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 BOOK FOUR 
 
    THE WITCH WHO FOUND A PEARL 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    When Felix knocked on my door, I shot awake and called out for him to come in. The sunbeams poured through the chinks in the wooden shutters. It was going to be a glorious autumn day. Felix put my mug of morning tea on my bedside table. He’d brought his with him so we could have a chat. 
 
    I picked up my tea and blew on it. 
 
    “You know what day it is?” I asked him. 
 
    “September the first. Your father’s birthday.” 
 
    I took a sip of my tea but it was still too hot so I put the mug down again. “You’ll think me daft, but I’m going to sing Happy Birthday to him. I know he’s been reported missing, presumed dead, but they haven’t found his body. There’s a one per cent chance he’s still alive somewhere.” 
 
    Felix sat down on the side of my bed and took my hand in his. 
 
    “If you want to keep the hope alive, you must do so, but remember, if he’s been eaten by cannibals they will never find his body.” 
 
    I shook his hand away. 
 
    “Don’t be so negative, Felix, or so gruesome.” 
 
    “I’m being realistic. You don’t know what life is like in the territory where the Wazini hold sway.” 
 
    My father was or had been, depending on whether he was alive or not, a world famous anthropologist conducting research into the fearsome Leopardmen of the Middle Congo. My two brothers, eighteen-year-old Sam and nine-year-old Jimbo, and I had inherited his property in the French seaside town of Beaucoup-sur-Mer. 
 
    Felix was my bodyguard, sent over from Africa, by my father. He had arrived as a Savannah cat but had frightened the life out of me one evening when he shifted into his man form. Not only that, he could shift to being a leopard, too. That ability had come in handy several times during the past few weeks as we’d solved three separate murder cases together. 
 
    I scooted back against the pillows and sat with my legs crossed. “I’m singing Happy Birthday, anyway. I’ve done that every year and I don’t see why I should stop because there’s a rumor he’s dead.” 
 
    “He’s been officially pronounced deceased, boss.” 
 
    “I don’t feel that he is. Now, are you going to join me or what?” 
 
    “All right. One, two, three—” 
 
    We began to sing. My voice quavered but gathered strength as Felix’s baritone bolstered me up and we reached the end of the first line. 
 
    “Happy birthday to y—” 
 
    A scratching and banging at the door broke into our ditty. Felix opened the door to find Zig and Zag, our two German shepherds, asking to be let in. With a great clacking of their claws on the old oak floor they launched themselves onto my bed. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Zag asked. “It sounds exciting.” 
 
    “We’re singing Happy Birthday to my father,” I answered. 
 
    Zig halted in her hunt for a flea on her right haunch and looked up at me. “We never met him. But we’ll sing if you like. It seems important to you.” 
 
    Sam and Jimbo appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Can anyone join in?” Sam asked as Jimbo pushed past him and jumped onto my bed making the dogs bounce. 
 
    “What’s all the fun about?” asked Jimbo when the dogs stopped licking him long enough to give him a chance to speak. 
 
    “It’s Dad’s birthday,” I said. “Felix and I are singing Happy Birthday to him.” 
 
    Jimbo’s eyes started out of his head. “He’s alive?” 
 
    “Of course, he isn’t, silly,” said Sam giving his younger brother a push and nearly knocking him off the bed. 
 
    “He might be,” I said. 
 
    Gwinny, our long lost and recently rediscovered mother, looked in. 
 
    I caught her eye and smiled a welcome, but she shook her head and retreated. 
 
    “Everyone ready then?” I asked holding my hand up for silence. “Count us in, Felix.” 
 
    “One, two, three—” said Felix, and we four sang our hearts out while Zig and Zag howled in harmony. 
 
    It was just as well our house was the last one in the street, right on the end looking out over the perfect horseshoe bay and that the brocante, our antiques shop, stood between us and the next house. 
 
    Happy Birthday is always too short leaving one with a feeling of anti-climax so we sang a reprise twice before collapsing in a heap of cuddles and giggles on my bed. Even Sam forgot his teenager’s dignity for a few minutes and joined in. 
 
    When everyone had settled down, I reached for my tea only to find it was stone cold. Felix picked it up and said he would warm it up in the microwave. He knows me well enough by now to know that I can’t face the day before I’ve had my morning tea. He shooed the boys and the dogs out of my room and disappeared downstairs to the kitchen. 
 
    My thoughts returned to my father and that led me on to my great-grandfather. One of the reasons my father had bought our house Les Dragons was that my great-grandfather had been an advisor to the French Resistance in the Bordeaux area during World War Two. The first of September had been an important date in that war. It marked Germany’s invasion of Poland and that lit the fuse for the war in Western Europe. 
 
    “Why are you looking so glum?” asked Felix as he returned with my tea. 
 
    I gave myself a shake. “Nothing much.” 
 
    “You’re not feeling blue again?” he asked me. 
 
    “Only a little—with my father gone.” 
 
    Felix put my tea down and opened the shutters letting in the sun. 
 
    I smiled at him. “But then again, how could anyone be blue on a day like this?” 
 
    We drank our tea in an atmosphere of peaceful companionship until a ruckus broke out below. The dogs barked frenetically. Felix looked out and down to the cobbled street. 
 
    “It’s Izzy,” he said, “in her bright red sports car. And here’s Garth following along behind in his capacity as bodyguard.” 
 
    “Oh good,” I said jumping out of bed. “We haven’t had a chat for ages.” 
 
    Izzy was Isabella Tointon, world famous movie star. She and her equally famous husband had bought a château a few miles up the coast, Château Briand. Her husband was away filming in Los Angeles until Christmas. Izzy had stayed behind to oversee the renovation of their new home. We’d met up briefly a few days before at midnight when Felix and I had summoned the High Council of the Guild of White Witches at a dolmen north of Château Briand. Izzy, not being supernatural, didn’t know I was a white witch or what we’d been doing there on a dolmen close to her property. We all liked Izzy who never threw her fame in our faces. 
 
    “I wonder what she wants,” I said to Felix as I hurried into my bathroom to wash and get dressed. 
 
    “Probably wants some girl time,” he said, picking up my mug and leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When I walked into the kitchen Izzy and Garth were sitting around our kitchen table drinking coffee. Izzy was one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen with long blond hair and blue eyes and the sylphlike figure required by an A-list star. Garth had been in the British Special Forces although he had never specified which one. He was devoted to Izzy in a Platonic fashion. He wore his hair en brosse, a tad longer than a crew cut, and he had the muscles to back up his profession. He called Izzy boss. Felix had picked up his irritating habit of calling me boss from Garth. 
 
    Izzy looked up with a smile at my entrance. “Hope you don’t mind us dropping in so early. We’ve brought lunch for everyone to celebrate the start of the season.” 
 
    She waved her hand at an oddly shaped wooden basket standing on the kitchen counter beside a brown paper bag and a brown cardboard box. 
 
    I walked over to have a look. The box held six bottles of wine. I drew one out to read the label. It was already chilled. Muscadet — one of the traditional dry white wines for drinking with seafood. And in the bag, dozens of lemons. 
 
    “Oysters,” I said in a tone of marvel when I saw the shells through the slats in the basket. “You’ve brought us oysters. Of course, it’s the first of September. The first day of the first month of autumn, a month with an r in it.” 
 
    Izzy laughed. “I couldn’t resist. I only eat oysters when there’s an r in the month. I know people say it’s safe during May to August, but I’ve never been convinced. Those are straight off the barrow at the end of the Esplanade.” She pointed at the basket. 
 
    “How many did you buy? There are loads here.” 
 
    Garth broke in. “Izzy insisted on buying a whole bourriche—that’s twelve dozen.” 
 
    “Twelve dozen,” I gasped. “How are we going to eat all that?” 
 
    “I thought we could invite Audrey to join us when she shuts The Union Jack for lunch. And Sam could invite Emmanuelle.” She was the eighteen-year-old daughter of the mayor, Monsieur Bonhomie. Although she and Sam were not officially boyfriend and girlfriend, they hung out together. “With eight adults and three kids, we’ll get through them in no time.” 
 
    Sam nodded and left the kitchen to call his friend from the hall. 
 
    The Union Jack was a shop facing the end of our street. It catered for British residents and holidaymakers who were missing their traditional treats like Bath Olivers or Marmite. We had given a home to Audrey when she ran away from her abusive husband with her two children, Wilfred and Simone, and had recently set her up as a shopkeeper. 
 
    Gwinny topped up the coffee cups. 
 
    “We can set up a table for lunch outside on the cobbles,” she said. 
 
    “We haven’t had breakfast yet. Jimbo hasn’t come back from his croissant run to Brioche’s bakery.” 
 
    “He won’t be long. He was entering the shop as we drove past,” said Garth. 
 
    “There’s a problem,” I said. “I’ve never shucked an oyster in my life and I gather there’s quite a knack to it. Can any of you?” 
 
    Felix shook his head. 
 
    “Not me,” said Gwinny. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Izzy said smoothing her hair back from her face. 
 
    “Being local girls, Audrey and Emmanuelle will know how,” said Sam coming back into the kitchen. 
 
    “We can’t invite them to lunch and then expect them to shuck 144 oysters,” I said giving Sam my best big sister’s glare. 
 
    Only one person hadn’t spoken: Garth. We’d all been so busy excusing ourselves we hadn’t given him a chance. 
 
    “Garth?” asked Izzy. 
 
    He pushed himself off from the kitchen sink. “Well, I might as well admit it. In the Special Forces we had to learn how to shuck oysters and other mollusks for living off the land and sea. And we did it with our commando knives. It’s much easier with an oyster knife. Izzy bought two off the oyster man. They’re in the bag with the lemons.” 
 
    Gwinny opened a drawer and pulled one out. “That makes three.” 
 
    “Right,” said Garth. “I’ll teach Sam and one other. Who’ll it be? I’m not shucking twelve dozen all on my own.” 
 
    Jimbo came slamming through the front door with the croissants at that moment. 
 
    “Oh, please let me,” he said putting the bag of croissants down on the table and making us all swoon from the aroma of fresh buttery baking. 
 
    Garth ruffled Jimbo’s copper hair, something Jimbo hates. “Sorry, mate, you’re not old enough yet. We don’t want any nasty accidents.” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll volunteer,” said Felix. “That’ll make four dozen each. That’s doable.” 
 
    Gwinny was still rummaging about in the drawer. “I thought we had another one. Oh, here it is.” She said brandishing it aloft. 
 
    “I’d like to try,” I said. “It can’t be that difficult.” 
 
