

more of that crap. See you in a few.”
The Latin Quarter reminded him of his childhood. 

His grandparents had a shop on the Rue Mouffetard. 
He recalled the days he spent playing with the kids 
of other shop owners on the street, which wasn’t far 
from Saint Ménard Church. That kind of neighbor-
hood conviviality was long gone now.

These days, the Place de la Contrescarpe was a 
tourist haunt because of its cafés. As Nico approached, 
he saw café customers gawking at the building, 
where an unmarked police cruiser, its lights flash-
ing, was blocking the entrance. A man was slumped 
over the Renault’s backseat. Two uniform officers 
were guarding the car. You could tell by their deter-
mined look they had no intention of letting the guy 
get away. David Kriven walked out of the building 
to meet Sirsky.

“We’re lucky, Chief,” he said. “The precinct officer 
had the good sense to evacuate everyone before he 
contacted us. It’s all clean.”

He meant that no other police units had been 
able to go over the crime scene before being told that 
the case was outside their jurisdiction. Too often, ev-
idence was ruined by the time La Crim’ was called 
in. Sometimes the body had already been removed. 
Those were not easy investigations. Yes, things were 
improving, but there was still a long way to go. To get 
the job done right, they really needed an efficient cop, 
which they had today.

“Where is this prodigious one?” Nico asked.
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“On the third floor, standing in front of the apart-
ment door. He’s monitoring who’s going in and out.”

The two men walked up the stairs slowly. 
Nico studied the walls with each step to soak up 
the atmosphere.

“I showed up at three,” the officer guarding the 
door said, as he shook the chief ’s hand. “I discovered 
the body and immediately knew that this wasn’t an 
ordinary case.”

“Why is that?” Nico asked.
“The woman, uh, well, what’s been done to her... 

It’s disgusting. I’ll be honest. I couldn’t even stay near 
her. It’s enough to upset anyone.”

“Don’t worry,” Nico said. “We all wind up being af-
fected. Anyone who says otherwise is just showing off.”

The officer nodded and let them through. Nico 
took the usual precautions to preserve any evidence, 
as did David Kriven.

Each of the division’s squads had six members. The 
third-ranking member—there was an established or-
der, based on experience and the role each member 
played— was the one responsible for the procedural 
aspects of working the crime scene. Pierre Vidal had 
waited for Chief Sirsky before he started collecting 
and sealing the evidence. He usually worked alone. 
For this investigation, he would do his job under the 
watchful eyes of Kriven and Sirsky.

The three detectives entered the living room. The 
victim lay on a thick cream-colored carpet.

“Shit. No,” Nico let slip, despite himself. He squatted 
near the body and said nothing more. What could he 
say? The epitome of horror was spread out in front of 
him. Did man’s perversity have no limits? He couldn’t 
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hold back a retch. He looked at his colleagues, all of 
whom were pale.

“See if Dominique Kreiss is here,” he ordered.
Kriven averted his eyes from the body, and Chief 

Sirsky told the detectives to step out momentarily to 
give them a break.

“Go on. Now,” Nico commanded.
Commander Kriven and Captain Vidal left the 

apartment, relieved.
Squatting beside the young woman, Chief Sirsky 

slowly took in the scene. The torture had been intense, 
the kind to make you lose your mind before you die. 
He thought about the probable unfolding of the mur-
der and the killer’s profile. He presumed that it was a 
lone man. He felt it. He knew it. Every emotion left 
him, which always happened to him at a crime scene. 
His work required focus, even in the most gruesome 
cases. But now his stomach was burning again. He 
was letting this murder get to him, and he would have 
to calm down. But how could he not react to this 
level of atrocity? Then Dr. Dalry’s face came to him. 
She was smiling and holding out her hand, so gentle. 
She touched his cheek. He wanted to kiss her so much. 
He got nearer and nearer...

The apartment door opened, and Chief Sirsky 
heard steps in the hallway. David Kriven was lead-
ing the squad in. The psychologist followed. She was 
small, thirty-two years old, with bright, mischievous 
green eyes. Dominique Kreiss crouched next to the 
chief. The professional in her surveyed the site with-
out blinking. She looked unaffected by the repugnant 
vision and the smell of death. Dominique Kreiss had 
a degree in clinical criminology and was a special-
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ist in sexual assault. She wanted to fit right into the 
mainly male team of detectives working at 36 Quai 
des Orfèvres. If for no other reason than that, she nev-
er showed any weakness in front of her colleagues.

