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CHAPTER 1

The distant howl of the siren atop the Mairie broke the stillness of the French summer night. It was an hour before dawn but Bruno Courrèges was already awake, his thoughts churning with might-have-beens about the woman who had until recently shared his bed. For a moment he froze, stilled by the eerie sound that carried such a weight of history and alarm. This same siren had summoned his neighbours in the small town of St Denis to war and invasion, to liberation and peace, and marked the hour of noon each day. But its swooping whine also served to call the town’s volunteer firemen to their duty. Such an emergency invariably required his presence as the sole municipal policeman of St Denis. So, almost relieved at the brusque summons from his gloomy thoughts, Bruno thrust aside the tangled sheets.

As he dressed and swigged from a carton of milk by way of breakfast, Bruno’s mobile rang. It was Albert, one of the two professionals who led the town’s team of pompiers, and he and his truck and his night patrol were already on the road.

‘There’s a big fire up on the old road to St Chamassy,’ the urgent voice began. ‘It’s at the top of the hill, just before the turn to St Cyprien. A barn and a big field. This time of year it could spread for miles if the wind gets up.’

‘On my way.’ Bruno squeezed his eyes shut to draw on the map of the sprawling commune of St Denis that he kept in his head. It was composed of the roads he patrolled, the isolated homes and hamlets he visited, the farms he knew with their flocks of geese and ducks and pigs and goats that made this into the gastronomic heartland of France. His familiarity with the ground over which he hunted, and searched for mushrooms after the rains, meant that he knew his district as a woman knows her face.

The shout down the phone, tucked between his shoulder and his ear as he tried to fasten his shirt buttons, brought him back to the emergency.

‘There’s no report of any casualties,’ said Albert. ‘But you’d better alert the medical centre as soon as you’ve told the Mayor. I’m calling Les Eyzies and St Cyprien for support. But can you stop at the station and make sure they send up the spare water tankers? Drive one yourself if you have to. We’ll need all the water we can find. Now get moving. I’ll see you up there.’

‘What about evacuation? There are four or five farms around there.’

‘I don’t know yet, but get the Mayor on to it. He’d better start phoning people to put them on alert. Get a warning out on Radio Périgord.’

Bruno prayed that his elderly van would start first time. He quickly fed his dog, left his chickens to fend for themselves and ran to the vehicle. As if aware of the emergency, it started at once and he drove one-handed down the lane from his cottage towards town, thumbing the autodial to alert first the Mayor and then the doctor, each of them already awoken by the siren. Lights were on and the town was stirring as he drove at speed to the Gendarmerie to tell old Jules on the night desk to call the radio station in Périgueux and to dispatch men up to the fire to seal off the road. As Bruno hurried back out to his van, Capitaine Duroc rushed in from the small barracks, still pulling on his uniform jacket, and Bruno left Jules to explain. At the fire station, Ahmed and Fabien were struggling with the towing rig for the tankers as the other volunteers arrived, enough to man the trucks and tenders. Bruno drove on at the best speed his van could manage, his blue light flashing and the town siren still howling into the night behind him.

By the time he reached the open road by the railway line to Sarlat, he could see the broad glow in the hills above. Bruno shivered with apprehension. Fire frightened him. He had always treated it with a wary respect that had become something close to fear since he’d hauled some wounded French soldiers from a burning armoured car during the Balkan wars. His left arm still carried the scars. Back in his bedside drawer was the Croix de Guerre the government had awarded him, after a lengthy bureaucratic objection that the Bosnian peace-keeping mission hardly qualified as a war.

Bruno wondered if there was anything amongst the jumble in the back of his van that might serve as protective gear. There were gloves and a cap in his hunting jacket, his hunting boots, and some swimming goggles and a bottle of water in his sports bag. He’d probably find an old tennis shirt he could soak and use as a facemask. He tried to push the accelerator harder as the van laboured up the hill. He knew this area well but tried in vain to remember where there might be a barn this high up on the plateau where the land was too poor for farming. It was mainly woods and thin pasture, some tumbledown shepherds’ bories of old stone, plus the tall microwave tower.

As Bruno rounded the last bend before the plateau, the whole night sky ahead seemed to pulse with red above the trees. He shivered as he remembered the dry summer, the river so low that the tourist canoes had to search out the deeper channels. Automatically he slowed as for the first time he could smell the burning, and then he saw that at least some of the pulsing glow came from the flashing light of Albert’s fire truck. Bruno parked off the road. He put on his boots, gloves and hunting cap, looked at his swimming goggles and stuffed them into a pocket, poured water on his tennis shirt and ran up the road to the truck where two pompiers stood bracing the spouting hose, silhouetted against the flames.