    “It’s a knack,” said Garth. “Once you’ve got it, you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Breakfast first,” I said helping myself to a croissant and forgetting about my figure. 
 
    As soon as we’d eaten, Garth showed us how to wrap a tea towel around the hand that was going to hold the oyster. 
 
    “It protects your hand and soaks up any juice that comes out when you open the poor critter,” he said. 
 
    Felix and Sam got the hang of it straight away but I was hopeless. I couldn’t get the twist right and kept flicking off pieces of shell. Felix had to take over my failures and finish the job. 
 
    I was determined to get it right and watched Garth carefully as he shucked his tenth. He made it look so easy. I chose another one and dug the knife into the side and twisted and lo-and-behold the top shell came off and there inside the oyster lay a pearl, a real pearl. I was so astonished my mouth fell open and I couldn’t speak. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” asked Gwinny. “Have you cut yourself?” 
 
    With a slow beat of my eyelashes I held out the shell for everyone to see. As they crowded round to look I dropped the knife onto the table. The pearl lay glistening in the oyster juices. I touched it with my finger to see if it was real and it rolled out of the shell and onto the table. 
 
    Quick as a flash Felix caught it before it rolled off the table and held it up for everyone to see, rolling it round between his finger and thumb. 
 
    “Wow. You’ve found a pearl,” said Jimbo. “A real pearl. Can I touch it?” 
 
    Felix dropped the pearl into Jimbo’s palm. 
 
    Garth peered down at it as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. 
 
    “Penzi, have you any idea how rare that is? A pearl in an oyster farmed for eating?” 
 
    I shook my head, but was sure it must be one in a trillion. 
 
    Izzy placed her hand beneath Jimbo’s saying, “Let me have a go.” 
 
    She rolled it about on her palm. “It’s amazing. It’s almost perfect and has a wonderful sheen.” 
 
    Gwinny scrunched up some kitchen towel, put it in a cup and passed it to Izzy. Izzy laid the pearl down in the roughly fashioned bed. 
 
    “You know,” she said. “It might be a good idea to visit one of the oyster farms in the neighborhood. Darennes the oyster farming area is only twenty miles up the coast. We could take this pearl along and ask about its life.” 
 
    Felix turned his attention to the wooden basket and detached the label from the side. “How about going to the farm the pearl came from? Éts. Frères Marin?” He whispered in an aside to Jimbo, “That’s Marin Brothers, Jimbo.” 
 
    Jimbo couldn’t speak French yet. 
 
    “Great idea,” said Izzy. “When shall we ask to visit?” 
 
    I was about to say tomorrow when Jimbo reminded me we had an appointment with the headmistress of his new primary school the next day. 
 
    “It’ll have to be the day after tomorrow,” I said. “Saturday.” 
 
    Felix left the kitchen to make the call taking the label with him. We other three oyster shuckers carried on with our work. I must have been overexcited because before I knew what had happened, blood poured from the soft pad below my thumb. The oyster knife had glanced off the shell and stuck itself deep into my palm. 
 
    “Ouch,” I shrieked dropping the knife and oyster onto the table and sucking the wound. 
 
    “Oh dear, first casualty,” said Gwinny hurrying me to the sink to wash my hand. 
 
    Garth picked up my oyster and chucked it in the bin. 
 
    Felix came back to find everyone fussing around me. Ridiculous really. Gwinny soon had the cut disinfected and bound up. I have to confess I wasn’t sorry to be taken off the oyster detail. 
 
    “So?” Izzy asked Felix. 
 
    “Monsieur Marin says Saturday’s fine. If we arrive at 10.30, he’ll show us around and we can have lunch there. Oysters, of course.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “What if she doesn’t like me?” asked Jimbo next morning as he jittered about in the hall waiting for me to get my things together to take him for his interview with his new head teacher. 
 
    I broke off searching for the car keys to give him a quick hug. 
 
    “Of course, she’ll like you. You’re James Munro. You’re special.” 
 
    “How’s she going to know that? I can’t speak French. I’m going to be all alone and no one will want to be friends with me. They’ll think I’m stupid.” 
 
    What had Sam done with my keys? He’d borrowed the car to take Emmanuelle, the mayor’s daughter, out to the movies the night before and he hadn’t put the keys back in the right place. The last thing I wanted that morning was a fuss. Jimbo needed to be calm and confident for our first visit to his new school. 
 
    Zag joined us in the hall and nudged my leg with his long nose. “Can I help, Penzi?” he asked in a doggy whisper. 
 
    “I can’t find my car keys. Sam had them last.” 
 
    “Hold on,” he said and loped off up the stairs. 
 
    He returned within minutes with the keys dangling from his mouth. I took them from him and thanked him. 
 
    “That’s okay,” he said wagging his tail with vigor. “Today is an important day for Jimbo. The keys were in the pocket of Sam’s jeans.” 
 
    Jimbo gave Zag a hug, I picked up my bag, and we left the house for the school, accompanied as always by Felix in his role as my bodyguard against all things evil in the natural world. 
 
    The École Primaire St. Justin lay outside the town walls to the south. This was Jimbo’s first sighting of where he was to spend the next few years of his life. The modern buildings boasted long walls of glass looking out towards the sea. The school had a good reputation. Felix walked with us to the entrance to the school and left us there to return to the car and wait for us. 
 
    Madame Bruno the head teacher met us at the front door saying she’d been looking out for us as school hadn’t opened yet. Her shoulder length dark brown hair shone with health as did her white teeth when she gave Jimbo a beaming smile. I liked her immediately. Jimbo lost some of his stiffness as he shook her hand. She didn’t let go of him but drew him into the school and along the corridor to her office. 
 
    When we had settled in our chairs, she offered me a coffee and handed Jimbo a glass of soda. She and I talked about the curriculum and what would be expected of me as a surrogate parent. A school bus would pick Jimbo up every morning at the end of our street outside The Union Jack and return him to the same spot after school. That was my first surprise. Few schools in England laid on transport for their pupils. 
 
    “It’s government policy,” she said. “It means we can build new schools outside the town. You might also like to hear that our pupils don’t wear school uniform.” 
 
    I looked at Jimbo for his reaction but, of course, he didn’t understand the conversation. When I translated for him, he kicked his legs and said, “Oh, that’s great.” 
 
    Madame Bruno smiled back at him. “We are tolerant of many things, but we do demand good manners and self-discipline. You will find you have more homework here than the children have in England.” 
 
    That would eat into my time, but Gwinny would help. 
 
    “Just one more thing,” she said handing me a list. “You will have to buy all this for James.” 
 
    I couldn’t read the list, of course. 
 
    “Madame, I’m dyslexic. I’ll have to ask my friend to help me with the list. Would you tell me what it’s for?” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that, madame. But your brother? He can read?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s just me. A stray gene, I guess.” 
 
    “It’s nothing to worry about. You need to buy all your brother’s stationery requirements for the coming term. You will find everything you need at the big supermarket in the Les Sables mall. Now let me take you round the school and show James his classroom.” 
 
    She led us to a room at the front of the building on the ground floor. As she opened the door she said, “James, your form teacher will be Madame Marin. She has a son of your age in her class.” 
 
    Marin? That rang a bell. It was the name of the oyster farm we were to visit the following day. 
 
    Jimbo had a look round his new classroom. He spent some time examining the displays on the boards around the walls to see whether he would fit in with what was being taught. Madame Bruno waited patiently for him to finish and led us out to the car park again where we shook hands and thanked her for her tour. 
 
    Felix joined us from a wander around the school grounds and I introduced him to Madame Bruno. 
 
    “That wasn’t so scary was it?” I asked Jimbo as we turned out onto the main road back to Beaucoup-sur-Mer. 
 
    “She was nice. I like her. I hope I like Madame Marin and she likes me. But I’m worried about not being able to speak proper French.” 
 
    “You’ll soon pick it up,” said Felix. “And I have a brilliant idea. We’ll all speak French at mealtimes at home.” 
 
    Jimbo pulled a face at me in the mirror. “I won’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Wait and see,” I said. “Don’t meet trouble halfway. Now, I suggest we go to Les Sables and start on this list. We can have a special lunch there as a treat.” 
 
    “What list?” asked Felix. 
 
    I handed him the list of stationery requirements and he whistled. 
 
    “I hate shopping. This is going to take forever.” 
 
    “You don’t have to come with us, if you don’t want to.” 
 
    Felix harrumphed. “Boss, I can’t let you go on your own. I’m here to take care of you. The semper tuens only works against bad magic not against human evil.” 
 
    I’d been under attack during the past few weeks from an evil witchdoctor who traveled through a magic wormhole all the way from the Middle Congo where his Wazini tribe lived. The High Council of the Guild of White Witches had given me special permission to learn a Level Four spell with which to protect myself, but it was wearing thin. The special aura had a few dents. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    It had gone twelve when we reached the shopping mall and found a parking space. 
 
    “You choose where we have lunch,” I said to Jimbo. 
 
    “Pizza,” he said dragging me towards a pizza restaurant inside the entrance to the mall. “And ice cream,” he added. 
 
    We had a good lunch. Felix and I tried out easy phrases in French with Jimbo and he caught on quickly. It wouldn’t be long before he was speaking as well as Sam. 
 
    After lunch we tackled the long shopping list. Felix and I found it tedious, but Jimbo loved choosing the color of his exercise books and piling all the files, folders, pens and mathematical aids into the shopping cart. 
 
    “It makes me feel rich,” he said as the cart filled up. “It’s only for school, but there’s something magical about all that paper and stuff.” 
 
    On the way to the cashier I collected something easy for supper. I didn’t know about the rest of the family, but I was already missing Audrey’s cooking. I was a hopeless cook and Gwinny wasn’t much better. 
 
    As I parked the car outside our house and climbed out, a beautiful black collared dove, its pale grey and lilac feathers fluttering in the breeze, landed on the seawall level with the car. 
 
    It cooed at me and hopped up and down. 
 
    Felix laughed. “It’s trying to tell you something.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” I answered. “You’re letting all this magical anthropomorphism go to your head.” 
 
    The bird took off from the wall and flew up straight towards me where it landed on my shoulder with much flapping of its wings. 
 
    “Mpenzi Munro,” it said in a high pitched voice, “I have a message for you from the High Council of the Guild of White Witches.” 
 
    “See,” said Felix laughing again. “I told you, boss.” 
 
    Jimbo tore himself away from unloading his treasures and came over to see what the fuss was about. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “It’s got a message tied to its leg.” 
 
    Jimbo was right. The bird had a little pouch attached to its leg and poking out of it was a piece of old parchment. 
 