“Any level-headed person would take one look at 
this and run away,” Nico said to the psychologist.

Their eyes met. Nico had built strong walls, and 
it was not easy to guess his weaknesses. But he knew 
Dominique Kreiss perceived the discomfort in his eyes.

“Nothing seems to have been moved,” Nico said. 
“Everything is in order. It was not a burglary. I bet we 
will not find a single fingerprint. The work is metic-
ulous and organized, and it is not some passing folly. 
There was no break-in, so the victim either knew the 
murderer or trusted him and let him in.”

“How high a risk was this for the criminal?” 
Dominique asked.

“Pretty high. The Place de la Contrescarpe is ver 
busy. Killing someone in her home without attract-
ing attention, taking the time to clean up, and leaving 
as if nothing happened require a lot of control. This 
bastard works like a professional.”

“The bastard, you say. You’re right that it’s probably 
a lone man, someone who is sure of himself enough 
to think that no one would notice him. He is me-
thodical and calculating—the opposite of an impulse 
killer, who would have left evidence everywhere.”

Nico nodded.
“Now, the victim,” he said.
Dominique evaluated the mutilated, bloody body. 

Her heart rate quickened. “There’s a mix of sex and 
violence. This is all about fantasy. I’d say that sex is 
not the motive. There is certainly a desire to demon-
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strate his power, to dominate her to the point of 
taking her life.”

“Be more specific,” Sirsky ordered.
Marie-Hélène Jory was lying naked on her back, 

her arms raised and pulled back, her wrists attached 
to a heavy coffee table.

“The bondage has pornographic overtones,” 
Dominique said. “The victim was stabbed in the belly, 
certainly after suffering those lacerations.”

“Jesus,” Nico said. “Okay, Dominique, let’s get 
down to the heart of the matter.”

“Her breasts were amputated, and the criminal 
probably took them with him.”

“What do you make of that?”
“The person who did that has a problem with his 

mother. Maybe he was abused or abandoned as a child.”
Nico stood up, and the psychologist followed suit. 

“You can start,” the chief told Kriven and Vidal. “Keep 
the knot whole when you cut the rope. We’ll want 
to examine it.”

Vidal took latex gloves out of his field bag and 
handed pairs around. Then he began a methodical 
examination. He took a number of pictures and re-
corded his comments on a tape recorder. He tried to 
uncover every possible piece of evidence, every pos-
sible fingerprint, some sort of signature, voluntary or 
involuntary. Finally, he did a drawing of the room 
and made sure that everything was noted: the posi-
tion of the furniture, the objects, and the body. In the 
meantime, Chief Sirsky encouraged David Kriven to 
search the apartment.

Dominique Kreiss slipped out. For now, there was 
nothing more that she could do.
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2  
THE INVESTIGATION  

BEGINS

They didn’t finish until evening. The body was 
removed and taken to the medical examiner’s office 
at the Paris Institut Médico-Légal, the morgue on 
the Quai de la Rapée. The public prosecutor’s of-
fice would order an autopsy. Chief Sirsky decided 
to go back to headquarters to question Paul Terrade. 
Commander Kriven took off to help the fifth and 
sixth squad members, who were responsible for can-
vassing the neighbors. They had already started their 
rounds in the victim’s building and in the cafés on the 
square. Perhaps they would uncover some leads.

Nico took the Boulevard Saint Michel to the Seine 
and then followed the river toward the Pont Neuf, 
which he crossed to reach the Île de la Cité. Dating 
from 1891, the building at 36 Quai des Orfèvres 
stood with the Palais de Justice, which housed the 
courts. Next to them were the government adminis-
trative offices at the Préfecture de Police, and nearby 
the Hôtel-Dieu hospital and Notre Dame Cathedral. 
It had always served as headquarters for France’s 
elite police forces. Nico Sirsky was a member of the 
country’s top crime-fighting organization, and he 
was proud of it. What more could he aspire to?