‘Not a barn, just a big wooden shed. We couldn’t save it,’ shouted Albert against the crackle of the flames and the roar of the truck. He reached into the back of the vehicle and pulled out a heavy yellow fireman’s jacket and handed it to Bruno. He looked down at the stout boots on Bruno’s feet and nodded approval.

‘It could have been a lot worse. We were here in time to stop it spreading to the woods. But the shed’s gone, and whatever this crop was.’

More pulsing lights began to grow back up the road as Ahmed came with the second fire truck and the big water tanker, followed by flashes of blue as the Gendarmes arrived. Albert was calling the neighbouring fire chiefs to say their help would not be needed.

‘No sign of any people?’ Bruno asked when he rang off. Albert shook his head and stomped off to direct the second truck. ‘How did you hear about the fire?’ Bruno called after him.

‘Anonymous call from the phone box in Coux,’ Albert shouted back.

Bruno made a mental note of that as he tried to get his bearings. He remembered this road being thickly wooded on both sides, but where he stood was a break in the trees and a dirt track that looked new and which curved into the wide stretch of field and pasture that was burning low but steadily. What little breeze he felt on his cheeks was coming towards him and towards the woods, where the pompiers were soaking the brush to deny the flames any fresh fuel. The biggest fire was the ruin of what had been the shed, standing amid the charred crop.

Bruno’s foot caught on something. He looked down, and saw a small metal flag, like the one farmers used to identify which seeds they had sown in which rows. He plucked it from the ground and, in the light from the truck headlamps, read the words ‘Agricolae Sech G71’. That meant nothing to him, but he stuffed it into his pocket. Shouts came from behind and he turned to see more yellow-clad pompiers struggling up with a second hose which bucked in their hands as it filled and a much more powerful jet of water lanced on to the edge of the woods.

‘Smell anything funny?’ Albert asked, suddenly looming beside him. ‘Come on, this way.’

He led the way across the still-smouldering ground and around the side of the shed until they were upwind where it was quieter. Inside the shed were indistinct remains. A metal table, still hot enough to spit as water dripped from what was left of the roof beams, supported some charred machinery. Two smoking roof timbers thrust into the sky, perched on top of what looked like an old filing cabinet. Bruno caught a stink of burned plastic and rubber, and something else.

‘Petrol?’ he asked.

‘That’s what I think. We’ll send some remains off to the lab in Bordeaux, but I’ll bet this was deliberate. If you go over to the far side of the field, you’ll smell it again. Somebody did a proper job, the crops, the shed, the lot. This is going to be a job for you a lot more than for me.’

‘If it’s arson, it’s the Police Nationale,’ said Bruno. That would mean sealing off the phone box in Coux to check fingerprints.

‘If it’s arson against crops, it’s local. Some farmers’ feud, or somebody’s been playing games with somebody’s wife. And that means the Police Nationale won’t have the first idea where to start.’

Bruno nodded, peering at the remains inside the hut. ‘Albert, that’s odd. Have you ever seen a filing cabinet and office stuff like that in a farmer’s shed in the middle of a field?’

‘No. Could be a computer, but there’s no electricity up here. Maybe an old typewriter.’

Bruno turned away and was walking across to the point where the charred crops stopped when the explosion came with a flat crump. Light flared and a rush of heat stunned him as he turned and saw Albert topple to his knees amid the debris of the hut that was bright with new flames.

Bruno ran across, his forearm up to protect his eyes against the searing heat, and grabbed Albert by the collar. Fighting down the internal scream of horror as he plunged into the leaps of flame that seemed hungry to engulf him, Bruno hauled Albert back. The fire chief’s legs dragged limply through the flaring wood of the hut and his trousers were on fire. Once they were clear, Bruno speadeagled himself over Albert’s legs to douse the flames with the fireproof material of his jacket. And then the other firemen were there, spraying them both with foam from hand-held extinguishers.

Ahmed hauled Bruno off and shone a torch into his face, shouting ‘You OK?’ while others tended to Albert. Bruno nodded, shook himself and rose a little jerkily to his feet, brushing away the thick foam that covered him.

‘A bit scorched, but nothing serious thanks to that jacket Albert gave me,’ he said. ‘What the hell was that explosion?’

‘An aerosol, maybe a can of paint or kerosene. Bastards leave the empty petrol can at the scene and close the cap. It can go off like a bomb once it’s hot enough,’ Ahmed shrugged. ‘Albert should never have got that close. We’d have carried on hosing it but we had to put water on the edge of the fire, stop it reaching the woods.’