    “Can you get it out for me, Jimbo?” 
 
    He eased the parchment out and handed it to me. 
 
    “Will you give me a boost please?” the dove asked in his high voice. 
 
    Felix scooped the dove up and tossed him up into the air. He flew away out over the bay before turning back towards the land. 
 
    “Let’s get inside and see what the message says,” said Felix turning to help Jimbo with his cargo. 
 
    Once we had Jimbo and his load of school stationery inside the house, Felix and I retired to the study to read the note. Well, for Felix to read it and for me to listen. 
 
      
 
    Mpenzi Munro, you are hereby summoned to appear before the High Council of the Guild of White Witches tonight at the witching hour. Please attend at the dolmen where you first called upon the High Council. Signed: Secretary to the Chief Witch. 
 
      
 
    Felix put the note away in the top drawer of my father’s desk. 
 
    “I wonder what that’s all about. Have you sent in a report like they asked you to, boss?” 
 
    I sighed. Sometimes all this magic stuff got a bit much for me. What time had there been to concentrate on sending in reports? We’d only wound up the case of the murder of Jonny Sauvage a few days ago. In addition, I hadn’t managed to get my speech to text program to work properly since we’d arrived in Beaucoup-sur-Mer. I’d been meaning to ask Felix to check it out for me but we hadn’t had time. 
 
    I guessed I was in for a reprimand. I couldn’t help feeling a little hard-done-by. I hadn’t chosen to be a witch and at times the duties involved were onerous. 
 
    “Right,” said Felix. “Another midnight excursion and the nights are getting colder. You’d better wrap up warmly. Let’s get the necessities together now and then we can relax for the rest of the day.” 
 
    I hurried off to the brocante to hunt for a diamond while Felix plucked yet another branch of leaves off our poor bay tree. I found a gem-studded box in the brocante and prized what looked like a diamond off the lid. I tested it on the window, but it didn’t cut the glass so I had to hunt about for another diamond. I had the passing thought that it was just as well the local thieves didn’t know what we had hidden away in the brocante, but then again neither did we, really. Were we ever going to have the chance to take an inventory? 
 
    Fortunately, I opened the box and there I found an engagement ring set with diamond chips. I scratched the window with it and it left marks. I only hoped that chips would be acceptable. Gwinny hadn’t told us whether there was a minimum carat requirement. 
 
    When I returned I found that Felix had already assembled the silver goblet, the bay leaves and a small bottle of cognac. I added the ring wrapped up in a tea towel and a box of matches. All set for midnight. What did the High Council want from me?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    We had to miss the last ten minutes of the movie we were watching. Even so, we’d left it a bit late to leave for the dolmen, and had to rush out to the car with our bag of magic ingredients and Zag. The summons of the High Council of the Guild of White Witches required the presence of a creature from the natural world. It was Zig’s turn to go with us but she found the witches scary. Fortunately, Zag liked to accompany us. It not only gave him a chance to get away from the house for some fun but also allowed him to act as my protector, a duty he took seriously. 
 
    I preferred to arrive at our meeting places with time to spare so I was prepared for the Chief Witch. Although she stood for all that’s good in the world, she could be brusque and had a tendency to see things in black and white; no gray. As we approached the dolmen down the narrow country lane, our headlights picked up a motley collection of vehicles parked at the foot of the wooded hill leading up to our dolmen, so I wouldn’t have been able to drive on even if I’d wanted to. Two battered vans blocked the road. Several other cars and vans stood poised at odd angles above the ditch, one had its headlights and radio on. 
 
    Zag gave a warning bark. 
 
    Felix turned to me. “Doesn’t look good, boss. Someone got here before us. What are we going to do? Ask them to leave?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Tell them we need the dolmen for a scheduled meeting with the High Council of the Guild of White Witches? I can see them taking notice of that.” 
 
    Zag woofed. “I’ll bite them all for you.” 
 
    I cast a stern look his way. “We’ll have none of that, Zag, but you could try scaring them off.” 
 
    “Right,” said Felix collecting up our ingredients and stepping out of the car. “We’ll approach as silently as we can. When we get to the top, we’ll size up the situation. If scare tactics are called for, Zag can rush in and bark his head off.” 
 
    “Can I snap?” Zag asked. 
 
    Felix shook his head. 
 
    “Can I nip at their ankles?” Zag asked again panting with excitement at the promise of the chase. 
 
    Felix chuckled. “Feel free, but don’t break the skin or they’ll have you seized as a dangerous dog.” 
 
    I locked the car. We began our stealthy climb up the hill. Halfway up, I glanced at my watch. Only ten minutes to go. I grabbed hold of Felix and whispered, “It’s ten to.” 
 
    We scrambled the rest of the way and crouched down in a clump of bushes beneath the ancient oaks that rimmed the clearing. Our meeting had clashed with a gang of unruly and drunken youngsters, about twenty in all. They sang and danced about having a great time, but they were in our way. We had to spoil their fun and get rid of them before the witching hour. I waved Zag into the fray. 
 
    He ran round the circle of merrymakers barking to attract their attention. When they looked his way, he bared his teeth and snarled as the clock ticked down towards midnight. Two of the louts climbed up onto the dolmen and began to pelt Zag with the collection of bottles and cans they’d amassed. Zag yelped as one of the missiles hit him on his hind leg. We weren’t going to make it in time, and this time the High Council had summoned me. They would be waiting. I was already in trouble with the Chief Witch for not sending in my apprenticeship reports on time. 
 
    “Hold this stuff,” said Felix handing me the magic ingredients. “I’ll sort this.” 
 
    In a trice, he morphed into his leopard shape and with two bounds he leapt onto the top of the dolmen pushing the two would-be marksmen off onto the ground where they landed in a sprawling mess. It took a few moments for the rest of their gang to realize what was happening. They must have imagined they were having a bad trip when Felix threw back his head and roared. They jostled and shoved each other in their hurry to run away from the fearsome beast, a beast who now stalked up and down the top stone of the dolmen glaring at them with his wild green eyes as he flicked his claws in and out. 
 
    Before I had time to count to twenty, they’d yielded the field to us, leaving behind a disgusting mess of bottles, cans, torn chip packets and hamburger wrappings, which I hoped the Chief Witch wouldn’t notice. 
 
    We had no time to lose. While I placed the silver chalice of cognac, the bay leaves and the diamond on the dolmen, Felix rippled back into his man form. I passed him the matches. He lit the cognac and the blue flames rose into the air on the stroke of midnight. We held hands and did our clockwise walk three times around the dolmen, closing our eyes and bracing ourselves for the blinding flash when the diamond dematerialized. Zag yelped and hid under the dolmen with his paws over his eyes. Up above us the High Council shimmered into being, all seven witches seated around their council table. 
 
    “Not a moment too soon,” said the Chief Witch, glaring down at me. “I will not tolerate unpunctuality, Mpenzi Munro. Always remember: punctuality is the politeness of witches.” 
 
    That was stretching it a bit. I choked down the flip answer rising to my lips, put on a serious face and curtsied saying, “Understood, your Ladyship.” 
 
    I hoped Felix would let the rebuke go, but of course he didn’t. He chose to defend me. “Your Ladyship, with all due respect, Penzi couldn’t have foreseen—” 
 
    The Chief Witch rapped her wand on the table. “Young man, I’ve warned you before not to speak unless you’re spoken to. Mpenzi Munro is an apprentice. It is part of my job as her mentor to correct any failings she may have.” 
 
    Felix took a deep breath and fixed the Chief Witch with a searching look. “In that case, your Ladyship, may I ask why you haven’t done anything about her dyslexia?” 
 
    The Chief Witch jerked back in her seat and her fellow witches tutted and shook their heads at Felix’s effrontery in challenging their chairman. 
 
    Felix pushed his chin forwards to emphasize his challenge. 
 
    The Chief Witch laid down her wand and leant her elbows forwards on the table, steepling her fingers in an echo of Monsieur Bonhomie. 
 
    “Young man, you are confusing magic, the stock-in-trade of witches, with miracles, the performance of which is reserved to a higher power. Where would we be if witches were able to magic away the difficulties with which we are born? Where would be the challenge to face life and build character? Take the oyster. If a witch could magic the irritating grit out of oysters all over the world where would our pearls come from? 
 
    “We have made allowances for Mpenzi’s dyslexia by allowing you to help her. Mpenzi has done well for herself in spite of her reading disability. She has raised her two brothers with negligible parental help and qualified as a barrister along the way. Do you see?” 
 
    Felix bowed his head while he considered what the Chief Witch had said. Raising his head again, he looked back at her and nodded. “Forgive me, your Ladyship, for overstepping the mark.” 
 
    A broad smile broke out across the Chief Witch’s face. “Good. That’s why we white witches are forbidden from using magic for our own benefit. That way lies corruption. Now, can we get back to the business of this meeting?” 
 
    Felix inclined his head and took a step back. 
 
    The Chief Witch turned her attention to me. “Mpenzi Munro, our intelligence about the situation in the Middle Congo is not good news. The whole country is in turmoil as the government forces try to combat the evil of the cult of the Leopardmen. Strange forces are abroad. It is unfortunate that your father made an enemy of the witch doctor of the Wazini. We have a dire warning for you: if the witch doctor can harm you, he will. He is out for revenge for Sir Archibald’s meddling in his plan to terrorize the country and gain absolute power.” 
 
    “What am I to do, your Ladyship?” I asked her. “The semper tuens spell, even at Level Four, doesn’t keep him away.” 
 
    “You are not maintaining your protective apricot aura, my dear, are you? There are dents in it. Didn’t I suggest you cast the spell again to repair the damage caused by use?” 
 
    The Secretary began flipping through the pages of her minute book. She stopped and pointed out an item to the Chief Witch. 
 
    “Well, Mpenzi, I’m waiting for an answer.” 
 
    “Yes, you did, but we’ve been so busy. I haven’t had time to worry about myself. We only finished investigating the blues case a few days ago.” 
 
    “Mpenzi Munro, your duty as a white witch is to fight evil and promote good. How can you do that if you are injured or enchanted, or at worst killed? The first duty of any white witch is to take care of herself. I want a promise from you that you will cast the semper tuens spell every week from now on until we can come up with more powerful protection for you. Do I have your promise?” 
 
    “Yes, your Ladyship. We’ll do it as soon as we get back home.” 
 
    The Chief Witch turned to Felix. “Young man?” 
 
    “Yes, your Ladyship, but Penzi can be awfully stubborn.” 
 