Deputy Police Commissioner Michel Cohen was 
waiting for him. It was seven-thirty in the evening, but 
the head- quarters were bustling as though it were the 
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middle of the day. Crimes and misdemeanors would 
never adjust to France’s thirty-five hour workweek. 
From the top of his five-feet-four frame, Cohen 
managed to assert his authority over all of his teams. 
Subtle and pernicious political games often got the 
better of the building’s occupants, and turnover was 
high. Every kind of partisan grudge and broken 
career was possible here. Cohen was a top- notch 
professional who kept his political leanings to him- 
self. He had moved up the ranks at the Quai des 
Orfèvres, starting his exemplary career in vice. For 
the last five years, he had held the reins of Paris’s 
central criminal investigation division. Rumor had it 
that he had refused a national-level position because 
he wanted to stay out of politics, especially after the 
last elections, which had brought about multiple 
changes in the administration.

Cohen had left his third-floor office to join Nico 
Sirsky in his quarters on the fourth floor. Cohen had 
a lean frame, bushy black hair, a prominent nose, 
thick eyebrows, and keen eyes. He impatiently lit one 
of the large cigars he regularly smoked. The pungent 
white smoke immediately attacked Nico’s throat, but 
Cohen took no notice.

“So, my boy,” he said with his usual enthusiasm. 
“Hard at it, as always?”
They had an age difference of thirteen years, and 

Cohen had always treated him with manly affection. 
Nico was his protégé, almost like a son. Everyone 
knew it and sometimes joked about it. But Nico had 
forged a real reputation for his rigor, his hard work, 
and his abilities as a detective and leader. He had jeal-
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ous colleagues to spare. He was only thirty-eight and 
already chief of police. Obviously, tongues wagged.

“I talked to our shrink, Kreiss,” the deputy com-
missioner went on. “I see two possibilities. Either the 
crime scene is a trap, orchestrated by someone close 
to the victim and designed to make us think it’s the 
work of a psychopath, or the murderer really is a nut-
case who has nothing to do with the victim and won’t 
stop there. In any case, it’s not an incidental crime by 
a prowler. It was organized down to the tiniest detail.”

Nico agreed. Cohen liked to summarize the infor-
mation brought to him and, above all, to show that 
he was one step ahead of everyone else. He was the 
boss, and no one could say otherwise.

“Apparently it was not a pretty sight,” he conclud-
ed, as if he wanted to make sure his colleague had 
gotten over it.

“The girl was subjected to a lot,” Nico responded. 
“I just hope she died quickly.”
“This case is a priority. Professor Vilars is on it. We’ll 

have her report tonight.”
Professor Armelle Vilars ran the medical exam-

iner’s office. She was a seasoned professional who 
left nothing to chance. Nico was glad to know that 
she was handling the case, and Cohen certainly 
shared that opinion.

“The boyfriend, Paul Terrade, is in the building,” 
Nico said. “I’m going to question him. Kriven’s team 
is out in the field, piecing together the victim’s last 
day, beginning from when she got out of bed this 
morning. We’ll find out what she did, where she went, 
and whom she met. That will give us a start.”
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“Good,” said Cohen. “Follow that for the time be-
ing. This homicide is unusual, to say the least, so keep 
me in the loop. The public prosecutor wants you to 
call him tonight.”

“Of course. Consider it done,” Nico answered in a 
voice that he hoped sounded calm.

His boss was testing him. He could feel it. Would 
he be able to solve such an atypical crime quickly? 
It was quite a challenge for the person Cohen con-
sidered a worthy successor. Politics didn’t affect him 
much, but he didn’t have a simple relationship with 
the justice system.

French magistrates, including the public prosecu-
tor, tried to wield authority over criminal investiga-
tors. Not so long ago, a magistrate had ordered an 
operation without explaining his reasons, the police 
commissioner had kept his men out of it and was sub-
sequently sacked. Power struggles sometimes coun-
tered efforts to be efficient.

Cohen slapped Nico on the back—with a vig-
or the chief was used to—and returned to his office. 
Nico called the prosecutor and described the sordid 
details of the crime scene, and the latter ordered an 
investigation. In a few days, the state would designate 
a special magistrate to lead the inquiry. In the mean-
time, the prosecutor wanted to be kept informed. The 
procedure was complex but designed to make sure 
that all the rules were followed, and the rights of the 
accused were protected.