‘My fault,’ said Bruno. ‘I was asking him about the equipment inside the hut. How is he?’

Albert had been hauled to his feet and was shaking his head to clear it, flecks of the foam flying off from his helmet and jacket.

‘I’ll live to make a fool of myself another day. Some damn thing hit me on the ear,’ said Albert. He put his hand up to the side of his head and it came away bright with blood. One of the firemen gave him a bottle of water and he drank deeply, spat, and looked across at Bruno and nodded once. ‘Thanks,’ he said quietly, and handed him the water. Albert’s hand was trembling. So, Bruno noticed, was his own.

‘How are the legs?’ Bruno asked. His voice was hoarse and his throat hurt. The thought of the petrol and of the fire being set deliberately brought a surge of anger. He took a deep breath to control himself.

‘Not bad. Flameproof undertrousers, just like the racing drivers,’ Albert said, his voice high. He spoke quickly, almost gabbling as the adrenalin rushed through his system. ‘I’m OK, just a bit dizzy from whatever hit me. I’ll stop by the clinic later. Get checked out. You’d better do the same.’

‘Regulations,’ said Ahmed. ‘You know the rules. You both have to get checked out if we had to foam you.’

More shouting erupted from behind them and another fireman came running up.

‘Hey chief, there’s a water main. The Gendarmes just ran into a standpipe.’

Albert looked at Bruno and rolled his eyes. ‘Probably the first time our Capitaine Duroc ever found anything, and even then he had to run into it.’

They headed back to the road where a jet of water was fountaining high from a broken standpipe, and Fabien was doing something violent with a heavy wrench in the light of the Gendarmes’ single remaining headlamp. Behind it, Capitaine Duroc could be heard shouting angrily at his men. Fabien gave a final heave on his wrench and the water stopped.

‘We can use this now,’ he said. ‘There’s not much pressure but enough to damp down the embers.’

‘Where’s that pipe going? Why isn’t it on my maps?’ Albert demanded crossly, mopping at his bloodied ear with a handkerchief.

‘Looks like it goes from the water tower to the microwave station. That’s Ministry of Defence so they have a guard post,’ said Fabien. ‘And this standpipe is here because they have another pipe going off to that shed and the field. Looks to me like there’s some fancy irrigation system installed.’

‘Irrigation? Up here?’ said Albert. ‘Somebody’s got more money than sense.’

‘Funny that the one field that has its own piped water supply is the one that gets torched,’ said Bruno. ‘You ever heard of this Agricolae?’ He reached into his pocket and pulled out the small metal flag he had plucked from the ground.

‘Never heard of it. Could be some experimental seed thing, I suppose, but I never heard of anything like that up here.’

They went back to the truck, where the elderly figure of Mayor Gérard Mangin stood patiently by the roadside. Behind him was a row of parked cars belonging to locals come to watch the excitement. The Mayor stepped forward, smiled a greeting and shook hands with Albert and Bruno. A camera flashed. Philippe Delaron must be recording the scene for the local paper.

‘Not much to report,’ said Albert. ‘The danger’s over and there’s no sign of anyone hurt. Not even me, thanks to Bruno. There’s a burned-out shed, a field of crops destroyed and one broken standpipe. I have my suspicions about what started this but we’ll have to wait for the lab report.’

‘You mean the fire was set deliberately?’

‘It looks that way, Monsieur le Maire. And I think that explosion you all saw was a petrol can going up. But we’ll have to wait and see. Whatever it was, it could have killed somebody. Could have killed me, if Bruno hadn’t pulled me out.’

‘I hadn’t realised this was so serious,’ the Mayor said.

‘Now I’d better go and see about getting my lads back to the station. Then Bruno and I have to see the medics. But first I’ll have that firecoat back, if you please, Bruno. Those things cost a small fortune.’

‘Whatever they cost, they’re worth every centime,’ said Bruno, shedding the coat and brushing away the foam. He turned back to the Mayor. ‘There’s more to this than meets the eye, Sir. That field had its own water supply and the shed contained what looked like office equipment. Not what you expect to find in a bare upland field in the middle of nowhere. I’ll have to inform the landowner, probably have to make a report for the insurance and so on.’

‘Have you told the Gendarmes about this?’

‘Not yet. Capitaine Duroc seems a bit preoccupied with the damage to his van. It seems they ran into a standpipe.’

‘Yes, I saw that.’ In the strengthening light of dawn, Bruno watched a smile twitch at the Mayor’s lips. ‘Well, it seems clear there’s been a crime here.’

‘Right, and that means the Police Nationale, not the Gendarmes. They might even want to send a forensics team.’