    The Chief Witch laughed. “You must prevail in your job as Mpenzi’s colleague in the fight against the wickedness of this world.” She bent her regard my way again. “And Mpenzi, those reports? I’m still waiting for them. I want to see mention of the renewal of the semper tuens spell each week in your reports.” 
 
    “Your Ladyship,” I said nodding a promise. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “And you might consider picking up this litter.” 
 
    Before I had time to reply, the High Council disappeared into the night. 
 
    Felix chuckled. “If she thinks I’m clearing this lot up, she’s got another think coming. We did it once, and that’s it.” 
 
    He put the silver chalice back in his bag and clicked his tongue for Zag to come out of his hiding place under the dolmen. 
 
    “Coward,” he said to the poor dog as Zag scrabbled out. 
 
    “Not at all,” Zag replied. “With you it’s bees. With me it’s the High Council. And at least I came with you and stayed. I didn’t run away.” 
 
    I patted Zag on his head and stroked him all the way down to his tail. “You’re a good dog, Zag. We couldn’t do without you.” 
 
    I linked my arm through Felix’s and we made our way out of the clearing and down the slope back to the car. On the way he suggested I learn a spell for clearing up rubbish. 
 
    I agreed. “If we’re to do more of this magic stuff, it will come in handy.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Tired as we were when we returned to Les Dragons, Felix insisted I cast the semper tuens spell, and I felt much safer when I’d done so.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    We had agreed to meet Izzy and Garth at the oyster farm at 10.30. I’m ashamed to say our party arrived ten minutes late to find our friends waiting for us. Our midnight tryst with the High Council had caused me to oversleep and Felix hadn’t wanted to wake me up. He’d had to argue the point with an excited Jimbo who didn’t want to miss the trip to the oyster farm. Sam had chosen not to come with us as he had a date with Emmanuelle. 
 
    To reach the Marins’s farm we had to cross over a long bridge to the oyster pans on the bank of the River Seudre. We turned off the main road leading to Darennes. On our right shallow ponds had been cut into the marshy terrain. Irrigation channels ran down to the mudflats and the river beyond. 
 
    Half a mile along, we came to the premises of Éts. Frères Marin. As I drew up and parked, Izzy and Garth broke off their conversation with a tall gaunt man with graying hair and a serious expression. I took him to be in his late fifties but up close I realized he was probably only about forty-five or so. He came forward to greet us, a wide smile breaking across the severity of his features, and a welcoming light in his dark almost black eyes. 
 
    We shook hands and followed him into the building which was part office, part oyster packing factory with a terrace built out over the water for visitors to dine on oysters. He insisted on giving us a tot of cognac and a coffee to ward off the early morning chill in the mist that still clung to the riverbank. 
 
    “Not for you, young man,” he said to Jimbo. “Would you like a glass of milk or a soda?” 
 
    “A soda, please,” Jimbo answered in French. 
 
    “Bien. You are learning to speak our beautiful language?” 
 
    Jimbo pointed at his chest and said, “École Primaire St. Justin—moi.” 
 
    Monsieur Marin ruffled Jimbo’s hair. “My sister-in-law, Désirée Marin, is a teacher at that school. It’s a while since my sons attended primary school, but I’ve heard it’s great.” 
 
    “Madame Marin is to be Jimbo’s class teacher,” I said. 
 
    “You’ll like her. She’s a gentle person, but firm. She must be a good teacher.” 
 
    Marin took our cups from us and ushered us out of the door. 
 
    “Let me show you around and explain a little of our business.” 
 
    “Do you breed the oysters in the pans we passed on the way in?” I asked knowing little about the reproductive system of mollusks. 
 
    Marin gestured for us to follow him. “Our oysters start their life in the sea. In the spring we go out in our boat, out into the deep sea four to five miles from the coast, and we trawl for the babies with our small gauge nets.” 
 
    Jimbo hopped and skipped a step or two to catch up with Marin. “Is your boat here, monsieur? I’d love to see it.” 
 
    A glimmer of a smile touched Marin’s severe features. “No young man. Our boat, the Princesse, is at the fishing harbor two miles down the coast. It’s too shallow here for her at low tide like now.” 
 
    We’d reached the first of the pans which was filled with stacks of Roman tiles. 
 
    Marin held up his hand to stop us. “This is where we put the baby oysters. They attach themselves to the tiles and grow in our nutrient rich water. 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    He led past similar pans until we came to one housing iron tables about eighteen inches off the bottom. Pockets of recognizable oysters sat on the tables. 
 
    “When the oysters are about eighteen months old, we take them off the tiles—gently, mind you—and put them in these pockets. We leave them for two to three years to mature. The ponds are called claires. That’s what gives the oysters from our region their special appellation. They get their particular flavor from the mixture of fresh water from the river and the salt water that rushes into the estuary.” 
 
    Jimbo had wandered off, bored with Monsieur Marin’s technical explanation. I dashed after him and brought him back to the group. I’d missed a large part of the description but caught the tail end. Apparently, the oysters were washed in fresh water before they were packed and sold. 
 
    “We need new concrete tanks for this process,” Marin was saying, “but we can’t afford the investment at the moment.” 
 
    “Does your brother work with you in the business?” Felix asked. 
 
    “My younger brother, Ben? Yes, he does, but he also runs a scuba diving business at the weekends so he isn’t here today.” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to learn to scuba dive,” I said nudging Felix. “Haven’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, I have and I did. Your father took me for a holiday down to the East African coast and I learned there. Exploring the tropical reefs was a wonderful experience.” 
 
    “What about you, Izzy?” 
 
    “I had to learn to dive for a film I was in, Danger in the Depths. It was my main reason for doing the film. We had lessons in Florida and the film was shot on the Australian Great Barrier Reef. One of my greatest memories.” 
 
    I asked Marin if he was a diver. 
 
    “No, I leave that to my brother Ben. He likes to explore the wrecks around here. This is a savage coast with a vicious riptide running out of the Gironde estuary. Ships have sunk here throughout the centuries, right back to pre-Roman days. Then, there are all the wrecks from the Second World War.” 
 
    Garth had been listening to the conversation with interest. “We also sank a few ships in the Gironde. We, being the Special Boat Service, the SBS. The SBS is still trained for sabotage, hostage rescue and the like.” 
 
    “So you can dive?” I asked him. 
 
    He smiled. “Actually, I’m a certified instructor. That’s how Izzy and I met, on the set of Danger in the Depths.” 
 
    “He’s a good teacher,” said Izzy clapping Garth on the back. 
 
    “You’re a dark horse,” said Felix. 
 
    “Very dark. I helped set up the training system for the US Navy Seals, but as they say in all the films, if I tell you any more, I’ll have to shoot you.” 
 
    “Looks as if I’m in exalted company,” I said. “I’m the only one who can’t dive.” 
 
    “Yet,” said Felix giving me a friendly shove. “You’d pick it up quickly. You can swim can’t you?” 
 
    “Of course, I can,” I answered giving him a shove back. 
 
    Marin had been watching this friendly horseplay with a bemused look on his face. 
 
    “Monsieur Marin, is your brother taking any new students?” I asked him. 
 
    “I would think so, but you must ask him. I’ll give you the address of his diving school when we return to the office. It’s close to the fishing port where we keep our boat.” 
 
    I clapped my hands. “Good. If I have lessons, we can all go out together and dive around here, and you three can keep an eye on me.” 
 
    “What about me?” asked Jimbo. 
 
    “Your turn will come,” said Felix. “For now work hard at your swimming lessons.” 
 
    Jimbo tossed his head and stalked off towards the factory and office. 
 
    “Time for your lunch,” said Marin holding out his arms to shepherd us towards the dining area. 
 
    We skirted the building and climbed a flight of steps up onto the terrace where four tables awaited visitors. We chose the one closest to the sea and took our places. The wind hadn’t abated, but it wasn’t cold enough to ask for the glass doors to be closed. The vast stretches of sand uncovered by the low tide sent the smell of the mud dwellers our way putting us in the mood for our feast. 
 
    Marin offered us apéritifs and returned bearing a tray with ice, pineau both red and white, and glasses plus the usual bowl of peanuts. 
 
    “Please, help yourselves. I must give my wife a hand with the oysters. We don’t prepare them in advance. How many dozen would you like and what size?” 
 
    “We could probably eat eighteen each, so six dozen of your largest, and do you have something for children?” I asked him as I set the glasses round the table. 
 
    “Why can’t I have oysters, too?” asked Jimbo. 
 
    “You didn’t like them much the other day. It’s a taste you have to grow into.” 
 
    Monsieur Marin ruffled Jimbo’s hair again. 
 
    “We have pizza for you, if you want it.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Jimbo said relaxing back into his chair. 
 
    Felix poured out the pineau, and we all clinked glasses to good friendship. I had missed Izzy over the past few days while she’d been in LA. It was good to have this opportunity to spend time with her and Garth. 
 
    We chatted about this and that. Izzy told us about her trip and about how much she hated having to return without her husband. 
 
    “But the filming’s going well and it isn’t long to Chris—” 
 
    Crash! Bang! It sounded as if a Greek wedding was taking place in the kitchen behind the terrace. Marin’s voice shouted out in incomprehensibly rapid French followed by a higher pitched voice equally angry and which we took to be Madame Marin’s. 
 
    The battle went on until it became embarrassing. 
 
    “Do you think we should leave?” whispered Izzy. 
 
    “No need to whisper,” said Garth. “Those two aren’t going to hear you above the noise they’re making.” 
 
    “Relax,” said Felix. “Another round everyone? Enjoy the drinks and the landscape. The oysters aren’t going to spoil.” 
 
    The row in the kitchen died down and a woman came out onto the terrace to lay the table. Red blotches marked her cheeks and the French roll binding up her dark hair had come adrift with long wisps clinging around her ears. She kept her head down, not looking us in the eye, until she had to at the last minute. 
 
    “So sorry,” she murmured as she placed silverware, a basket of fresh smelling bread and a plate of lemons on the table. “Mariage! You know, it is difficult sometimes. No?” 
 
    Felix patted her hand. “Madame, I don’t know what you’re talking about. We’re all enjoying the scenery.” 
 
    She gave him a wan smile. “So kind, monsieur, but I’m sure you are not that deaf. Such a gentleman. Now, would you like chopped shallots with your oysters?” 
 
    “Please,” we answered. 
 
    When she’d left, Garth said, “I guess that was Madame Marin.” 
 
    “Feisty couple,” Felix said. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When at last the oysters arrived we all dug in and easily managed our quota of eighteen each. Jimbo said his pizza was ace. Madame Marin offered us coffee, and we accepted. She came out with the tray followed by Monsieur Marin with a bottle of cognac and brandy glasses. He pulled over a chair for his wife and poured us each a generous tot. 
 