When Nico hung up, he asked his staff to bring 
Paul Terrade in. It was rare for him to question a wit-
ness himself. Usually the squad leader heading the 
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investigation did it. But this was no ordinary case, 
and he had to be more involved. His troops wouldn’t 
expect any less of him.

The victim’s companion was five foot nine and 
nearing forty. His face was pale and his eyes red. 
Nico noticed the man’s hands were shaking. Usually, 
one detective did the questioning, and if he couldn’t 
get the person to talk, he’d bring in another detective 
and leave the room. Sometimes two of them would 
be in the room, but never more, and they never used 
physical force, even with the worst criminals. He 
had heard of that rule being broken only once. Guy 
Georges, the infamous Beast of the Bastille serial kill-
er, was hit when he was arrested in 1998, after he had 
raped and killed at least seven women. No handcuffs 
were used at the headquarters either, a policy widely 
criticized after a suspect committed suicide. The man, 
Richard Durn, had carried out the Nanterre mas-
sacre in March 2002, opening fire at a city council 
meeting. Even though the no-handcuffs policy had 
been kept in place after the suicide, bars had been 
added to the windows.

“What happened?” Paul Terrade was sobbing. 
“Why was she killed? Why did they hurt her?”

His questions seemed really naive, Nico thought, 
but this naiveté was no guarantee of innocence.

“I have every intention of finding out,” the chief re-
sponded. “You have just experienced a terrible trau-
ma. I suggest that you see a doctor. If you want, we 
can give you something in the meantime. Perhaps 
there is some family to inform?”
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“Yes. Marie-Hélène’s parents are in Paris, and she 
has two brothers who live outside the city. She’s got 
her grandmother, too. And there’s my family.”

“We will help you contact them after our talk, 
okay?” Paul Terrade nodded.

“Do you have a place to sleep? You will not be able 
to go home immediately. Your apartment has been 
sealed off until further notice. Do you understand?”

“My sister lives close by. She’ll put me up.”
“Perfect. I don’t want you to be alone,” Nico 

said. “Do you have any idea of how this could 
have happened?”

Paul Terrade started sobbing, and tears ran down 
his sunken cheeks. He managed to get out a barely 
perceptible “no.”

“Did your companion have any enemies? Or do you?” 
“Not at all.”
“Were you having an affair?”
“No!” Paul Terrade responded sharply, ev-

idently shocked.
“And Ms. Jory?”
“Absolutely not! We had been living together for 

four years. Everything was going well. We wanted to 
start a family. She is a good teacher. Very conscientious. 
She never missed a class, that’s why they called me.”

Paul Terrade didn’t know whether to talk about 
her in present or past tense. That was nearly always 
the case. Relatives needed time to comprehend 
this kind of loss.

“It was the first time the school ever contacted me. 
I was worried and went home to check on her. She 
was there. I saw her right away. She... she...”
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“I can imagine what a shock it was. She died an 
atrocious death. Only a monster could have commit-
ted such an act. Perhaps it was someone you know.”

“Impossible. We’re just ordinary people.”
“No money problems?”
“None. We both earn a decent living.”
“And the family? Any particular concerns?”
“No. None. Really. I don’t know what I can tell you.” 
“Often things are very simple. It could be someone 

you know, who maimed the victim to make it look 
like the work of a demented stranger.”

“I can’t believe that. Everyone loved Marie-Hélène. 
She was so nice. She was generous. She always 
thought about others.”

His voice was choked. The man seemed sincere. 
Nico’s first instinct was to trust him, but he knew 
from experience that he needed to be suspicious and 
keep up his guard. A murderer who was so sadistic 
could be capable of fooling anyone.

“You can help us,” Sirsky said. Terrade gave him 
a hopeful look.

“By giving us a detailed list of all family members, 
friends, and colleagues.”

“Of course, I’ll do that.”
“There is nothing else you can do for the time 

being. Give us the address where you will be stay-
ing and a phone number, and I’ll need to see you 
again. For now, my staff will contact your sister and 
ask her to come and get you. I am really very sorry 
for your loss.”