Bruno walked on to the row of parked cars and the small knot of local people to tell them there was no danger, the show was over, and please move the cars so the fire trucks could reverse and leave. Big Stéphane the dairy farmer, a friend from the hunting club, was there with his pretty young daughter Dominique. Their farm was just down the hill, probably one of the first to be hit if the fire had spread, and this was normally the hour when they would start the milking. Bruno shrugged off their questions and persuaded most of the onlookers back into their cars. Then he walked over to Capitaine Duroc to arrange for a Gendarme to seal off the phone booth in Coux. It was just gone six a.m. Fauquet’s café would be open, and Bruno needed his breakfast.

Bruno walked across to the two familiar cars, an elderly Citroën DS and an even older Citroën deux-chevaux, a design that traced back to the 1930s. His friend the Baron, a retired industrialist whose trim figure belied his age, leaned against his car. Beside him stood the owner of a local guesthouse who was known to most of St Denis as the Mad Englishwoman. Bruno had introduced them over a game of tennis, and Pamela and a visiting friend had thoroughly trounced them.

‘The Baron woke me with a phone call. I hadn’t heard the siren,’ Pamela said. A handsome woman whose features were too strong to be described simply as pretty, she was wearing an Hermès headscarf and a battered version of the English waxed jacket that had become highly fashionable in France. Whether she was standing, walking or on horseback, Bruno thought he could recognise her at a distance from her posture alone, the straight back and the proud neck, the bold stride of a woman wholly at ease with herself.

‘Where’s your horse?’ Bruno said, leaning forward to kiss her on both cheeks. She shrank back, laughing.

‘Sorry, Bruno. Normally I love this French obsession with kissing, but you smell terrible and look worse. Burned wool and I suppose it’s that awful foam all over your trousers. And I think you’ve lost your eyebrows. It’s hard to see under all the black smears over your face.’

‘I’m fine,’ he said, putting his fingers up to check his eyebrows. They felt like the bristles on his chin.

‘I didn’t bring the horse,’ she said. ‘I thought the fire might frighten her. I only came up to see if we’d have to evacuate.’

‘What’s that building that was on fire?’ asked the Baron. ‘I thought I knew every inch of these hills but I never knew it was there.’

‘Nor me,’ said Bruno. ‘There’s a break in the trees and then a lane that curves away towards the field so you can’t see it directly. I want some breakfast. See you back at Fauquet’s?’

‘Good idea,’ said the Baron. ‘It’s far too late to go back to sleep. Pamela, please be our guest, so long as you promise to prefer our company to your English crossword.’

‘But of course, my dear Baron. You’re more entertaining than any crossword puzzle. But I think Bruno needs to wash and change first.’ She studied him. ‘You’d better throw those trousers away. I hope the town pays for a new uniform.’

They turned as two toots sounded from the fire engine. Ahmed was waving to catch Bruno’s attention. ‘Come on, Bruno, you and Albert are off to the hospital right now. It’s the rules.’


CHAPTER 2

Even in the age of computers, it was not an easy task to find out who owned the charred field and burned-out shed. Claire, the Mayor’s secretary, pored over the cadastre, the giant map that listed every building in the far-flung commune of St Denis. It also showed the boundaries of every plot of land, each identified by its own lot number. Until they found this, they could not cross-check the tax list that would show each registered owner.

‘There’s no building marked on the map anywhere up here,’ Claire complained. ‘Are you sure you’ve got the right road, Bruno?’

‘Yes, I’m sure.’ Showered, shaved and dressed in a spare uniform, and with a clean bill of health from the doctors, Bruno was feeling himself again, except for the eyebrows. He came over to join her at the giant map, careful to keep some space between himself and Claire’s ample form. Even though irritated, she couldn’t resist flirting with him and batted her eyelashes from sheer habit. The only single man at the Mairie, Bruno was used to Claire’s ways.

He traced the road he had taken that morning. The microwave tower was there and the water tower over there, so the water line must have run along the road. To that point, he muttered to himself, placing his finger firmly on the spot. He was sure he had the correct lot, but Claire was right. There was no building marked on the map. That was not just very odd, it was also a criminal offence, since it meant the commune had granted no construction permit. And since the land was also served by a water line and a standpipe, the commune was being cheated out of its annual water fee. Still, he had the lot number. He left Claire to roll up the map, and went into the cramped room that was called the registry to check the name of the owner in the tax files.