    “I offer you the cognac to make up for the disturbance,” he said fetching a chair for himself and joining us. 
 
    Felix gave me a nudge. “Penzi, this is your chance to show Monsieur Marin your pearl.” 
 
    My goodness! I’d forgotten all about it, what with the tour of the farm, the pineau and the side-show of Punch and Judy in the kitchen. I took it out of my pocket and unwrapped the paper towel. 
 
    I held it out to him saying, “Look what I found in one of your oysters the other day.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” he said, “And so rare. It’s a sign of good fortune to come.” 
 
    I hoped so although I would settle for a few weeks of peace and quiet. We paid for our lunch and left amid invitations to return soon.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I’d been apprehensive on the Monday morning about Jimbo’s first day at his new school but not as scared as Jimbo was. Gwinny and I were up early to make sure everything was in order for his important debut. We wanted to take away any unnecessary stress and send him off in good spirits. It would be his first day at school without having to wear a uniform since his days at kindergarten. Choosing what he would wear the next day had cheered him up on the Sunday night. 
 
    Gwinny made him scrambled eggs on toast for breakfast. Jimbo was upset that he had to give up his trip down to Brioche’s bakery for our breakfast croissants. Gwinny had hoped Sam would take over but after waiting for him to surface, I decided I’d collect the croissants when I escorted Jimbo down to the school bus collection point outside The Union Jack. 
 
    Wilfred had a tight hold of Audrey’s hand when we arrived. Although Wilfred was French and so wouldn’t have the language difficulties that faced Jimbo, it was his first day at a real school. 
 
    As I chatted to Audrey, Jimbo shook with nervousness. He clung to my hand transferring his tremors to me. I had to do something to take his mind off his fear without drawing attention to it. 
 
    I let go his hand and drew him over to Wilfred. 
 
    “Why don’t you take Wilfred’s hand and give him your support?” I whispered to him. “He’s a bit scared of this his first day at school.” 
 
    Jimbo cocked his head to the side and gave me a questioning look, but followed my suggestion and moved close to Wilfred taking hold of his spare hand saying, “Don’t be frightened. School is fun. You’ll see.” 
 
    By this time several other children had joined us from the surrounding houses. The bus arrived on time and the children pushed forward in a scrum. 
 
    “Don’t you dare kiss me,” Jimbo warned me keeping hold of Wilfred’s hand and leading him to the steps and giving him a hoist up onto the bus. 
 
    It pulled away. Jimbo’s face stared out of the rear window at me until the bus disappeared from view. 
 
    Audrey shrugged and picked up Simone. “I hope they will be all right.” 
 
    She needn’t have worried. When we met the bus that afternoon the two boys bounced down the steps and couldn’t stop talking about how marvelous school was and how great their lunch had been. 
 
    Jimbo and I said goodbye to Audrey and Wilfred and started back up our street. 
 
    “So, what was it really like?” I asked him. “Was it difficult not being able to speak French?” 
 
    He ducked his head and thought for a moment before replying. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy, but everyone helped me. My teacher, Madame Marin, is a kind lady. She explained to the class that it was a challenge for them to teach me to speak French. I really, really like her. She’s very pretty. She’s got bright blue eyes and long curly blond hair like a princess in a movie.” 
 
    “And did you like her son?” 
 
    “Marcel? He’s all right, but not as nice as his mother.” 
 
    “I hope I get to meet your teacher soon. I’m having my first diving lesson with her husband tomorrow at his diving school.” 
 
    “While I’m at my school?” 
 
    “Yes. We’re both starting new schools this week. You know, it’s all right to feel a little worried about new experiences as long as one doesn’t let the worry put one off trying them.” 
 
    “I wasn’t worried,” Jimbo said. “Are you, Penzi?” 
 
    I opened the front door. Zig and Zag bounded out to welcome their friend home from his first day at his new school, saving me from having to answer his question. Just as well. I would have had to admit to being a little scared. Of what, I wasn’t quite sure: making a fool of myself, perhaps? The other three were all experienced divers. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The bright sunshine streaming through my bedroom windows the next morning banished any lingering doubts left over from my conversation with Jimbo. It promised to be a beautiful autumn day. I bounced out of bed before Felix arrived with my morning tea. 
 
    “Hey, boss,” he said when he found me ready dressed and brushing out my hair. “What’s got into you?” 
 
    I laid my hair brush down on my dressing table and caught his eye in the mirror. “You see before you the next intrepid explorer of the oceans deep.” 
 
    “Good. For a while I wondered if you were having second thoughts.” 
 
    “Felix, it would be silly to live here at the coast and not learn to scuba dive. I’m longing to be good enough to explore all the wrecks that lie out there in the Atlantic. We might find a Spanish galleon laden with gold.” 
 
    “Unlikely. Wrong route. We could find an English merchant ship carrying a cargo of claret though.” 
 
    “I have to admit I am a teeny weensy bit scared of doing this, but I keep telling myself if Izzy can do it, I’m sure I can.” 
 
    “We’ll give you all the support and encouragement you need.” 
 
    A plaintive cry called up the stairs. “Penzi, I’m going to miss the school bus.” 
 
    I checked my watch. Jimbo exaggerated, but I didn’t want him becoming anxious. I dashed out of the room and down the stairs. Gwinny had already gathered his school things together, and he was waiting all dressed up in his anorak and with his new school bag on his back. 
 
    “It’s too early, Jimbo,” I said. “If we go now, we’ll have to stand and wait for several minutes in the cold at the bus stop.” 
 
    “On the other hand,” said Felix. “If we go now, we can all pop into Brioche’s bakery for our croissants and Jimbo can tell Brioche about his new school.” 
 
    “I wish I could,” said Jimbo, “but I don’t know enough French yet.” 
 
    Felix ruffled Jimbo’s hair. Jimbo knocked his hand away. “I’ve just brushed my hair. I was all ready to go to school and now look what you’ve done.” He ran to the hall mirror to check on his appearance. 
 
    Felix whispered to me. “Jimbo’s growing up. That’s the first time he’s ever taken any interest in what he looks like.” 
 
    “He’ll be following the latest hairstyles next. I remember when Sam became a fashion addict overnight.” 
 
    Zag sidled up to me and as I bent down to put my boots on he whispered, “Can we come with you? We haven’t seen Jimbo’s school bus, and we’d like to say hello to Piffle.” 
 
    I clipped his lead on and handed Zig’s to Felix. As we stepped out of our front door a cool breeze came blowing in from the sea. I took a couple of deep breaths. Such wonderful clean air. In spite of the murders over the last few weeks, Beaucoup-sur-Mer was growing on me. If Jimbo flourished as well at his new school as he did at home, he would reach adulthood healthy in mind and body. 
 
    He’d walked on ahead while I enjoyed the seaside freshness. He stopped when he realized I wasn’t following and ran back to grab hold of my hand. 
 
    “Come on, Penzi. Don’t dilly dally,” he said with all the seriousness of his nine years. 
 
    Zig and Zag had to sniff every second cobblestone alongside the seawall, so progress was slow but we made it to the end of the street with time to spare for a visit to Brioche before Jimbo had to catch the bus. 
 
    “Bonjour, Madame Munro,” Brioche said as we entered his shop. “I see you have my little friend with you.” 
 
    Jimbo bridled at my side. He could understand that much French. 
 
    “I’m not little, monsieur. I’m nine years old and going to the École Primaire St. Justin.” 
 
    Monsieur Brioche put our order of croissants into a paper bag and handed them to me. 
 
    “And for my little friend?” he asked in a teasing voice. “Something for break time, yes?” 
 
    He searched along the counter and picked up a huge Danish pastry with his tongs. “Comme ça?” he asked. 
 
    Jimbo stopped sulking at once and a big smile crossed his face. “Oh oui, s’il vous plaît.” 
 
    Brioche handed him the pastry tucked away in a small white confectionary box. I paid him and we left the shop as the school bus turned the corner at the far end of the Esplanade. We had to jog to the stop outside The Union Jack. Felix and I stopped short of the crowd of schoolchildren waiting for the bus. Although Zig and Zag had perfect manners, German shepherds frighten some people, and we didn’t want to upset the children. Some of the children began to edge towards us to talk to Zig and Zag but fortunately the bus drew to a stop before Felix and I had to deal with a crowd of excited kids. Audrey came out with Wilfred and with Piffle on his lead. 
 
    Our dogs strained to go over and talk to Piffle and there was much smelling of important parts and tail wagging. 
 
    When Jimbo came home that afternoon he told us that he’d suddenly become popular because he and Wilfred had such cool dogs. 
 
    As soon as the bus had left and Audrey had gone back into her shop, Zag sat down on the pavement. 
 
    “When are we going to have a treat, Penzi?” he asked. 
 
    Zig joined in saying, “Don’t you have to visit Monsieur Faux-Filet, the butcher?” 
 
    “I do, but we must hurry because Felix and I are due at the dive school at ten this morning.” 
 
    Felix held the dogs for me while I dashed in to buy some steak. It would save Gwinny having to walk down later and do the shopping. Faux-Filet, Georges as he like me to call him, was in good spirits. 
 
    “So glad to see all is well with you, Mpenzi, after that horrible business at the hospital. I trust you are spending time with your family now.” 
 
    “That’s my intention, Georges,” I replied, “but we never know what fate has in store for us.” 
 
    “I was at the Cognac Blues Festival the night you sang, you know. You were superb. So many talents.” 
 
    I bowed my head in modesty and checked out the steak in the refrigerated display case as I did so. 
 
    “Bavette for four please, Georges.” 
 
    He sliced the steaks, wrapped them in butcher’s paper and passed them to me. 
 
    “And for your beautiful dogs a couple of beef thigh bones.” 
 
    Zig and Zag perked up outside the shop as they monitored Faux-Filet putting the bones in a large polythene bag and handing them to me. I paid him and hurried out to join Felix and the dogs. We hastened back home as Felix and I still had to have breakfast before leaving for the dive school. Ben Marin had said we could hire the gear we needed from him. He’d advised us not to buy anything until I knew whether I wanted to continue diving or not.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    We drove a short way up the coast to the dive school. Izzy and Garth were already parked in front of a small modern building set right on the seafront about a mile from the fishing port of Darennes. 
 
    “The office is all locked up,” Izzy said coming forward to meet me as I got out of my car. 
 
    “He’s probably late,” I said. “Let’s give him twenty minutes.” 
 
    The twenty minutes gave us time to walk around the building and the grounds. We came across a large swimming pool set within a fenced enclosure. The deep end was marked at twelve feet. 
 