Paul Terrade slouched under the weight of his pain. 
Then the two men stood up and said good-bye.
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§ § §

Marie-Hélène Jory didn’t have any classes in the 
morning and had taken her time getting dressed. Paul 
had left home around eight-thirty and had gone di-
rectly to his office. Witnesses confirmed that he was 
at his desk at nine. He needed thirty minutes to get 
to work by car. Commander Kriven checked it per-
sonally, with a stopwatch in hand. Around ten, Miss 
Jory went out to buy a paper and some bread. She 
had made the usual small talk with the shop owners. 
One of her neighbors, an elderly lady, crossed paths 
with her a little later, as she was re-entering the build-
ing. It was impossible to find out anything from that 
moment on. Had she met someone in the stairwell? 
Had she opened the door for a visitor? There were 
still unanswered questions. In any case, nobody had 
forced the door. A team of investigators continued to 
question the neighbors. Perhaps someone had seen 
her through a window. Kriven shared his boss’s feel-
ing that they wouldn’t get any serious information 
from canvassing the area. He decided to return to 
head- quarters and write up the victim’s schedule, a 
document that was needed for the case file.

§ § §

The Criminal Investigation Division was organized 
like a pyramid. Twelve squads served under four sec-
tion heads, who were either deputy chiefs or oper-
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ational commanders. They took orders from the 
division chief and his deputy chief. These hundred 
or so civil servants, including about fifteen women, 
were the life force of the famous Crim’. The deputy 
commissioner supervised this division—as well as the 
gang, juvenile protection, vice, organized crime, and 
narcotics divisions—and above him was the commis-
sioner. Two people were higher up: the police prefect 
and the interior minister. Although Nico Sirsky han-
dled the gamut of major crimes, including terrorist 
threats—which were on the rise—kidnappings, and 
missing persons, the lion’s share of his job involved 
investigating and solving homicides.

At nine that night, Commander Kriven report-
ed to Sirsky’s office with his superior, Deputy Chief 
Jean- Marie Rost.

“Were you able to put together Marie-Hélène 
Jory’s schedule?” Nico asked.

“Yes, but there’s nothing in it,” Kriven said angrily 
as he handed over his report. He was always 
irritable when an investigation wasn’t making 
progress. “Nobody saw or heard anything. It’s useless. 
It’s swarming with people there in the afternoon—
people who live there, visitors, gawkers, tourists, but 
nobody gives a shit about anything!

Anybody could do anything and not get any 
notice.” “That’s to be expected, David,” Jean-Marie 
Rost said. “Our men have started to question the 
victim’s family, friends and colleagues and her boy-
friend’s. Tomorrow,

I’ll contact their bank and their doctors.”
“What about forensics?” Nico asked. “What do our 

specialists have to say about the rope and the knot?”
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“Nothing yet,” Rost answered. “They are over-
whelmed. Tomorrow is another day.”

“Eight o’clock. My office. Shaved and ready to go 
back to work,” Nico said sharply. “I want to keep a 
close eye on this case.”

Moments after the two men had left the chief ’s 
large office, the telephone rang. It was the deputy 
public prosecutor’s secretary.

“You have an appointment tomorrow morning at 
eleven with the state prosecutor,” she said. “An inves-
tigating magistrate will be appointed later.”

Perfect. That would give Rost enough time to put 
together the investigation report specifying how the 
body was found, along with what the witnesses and 
neighbors had said, the specifics of where the crime 
occurred, the weapons discovered on the premises, 
and any special evidence. They would have to add 
the full autopsy report and the photos of the victim 
that Professor Vilars would take.

The phone rang again. Speak of the devil.
“Nico? It’s Armelle. Apparently you want to be 

there for Marie-Hélène Jory’s autopsy. I just got the 
court order. I will be able to start in half an hour, just 
the time it will take you to get here. I should have 
been home hours ago to play model wife and mother. 
The bodies are piling up, and I’m not allowed to hire 
additional staff. Anyway, I didn’t call you to com-
plain. Are you on your way or not?”

Professor Armelle Vilars was a fiery redhead with 
a sharp wit. Nico appreciated her professionalism 
and attention to detail.