The owner was a société anonyme, a company called Agricolae with a registered office in Paris, and the lot had been purchased from the Ministry of Defence three years earlier. Agricolae – that was the name on the metal flag Bruno had plucked from the ground and put into the pocket of Albert’s pompier jacket. He’d have to get that back. The file showed that no water fee had been paid, no building tax either, and there was no building permit. That meant the company called Agricolae was in trouble. He was just reaching for the phone to call Albert when Claire peeked around the door to tell him he had a visitor.

‘The most important man in St Denis after the Mayor and they still keep you in this miserable hole that they dare to call an office,’ declared Commissaire Jean-Jacques Jalipeau, the chief detective of the Police Nationale for the Département. He took a half-step into the room and at once seemed to fill it.

‘Christ, you look terrible, face all red and your eyebrows burned off,’ J-J went on. ‘Sure it wasn’t you started that fire? You certainly got close enough.’

‘Far too close,’ Bruno replied, smiling at his colleague. ‘Heaven help whoever started that damn fire if I get to them first.’

Bruno liked J-J, despite his friend’s regular and justified accusation that Bruno’s concept of justice owed more to the interests of St Denis than to the Code Criminel. They had worked on a couple of successful cases and enjoyed some fine meals together. Bruno led J-J down the ancient stone stairs of the Mairie, through the arches into Fauquet’s café, where J-J ordered two Ricards.

‘How’s Isabelle?’ J-J began. ‘She must be heading up to that new job in Paris any time now.’ Isabelle had worked for him as a detective in the regional headquarters in Périgueux before her karate skills and her looks had caught the attention of the Minister of the Interior and secured a flattering photo in Paris-Match. J-J had taken a benign interest in the affair that had blossomed throughout the summer, flattering himself that he had played a role as matchmaker.

‘She’s already left,’ Bruno said, trying to keep his voice neutral. ‘They said the Minister had some foreign trip coming up and he wanted her on the delegation.’

‘Well, you always knew she’d be leaving,’ J-J said. ‘And you had three happy months.’

Bruno nodded. With the knowledge hanging over them that Isabelle would be leaving, putting her career in Paris ahead of whatever she and Bruno had between them, a constraint had begun to emerge. The walls he had so long kept around his heart, defences that Isabelle had started to dismantle, began to rebuild themselves in a way that he could almost feel. In their last week together, he had lain awake at night, knowing from her breathing that she was also pretending to be asleep, and could almost feel stone piling upon stone within him. Strangely, it had made their love-making even more intense, but the final parting at St Denis’s train station had been dry-eyed.

‘I miss her,’ J-J went on breezily. ‘My new inspector isn’t much of a replacement. Another woman, but not half so easy on the eye.’

‘You’re not bringing her in on this case?’

‘Not yet. We haven’t even got a formal notice of arson from the pompiers. But I had one of those discreet calls from Paris just after lunch saying they wanted this sorted out fast. It’s not just their usual worry about eco-saboteurs, there’s some high-level interest pushing this. What can you tell me?’

Bruno related the events of the night, the unusual nature of the water supply, the former ownership by the Ministry of Defence, and finished with a description of the tax and building permit delinquency of the Agricolae company.

‘I’m not sure about the eco-saboteurs, though,’ he added. ‘Don’t they usually want publicity and bring along their journalists and cameras?’

J-J shrugged and swirled the ice cube in his glass, added water and watched his Ricard turn a milky colour. He took a healthy sip. ‘I’ve got a formal letter of request to your Mayor from the Prefect, asking you to be assigned to the case to lend us poor city flics your local knowledge. So consider yourself conscripted. I’ve got a team up in Périgueux, collating all the names of militant écolos, and the forensic team from Bergerac will be up at the field by now. What can you tell me about the local écolos?’

‘Nothing special. We’ve got one elected to the Council, an elderly hippy who runs a commune in the hills. A sweet man, heart of gold, takes in waifs and strays. Then there’s a group that holds protest rallies demanding we close down the local sawmill because of pollution from the chimney. But no real militants. The Greens don’t even get ten per cent of the vote. And now let’s call at the fire station and see Albert. He won’t have the lab reports yet but he should be able to give us some idea of whether this really was deliberate or not.’

‘Deliberate?’ said Fauquet the café-owner, who was proud of his reputation for being first to hear all the gossip. He leaned over the counter, and slid two coffees towards them. ‘On the house, this. Did you say that fire might have been deliberate?’

‘No, I didn’t say that,’ snapped J-J, pushing his coffee back so forcefully that some splashed onto Fauquet’s white shirt. A big and burly man, whose rumpled appearance concealed his keen brain, J-J could be very intimidating indeed. ‘And if I hear that you did, I’ll be back here with an army of suspicious health inspectors and a warrant for your arrest. This is serious police business. Do you understand me, Monsieur?’
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