    “Most dive schools start beginners off in a pool,” Garth said. 
 
    “I like that,” I answered. “It’ll give me confidence. It would be too scary to go straight out into the sea.” 
 
    We strolled backed to the office building. Off in the distance, the industrial buildings and the masts of the boats in the fishing harbor stood on the skyline. It had to be where the Marin brothers kept their oyster boat. It would make sense as their farm wasn’t much further up the coast going north. 
 
    With a squeal of brakes a Range Rover tore up to the offices and stopped, scattering gravel a few feet from the steps where we were standing. 
 
    We hadn’t met Ben Marin before and I would never have guessed the young man who climbed out of the vehicle was Joseph’s brother. Their looks and personality were so different. As Ben greeted, us he flashed us a broad smile that lit up his blue eyes and brought his rather round face to life. In contrast to Joseph’s dark coloring, Ben was blond. His hair bounced on his shoulder in what in a girl would be ringlets. As he shook my hand his well-defined muscles promised physical fitness and stamina. 
 
    “Je m’excuse,” he said. “Family trouble this morning.” 
 
    “Nothing serious, I hope,” I said. 
 
    “No, not at all. A discussion with my brother held me up, but all is fine now. I’m sorry my office assistant wasn’t here. She had to take her daughter to the dentist this morning. Shall we go in?” 
 
    He led us through a businesslike front office to the equipment room at the back where he doled out my kit with a lengthy explanation of each part. 
 
    “I understand your friends are all experienced divers,” he said looking round at Felix, Garth and Izzy. 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “I guess they don’t want to take part in your lesson then?” 
 
    “Actually,” said Garth stepping forward. “It will give us an opportunity to get to know each other underwater and practice our signals. We’d like to make some serious dives with you once Mpenzi here is up to speed. Do you have enough equipment for us today?” 
 
    “Sure,” Ben said. “Let me finish with Madame Munro and I’ll issue you with what you need. You don’t have anything with you, I take it?” 
 
    “No,” said Garth. “We sold up when we left the States. I plan to buy everything new and Madame Tointon the same.” 
 
    “And you, monsieur?” Ben Marin asked Felix. 
 
    “The same for me. I left my equipment back in Africa, all except my underwater camera.” 
 
    Ben smiled. “There’s enough for the three of you. I’ll be teaching Madame Munro—” 
 
    “Penzi, please,” I interrupted. 
 
    “Penzi, the most important hand signals today. You’ll be able to try them out as a group. We’ll hold the first one or two lessons, depending on how Penzi does, in the pool.” 
 
    Minutes later we followed Ben out and down a short path to the pool where we put on our flippers and my first lesson began. 
 
    Ben proved to be a patient and thorough teacher. He took me through the basics, showing me how everything worked. Next he taught me the five most important hand signals: diver okay, air pressure check, low air, going up or down, and level off. 
 
    Meanwhile down in the deep end the other three were messing about and having fun. 
 
    Ben cast a look at their frolics, shrugged and said to me, “Time for you to take your first breath under water.” 
 
    All went well. I didn’t panic. There was nothing to it. 
 
    “Hey down there,” Ben called out to Felix, Garth and Izzy.  “She’s taken her first breath.” 
 
    The three of them burst into a round of clapping. Everyone except Ben had his or her facemask on and didn’t notice we had a visitor until Ben made for the side of the pool and climbed out. We all took off our masks to find out who had disturbed him. 
 
    Joseph had arrived and was stomping up and down the side of the pool. As Ben stepped onto the paving stones, Joseph surged towards him and wagged his finger in Ben’s face. 
 
    “How dare you?” he shouted. “I told you not to do that.” 
 
    Ben backed away dripping wet. Joseph was between him and his towel. 
 
    “Can’t we carry on this discussion in the office?” he asked. 
 
    “No, we can’t. I want an answer now. What possessed you to make a deposit on new equipment? You must be mad. We simply don’t have the money. It’s a huge commitment, one we can’t afford. Furthermore, there’s a mountain of overdue bills.” 
 
    Ben held his hands up in protest at Joseph’s attack. 
 
    “We must invest in our business, Joseph. Our competitors are running rings around us. It’s expand or die.” 
 
    “We’re going to die anyway with the debt you’ve just tied round our necks. And I guess you persuaded Agnes to sign the check.” 
 
    Ben bunched up his long hair in his hands and wrung it out while he considered his reply. 
 
    “Joseph, she agrees with me, and you know we need only two out of three signatures for the bank account or for legal documents.” 
 
    Joseph advanced towards Ben with his fists up, his face flushing red with anger. Ben moved quickly sideways and jumped back into the pool. 
 
    Joseph shook his arms down in a gesture of abandon, turned on his heel and stalked off yelling back, “You’ll pay for this. Just you wait and see.” 
 
    Ben turned to our startled faces. 
 
    “I apologize for my brother’s behavior. He’s going through a bad patch at the moment and so is our business. I can’t make him understand the need to spend money to make it.” 
 
    Felix shook his head. “Nothing to do with us, Ben. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Who’s Agnes?” I asked. 
 
    “Our sister. The three of us own the business together. Agnes’s been worried that we’re not making any money. She needs to earn a profit from the business or she wants it sold. We’re not a happy family at the moment.” 
 
    “Shall we call it a day?” asked Izzy. “I’m getting cold and we’ve all had enough.” 
 
    Ben climbed out of the pool again and stood ready to help us up the steps. Once we were all on dry land again, he suggested he take us out to lunch to make up for the disruption of my lesson. 
 
    “I’ll take you to the little restaurant at the end of the key at Darennes where we moor our boat, La Princesse. All the fishermen and sailors eat there. They serve great seafood because they buy straight from the boats as they come in.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” said Garth, and we all smiled in agreement. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We had to stand in line for a table at La Rose des Vents. It was obviously the place to lunch on a weekday. Ben pushed his way through to the bar where brawny fishermen in their rough sea-going clothes stood cheek by jowl with a scattering of sophisticated pleasure sailors. He came back with a tray of glasses of pineau and a carafe of water which he put down on a convenient shelf that ran around the walls of the bar area. 
 
    He poured out the drinks and handed them round. 
 
    “It’s a pretty name, La Rose des Vents,” I said. “The Rose of the Winds. Quite fitting for a restaurant facing out to the ocean.” 
 
    Ben laughed and clinked his glass to mine. 
 
    “It’s cleverer than that in French. Rose des vents is the name for a compass rose, the drawing one sees on maps.” 
 
    Garth broke into our conversation. “We use the same expression in English, a compass rose.” 
 
    Ben added, “In French, a compass, the object, is called a boussole.” 
 
    Felix raised his glass. “Here’s to La Rose des Vents. A rose by any other name would smell as sweet—to quote our bard.” 
 
    “Bard?” asked Ben. “What’s that?” 
 
    “A poet.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” said Ben. “Only twenty-one miles of water separates our two countries. That and our languages. How are you coping with French? You all seem to speak French well.” 
 
    “Felix is from the Middle Congo where French is left over from colonial times. Garth, learned French for his job?” I looked at Garth, and he nodded. 
 
    “And I had to learn French for a part I played,” added Izzy. 
 
    “And your brother? Joseph mentioned he’d met your younger brother,” Ben asked me. 
 
    “I have two brothers. Sam can already speak basic French. Jimbo is struggling especially as he started primary school this week, but he’s in your wife’s class.” 
 
    “Oh, Désirée’s? She is an excellent teacher. He will pick French up quickly. You are lucky your relationship with your brothers is good, Penzi. I wish I was so lucky.” 
 
    “That argument this morning wasn’t unusual then?” I asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no. It’s the oyster business that causes the trouble between us. We’ve been losing money for a while. I started up my dive school partly to earn some money and partly to get away from Joseph.” 
 
    He stopped and drank down his apéritif. 
 
    “But I shouldn’t be discussing my family business with clients.” 
 
    To change the subject, Felix asked him about the other customers in the bar who didn’t look like local fishermen. 
 
    “It’s a popular port of call for yachtsmen and other private sailors on their way from Spain to Northern Europe or England. If they don’t hug the coast, they must cross the Bay of Biscay which is one of the most perilous stretches of sea in the world and has been responsible for many shipwrecks down through the centuries.” 
 
    A group of five of the visiting sailors rose from their table and we pushed forward to take their place. As they left one of them called out, “Gracias, hasta luego,” to the barman. 
 
    They jostled past us laughing amongst themselves. 
 
    “Spanish,” I guessed. 
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    “That wasn’t difficult,” said Felix. “What if they’d been Russian or Polish?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have had a clue,” I said taking my seat and reaching for the soggy menu. 
 
    Ben took it away from me. “Just order the catch of the day with frites.” 
 
    He called the waiter over and placed our order plus two carafes of the local Charentais red wine. 
 
    “By the way,” he said turning back to us. “Those Spaniards own the most beautiful boat, perfect lines. A double-masted ketch, ninety foot long with powerful engines. I’ll take you for a walk along the key after lunch and show her to you… and my Princesse.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The sun continued to bless us as we strolled along the key later on that afternoon. Ben showed us his Princesse, a no-nonsense boat built to be a workhorse for the oyster business. Trawling derricks hung out over the sea aft. He took us on board for a quick visit and showed us the nets they used to scrape the baby oysters up from the bottom of the ocean, now neatly stowed away ready for next spring. 
 
    “What do you use your boat for during the rest of the year?” Felix asked him. 
 
    “Joseph and I do a bit of fishing, when we’re not fighting, that is. I use it for open water dives for my school. Sometimes Joseph crews for me, sometimes I get a friend in, one of the local fishermen and pay him with a dive. She’s a sturdy boat. You need something dependable in these waters which can be hostile. A storm can blow up in minutes.” 
 
    We admired the fittings and the general shipshapeness of everything on board. 
 
    “I see you have the old and the new,” said Garth running his hand over the elegant brass compass and its mahogany housing before waving his hand at the onboard computer and accessories. 
 
    “I believe in belt and buckle,” said Ben with a laugh. “This new stuff is all very well, but I like to think I can do it the old way if necessary.” 
 
    Ben invited us to sit down in the saloon. He made excellent coffee which he offered us together with a shot of cognac. Sailing and diving with Ben would be a pleasant experience. 
 
    “Now, lessons for Penzi,” he said and handed me a booklet. “That’s the PADI booklet for beginners. Read that tonight and tomorrow we’ll pick up where we left off. On Wednesday we’ll try you in the sea close to the beach. No boats involved. I won’t be free from Thursday to Saturday, but if you’re up for it, we could go out for a proper dive on Sunday.” 
 