“I’ll be right there.”
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The division dispatched an officer to attend every 
autopsy and report the medical examiner’s analysis. 
Professor Vilars then sent her conclusions to the 
state prosecutor.

When Nico arrived at Quai de la Rapée, he was 
led to the room where the specialist was waiting. She 
and her assistant were ready to start. The two of them 
were wearing identical white tops, masks, and surgi-
cal gloves. Armelle Vilars winked at Nico and began 
working with- out any preamble.

Nico was used to this kind of scene. Nothing dis-
turbed him—not the medical examiner’s procedures, 
the exposed organs, the blood, or the smell of the rav-
aged body. Was he insensitive? The nature of his job 
demand- ed professional detachment. But the images 
did haunt him. It was impossible to erase them. He 
had to live with them.

Professor Vilars recorded her observations as she 
proceeded with the autopsy.

“The general appearance of the victim is that of a 
healthy woman who seems to have exercised regu-
larly. She has little body fat. Body height is five feet 
six inches. Blood is being sampled for typing and 
DNA testing. Her hair is being combed for trace ev-
idence. Nothing. There are thirty similar blunt-force 
wounds on the torso that I am measuring. Molds will 
also be taken to determine if they were made by the 
same weapon, more specifically, a whip, and, above 
all, if the same person inflicted the wounds. We will 
compare strips of skin to analyze impact and angles. 
There is a penetrating wound near the navel. The 
blade is deep, damaging vital organs. I am remov-
ing the knife and sending it to forensics as evidence. 
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I am photographing all the wounds. Now for Miss 
Jory’s hands: nail clippings are being taken and will 
be examined. Maybe she had some contact with her 
attacker, but I’m not hopeful. Now I’m taking ultra-
violet shots that could reveal any invisible bruising on 
the body, and show any saliva, sperm, or fingerprints 
on the skin. Are you okay, Nico?”

He jumped. He was so focused, it felt as though he 
had been holding his breath since the beginning of 
the autopsy. Fatigue was gaining on him.

“Nico?” the medical examiner said again.
“Yes. I’m okay.”
“Fine. I’ll continue. The breasts were amputated 

with a scalpel. The technique was sophisticated. The 
thorax and abdomen are being opened, using a verti-
cal incision from the xiphoid process to the pubis. I’m 
removing the organs one after the other, from top to 
bottom. There is no water in her lungs. I’ll analyze her 
stomach and intestinal contents later, which should 
give me her time of death. I’m reaching the pelvic 
zone. I will examine bladder content later. Now the 
genitalia. Her uterus has increased volume. The vic-
tim was pregnant. No doubt about it.”

“Pregnant?” Nico said. “How far along?”
“About a month,” the examiner said. “There’s a 

rough placenta and amniotic cavity. Forensics can 
do a paternity test with DNA identification.”

Nico felt himself shiver.
“We’ll examine the head next,” Professor Vilars 

continued. “I’m opening the eyes. The corneas are 
cloudy, but I can still make out her brown eye color. 
There are traces of ether around her mouth, so he 
started by knocking her out. I see duct tape adhesive 
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on her lips and skull. She couldn’t scream. Now you 
know how the victim was neutralized. There are no 
contusions under the hair. The skull is being opened, 
first by cutting the skin from one ear to the other, and 
the brain is being inspected for blood clots.”

Armelle Vilars finished her job.
“I’m seeing the public prosecutor at eleven,” Nico 

said. “The autopsy report will be on his desk. I’ll send 
you a copy by e-mail, with details about the wounds, 
tox and blood results, stage of pregnancy, my conclu-
sions, and impressions about the time of death and 
the nature of the weapon.”

He had nothing to add. He left feeling like he 
was in a waking nightmare. Marie-Hélène Jory was 
expecting a child. He imagined his son, Dimitri, a 
strong fourteen-year-old, a joy. He sighed and 
then grimaced as a dull pain in his upper abdomen 
brought him back. His thoughts shifted to Dr. Dalry. 
He suddenly wanted to see her. She would know how 
to distract him and take him far away from these 
sordid stories.

His cell phone rang again. It was Tanya.
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