    Everyone looked at me and, of course, I said it sounded great. 
 
    “Come, we’ll walk along the key and look at the boats in harbor.” 
 
    We followed him out onto the deck and he locked up then waited for us to make our way down the gangplank. We passed several fishing boats, some in the process of tying up after a long morning out at sea. In the last berth we came to the boat belonging to the Spaniards, the Eva, port of registry Barcelona. 
 
     “So, she’s a Spanish boat. She’s beautiful,” I said as I walked on ahead along the key looking up at her. 
 
    She had a sleek bow and graceful lines even tied up alongside. In a sharp breeze with her sails full she would be wonderful. 
 
    “Come and see her from this angle,” I shouted back to the others. 
 
    A man stuck his head over the side. 
 
    “Hola,” I called up. “Permission to come aboard?” I asked, hola being the extent of my Spanish. 
 
    “Non, non,” he answered waving his arms backwards and forwards across his chest. “Interdit, prohibido!” 
 
    The others had caught up with me. Ben laughed at my dismay. 
 
    “I should have warned you. They’re not friendly. They keep to themselves in the bar. They’ve been here a while and go out most days to fish or sail about or do whatever rich people with a boat like that do.” 
 
    I shrugged and turned away. The man’s rudeness had spoiled the day for me, and it was time I was getting back to collect Jimbo from the school bus stop. 
 
    We hurried back along the key to our cars, confirmed the time for the lesson the next day and left.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    At the end of my lesson on Wednesday, Ben had suggested to us that we might like to visit La Rose des Vents on the Friday evening. 
 
    “They have live music every week and this Friday is salsa night. It’s usually good fun.” 
 
    We took him up on the suggestion. Felix and I met up with Izzy and Garth at the restaurant on the Friday evening. The Latin beat reached us from a long way off. Because the restaurant was situated so close to the harbor and away from the residential area, the owners didn’t have to worry about the noise laws. It was so busy we had to park a long way off and walk down to the venue. Inside we found a special functions room leading off the restaurant area had been opened up for the music and dancing. We cast about for a table and found one, not too close to the band on the edge of the dance floor. Izzy and I sat down to watch the dancers while the boys went off to fetch our drinks. We’d barely settled before we were both approached and invited to dance by a couple of the local guys. I didn’t know them but we were there to dance, so I accepted. 
 
    My partner’s enthusiasm made up for my lack of skill and I found I enjoyed it. When the music stopped, we had a chance to hear each other speak. He told me that the French loved dancing. 
 
    “Every town and village has a Salle des Fêtes where they hold dances for all ages and all styles throughout the year.” 
 
    I knew that Salle des Fêtes meant Room for Celebrations, like a town or village hall. “And do many bars have live music for dancing?” I asked him. “I’ve been to the Club de Blues.” 
 
    “I thought I recognized you,” he said. “You sang there with Jonny Sauvage’s band. Dreadful what happened to him.” 
 
    A chill ran through me at the memory. I’d liked Jonny and hadn’t grown used to the idea of his unnecessary death. 
 
    “I’d like to sit the next one out, if you don’t mind,” I told my partner. 
 
    As he escorted me back to our table he said, “He was your friend, no?” 
 
     I nodded. 
 
    “We’ll dance later?” 
 
    I looked up and forced a smile. “With pleasure.” 
 
    “What was all that about?” asked Felix as he and Garth arrived with our drinks. 
 
    “Nothing much. He asked me about Jonny Sauvage and the memories dampened my mood.” 
 
    “Only one thing to do about that,” Felix said, pulling me to my feet and sweeping me off into an exuberant salsa. And another one until I gasped for breath and demanded a break. 
 
    As we sat down at our table, the music changed from salsa to tango. The crowd on the dance floor thinned out, but the couples who remained proved the French could dance. Unlike similar events I’d been to in England, the Frenchmen did not disappear to the bar and leave the women searching the room hoping to catch the eye of a man brave enough to dance. One woman was dancing a competent tango. I realized after watching her for a while that she was Bella Marin, Joseph’s wife. Contrary to the thoughts I’d just had about Frenchmen being willing to dance, she was not dancing with her husband but with a man I didn’t know. He wasn’t a bad dancer either but nothing like as good as the man who asked her to dance the next tango, one of the sailors from the Eva. He was stunning, competition standard. He led her from a classical tango into an Argentine tango, sexy and smoldering. Everyone else faded from the floor leaving Bella and the Spaniard alone to their dipping and flicking. Conversation stopped while we all watched an exhibition of flawless control and artistry. Too soon the music ended breaking the spell of sensuality. 
 
    Bella returned to earth with a thump when her erstwhile partner, the Frenchman, grabbed hold of her wrist and dragged her off the floor and out of the room. The Spaniard shrugged his shoulders before bowing to the applause. 
 
    “Sólo un baile,” he said with a rueful grin as he left the floor and joined his fellow sailors. 
 
    “It may have been only a dance,” said Felix, “but, man, it was hot.” 
 
    The band began to play a salsa again, so the four of us took to the floor. We danced and danced, and the room heated up from all the energy we expended. 
 
    Just in time the band signaled they were taking a break. 
 
    “Phew, I won’t be able to walk tomorrow,” I said flopping down into my chair and reaching for the water jug. 
 
    “Let’s take a walk outside to cool down,” Felix suggested holding his hand out to me. 
 
    I rose as gracefully as I could, given my exhausted muscles and the perspiration running down my back. Felix shouldered a way through the crowd towards the front door leading out onto the key. We strolled down to the end noting some of the boats we’d seen earlier that week had left and others had arrived. The beautiful Eva rode gently at her moorings. The moon shone down on her, scintillating off her white paintwork. It was such a pity the Spaniards kept to themselves. I ached to inspect their lovely boat. 
 
    “You look wistful,” said Felix. “Maybe they’ll come round if they stay here longer. Maybe they’re worried that if they’re too friendly, people will start tramping around on their boat and spoil her pristine freshness.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s a hired boat and they have to be careful, but I’d love to go on board.” 
 
    The autumn night air had cooled me down and I was ready to return to the dancing. We turned and sauntered back up the key. I pushed my hair back from my face, realizing the damp sea air had turned it to frizz and I’d left my purse in the car for safe keeping. 
 
    I asked Felix if he’d mind if we walked up through the parking area to our car. I wanted to fetch my comb. Of course he told me I looked fine, but I insisted. The air had turned nippy by now so we increased our pace. We hurried past the last vehicle before ours, a pickup. A flash of movement caught my eye. I nudged Felix. He glanced back. 
 
    “Just a couple making out,” he said quietly. 
 
    I retrieved my purse from our car and we turned back the way we’d come, passing the pickup again. This time I peeked inside and was astonished to see Bella Marin in the passenger seat. The man’s face was hidden by the couple’s long French kiss, but I read the sign on the pickup door: Éts André Preneur, Ostréiculteur. 
 
    I pulled on Felix’s arm and nodded my head towards the vehicle. 
 
    “That’s Bella Marin, but she’s not with Joseph. This André Preneur must be another oyster farmer according to the sign on the car door.” 
 
    “It’s that guy she was dancing with when we first arrived. Oh well, dancing stirs the blood and all that. It’s not our business, boss.” 
 
    “Dead right,” I said, “but I wonder if Joseph knows. He may have more on his mind than the business’s financial problems.” 
 
    “Forget it. Let’s enjoy the rest of the evening without thinking about other people’s worries.” 
 
    And so we did. We danced the night away as they say, but without another exhibition from the Spanish sailor. We said good night to Izzy and Garth and reconfirmed with them our trip out to sea on the Princesse on Sunday morning at seven thirty. 
 
    Felix and I returned home planning to spend Saturday with the family especially as it was Jimbo’s first weekend after his start at his new school.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    On Sunday morning, we arrived at the end of the key as the dawn was breaking. Mist hung low over the boats tied up alongside. As we stepped out of the car, I sucked the autumn dampness down into my lungs and looked across expecting to see lights shining out from the Princesse, but all was gray. Perhaps Joseph and Ben had overslept. Leaving Felix to unpack our gear, I snatched up my bag and made a slippery way over the cobbles to the boat. 
 
    With one foot on the bottom of the gangplank I called out, “Permission to come aboard?” 
 
    The mist swirled around my feet but no one answered. I mounted the wooden slope holding onto the hand rope, taking care not to slip and topple into the turgid water between the dock and the Princesse. I halted at the top. The mist churned about me as I called out again. A loud keeeeow greeted me. Two seagulls whirled out of the mist at me and batted my face with their wings as they fled. Tremors of premonition ran up and down my spine. I stood wavering with my foot in the air. I didn’t want to step onto that deck. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” asked Felix bumping into me and staggering back a step or two from the weight of the equipment he was carrying. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” I whispered. 
 
    “Don’t be a scaredy-cat,” he said. “And be more careful. I nearly dropped our stuff in the drink.” 
 
    I turned around and pushed my hands against his chest. 
 
    “We should leave,” I said. 
 
    “Nonsense. Get on board and move over to the side so that I can put this lot down.” 
 
    There was nothing for it but to do what he said. He wasn’t going to walk down the gangplank backwards with all that weight on his shoulders and there wasn’t room for him to turn around. 
 
    I took that final step onto the deck and inched myself along to the left far enough to let Felix past. 
 
     “Have you got your flashlight handy? This mist is thick enough to hide an army,” he said. 
 
    I switched my flashlight on only to find the mist threw the light back at us. 
 
    Felix dumped our baggage down on the wooden deck with a thump. 
 
    “That should wake them up if they’re dozing down below,” he said. 
 
     We edged forwards, me one step behind Felix and holding onto his jacket, until we reached the open cabin door. 
 
    “Someone must be on board. You stay here, boss,” Felix said as he ducked through the opening and slid down the steps navy style. 
 
    He landed with a bump as I crouched down to watch him. He took out his flashlight and searched about for the light switches. Flick and light flooded the cabin dispelling the spookiness below me. 
 
    “Anybody there? Joseph? Ben? Il y a quelqu’un?” Felix called out. 
 
    The anchor and mast lamps switched on spilling light around me and down into the cabin. 
 
    I straightened up and look about me. The lights had thinned the mist, reducing the eerie atmosphere, and that emboldened me to take a look around the deck. I set off aft along the port deck. 
 
    Headlights flashed away down the key. I hoped it was Garth and Izzy. With the ship’s lights on, the visibility had improved, but the sun hadn’t risen high enough to burn off the mist. As I edged gingerly forwards towards the wheelhouse on my own, the jitters came back. If I’d been a dog, my hackles would have been up to my ears. So hard was I concentrating on the way ahead that I tripped over something on the deck. I stumbled and caught hold of the rail to steady myself. As I bent my head down in an effort to catch my breath, a seaman’s boot came into view. It stuck out from the shadow at the back of the wheelhouse. My stomach flip-flopped. I straightened up and scanned the deck for Felix. I shouted for him and shuffled towards the owner of the boot. He lay sprawled out on his front, his head turned to the side in a pool of blood. 
 
    “Felix,” I screamed. “He’s here. Joseph’s here.” 
 
    I bent to feel for a pulse, but there was so much blood and congealing at that I didn’t have any hope of finding him alive. 
 
    Felix pulled me back and away. 
 
    “Don’t touch anything, Penzi.” 
 
    I shook his hand off. “As if I would. I was only feeling for a pulse but he’s long gone. He’s cold.” 
 
    “Where’s Ben?” asked Felix looking around and seeing no one. “Ben? Ben?” he called out, but no one replied. 
 
    My flashlight blinked out. I shook it but it refused to come on again. 
 
    “Shine yours down here,” I said to Felix pointing at Joseph’s head and neck. 
 
    The beam picked up the end of a bloody slash. Even without turning his body over we could guess what had happened to Joseph. 
 
    I turned away retching. 
 
    When I got a hold of myself I said, “Someone cut his throat.” 
 
    “And where’s Ben in all this?” asked Felix again. “Why is Joseph here on his own?” 
 
    Felix pulled me away towards the gangplank. As we passed the wheelhouse, Felix shone his flashlight over the bank of navigational instruments. 
 
    “The whole lot’s been sabotaged. It’s the same with the equipment down below.” 
 
    Someone had taken a sledge hammer and reduced thousands of Euros worth of state-of-the-art navigational aids to a pile of plastic, metal and glass. 
 
    Felix looked at me. “We have to call the police, boss. You do it. It will come better from you. Dubois won’t mind missing his Sunday lie-in if you call him.” 
 
    As I pulled out my phone Izzy called up from the foot of the gangplank. “What’s going on? You both look as white as ghosts, or is it the strange light?” 
 
    Felix warned them to stay on the key. I heard him giving them an explanation while I waited for Dubois to pick up. My call went to voice mail. Not good enough. I shuffled my feet to warm them up and called again. This time he answered. 
 
    “Salut, Penzi. So early on a Sunday morning. It can’t be anything good.” 
 
    “How right you are.” I paused to work out how to tell him and decided straight out was the best way to go. “We’ve found a body.” 
 
    “A body? You mean a dead one, a corpse?” and he chuckled. 
 
    “This isn’t a joke, Xavier. This is deadly serious. It’s Joseph Marin, the oyster farmer. Someone’s cut his throat.” 
 
    Silence while a sleepy Dubois came to terms with the overthrow of his quiet weekend in Beaucoup-sur-Mer. 
 
    “Where?” he asked at last. 
 
    I gave him the details. He told us not to touch anything and said he’d be there in twenty minutes. The forensics team from Bordeaux would take a little longer, at least an hour. 
 
    “Stay there until I arrive and keep everyone off the boat.” With that he rang off. 
 
    I hurried down the gangplank to join the others. 
 
    “Twenty minutes at least,” I said. 
 
    The mist still hung over the key which faced west out over the Atlantic Ocean. It would take some time for the sun to rise above the warehouses and fish factories, high enough to burn it away. Down at the end of the key people were beginning to arrive to start their working day: pleasure trips, diving excursions and a few hopeful fishermen. 
 
    I shivered in reaction to my first discovery of a dead body and from the penetration of the cold damp mist. 
 
    Felix took out his trusty flask and gave me a tot of the miracle working Laphroaig. He handed the flask to Garth and Izzy. 
 
    When they’d had their tipple and passed it back to him, he said, “You girls, go back and wait in the car. Garth and I will guard the gangplank until Dubois and his cohorts arrive.” 
 
    There are times when I don’t mind being called a girl, and this was one of them. I linked my arm through Izzy’s, and we stumbled back to the car where we switched on the heater and bundled ourselves up in a car rug. Izzy switched on the radio but turned it off again saying perhaps listening to pop songs showed a lack of respect for the dead. 
 
    “You said there was no sign of Ben?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “Just Joseph and a dead Joseph at that.” 
 
    “Even if Ben was late, he would be here by now.” 
 
    She looked around the parking area. “I can’t see his car. Give him a ring.” 
 
    “You do it,” I said not wanting to go through the rigmarole of getting her to find the number for me. 
 
    Izzy made the call, but there was no answer. 
 
    “It is early on Sunday morning,” I said. “Wait a few minutes and try again.” 
 
    We sat without talking for about ten minutes watching the early morning seafarers go about their business. From time to time someone approached Garth and Felix, exchanged a few sentences and left shaking their head. 
 
    Izzy tried Ben’s number again, but it rang and went to voicemail. 
 
    “Try the landline at the house,” I suggested. 
 
    Izzy looked up the number and launched the call. Again the phone rang and rang. 
 
    “You’d expect his wife to be up if her husband was working today,” she said. 
 
    “Not necessarily. Désirée works hard all week as a primary school teacher.” 
 
    “Wait, she’s picked up.” 
 
    Izzy asked to speak to Ben. As she listened to the response, she slid back in her seat and blinked. 
 
    “Put it on speakerphone,” I said. 
 
    Izzy switched over and asked Désirée to repeat her answer. 
 
    “As I said, I don’t know where my husband is. I know he was supposed to take your party out early this morning, but he didn’t come home last night. He and his brother Joseph sailed out in their boat yesterday afternoon after Ben’s diving lessons were finished. Ben hasn’t called me.” 
 
    “Has he ever done this before, stayed out all night and not contacted you?” Izzy asked. 
 
    “No, he’s a good husband. He doesn’t fool around. I’m worried. I want to call the police and register him as missing but they don’t hunt for missing adults any more. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Izzy raised her eyebrows at me. I shook my head. It was Dubois’s job to tell her about the murder of her brother-in-law, Joseph, not ours. 
 
    “If Ben turns up, we’ll get him to call you,” Izzy said and closed the call. 
 
    “So, where is he?” 
 
    “If he’s not on the boat with his brother and he’s not at home, he must have left the boat after it docked. After all, his car’s not here.” 
 
    “Or he didn’t go out with the boat yesterday afternoon.” 
 
    “Then where is he?” asked Izzy. 
 
    “Ring Désirée again and ask her if Ben’s vehicle is at home?” 
 
    Izzy called again on the landline, turned to me and shook her head when Ben’s wife answered. 
 
    “He got a lift with Joseph, so that doesn’t tell us anything.” 
 
    We fell silent and stared out at the mist which if anything had thickened since we’d snuggled up together in the car. Even so, Garth and Felix were still visible in the distance, stamping their feet and rubbing their hands to keep warm in the first cold snap of the autumn. 
 
    At last, the strident ee-aw of the approaching emergency vehicles broke through the silence on the key. Tires screeched and two blue police vans drew up alongside followed by Dubois. The latter jumped out of his car and hurried across to us, knocking on our car window. 
 
    “Penzi, you are all right?” he asked. 
 
    I buzzed the window down. He leaned in to peer at me and then at Izzy. 
 
    “Bonjour, Madame Tointon, ça va?” 
 
    Izzy shrugged. “Hardly. It’s not every day one finds a body on a pleasure boat.” 
 
    “You saw him, too?” 
 
    “No, don’t worry. Felix wouldn’t let us on board. You’d better get over there. They’ve been waiting for you for ages.” 
 
    “Very well,” he said and strode off through the mist. 
 
    I closed the window and scrambled out of the car. 
 
    “I want to find out what happened,” I said to Izzy. “You don’t have to come with me. Stay and keep warm.” 
 
    Izzy nodded and wrapped my share of the rug around her. 
 
    I risked a fall on the wet cobbles as I rushed to catch up with Dubois. I linked my arm through his and he patted it. 
 
    “This is not a professional way to approach a murder scene, Penzi,” he said. “You must stay on the key.” 
 
    “But you’ll tell me what you find, Xavier? We all knew Joseph and we’re worried about Ben.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I explained that we’d made arrangements for my first dive out at sea, that Ben was my instructor and we’d expected to find him waiting for us on board. 
 
    “We rang his wife. She says she hasn’t seen him since he left to go sailing with Joseph yesterday afternoon.” 
 
    “We’ll have to make enquiries to see if the boat did go out yesterday, and if so, whether anyone saw Ben on board.” 
 
    “I understood from Ben that the Princesse needs a minimum crew of two. So if Joseph did go out he would have had to have someone with him.” 
 
    We’d reached the gangplank by now. We exchanged greetings all round. Dubois posted his gendarmes along the key. He was about to step onto the gangplank when the pathologist from the local hospital arrived. Dubois introduced her as Dr Ambrose. 
 
    Dubois patted me on the shoulder and said, “You should go home, Penzi. This is police business now.” 
 
    Felix asked if he could fetch our picnic basket from the top of the gangplank. “We’ve not had breakfast yet.” 
 
    Dubois nodded and gestured for Felix to precede him. Dr Ambrose followed Dubois. 
 
    Felix waited for them to step off onto the deck and came back down with our breakfast. 
 
    Dubois called down to us. “Felix, take them home now.” 
 
    I nudged Felix. “I want to stay until we hear what the pathologist has to say.” 
 
    “A cup of coffee all round,” he answered delving into the basket for the flasks and cups. 
 
    “I’ll take a flask back to Izzy,” Garth said. “I’m taking her home. She’s in the car on her own and there could be a murderer lurking about here.” 
 
    He strode off into the mist carrying one of the flasks. 
 
    I sipped my tea keeping one eye on Dubois and Dr Ambrose. The angle of the deck obscured most of what they were doing. Only their heads bobbed up and down as they bent to their task and discussed their findings. When they straightened up, Dubois looked down at us. He walked towards the head of the gangplank with Dr Ambrose in tow. 
 
    “I thought I told you to go home now, Madame Munro.” 
 
    “Please, Inspector Dubois, tell us about your preliminary findings, then we’ll go.” 
 
    Dubois looked at Dr Ambrose and she nodded her consent. 
 
    “Dependent upon a full autopsy, someone murdered Joseph Marin by slitting his throat from behind. There’s no murder weapon close to the body. The forensics team will scour the boat for the knife and the diving team will check the water around the mooring. Dr Ambrose says he’s been dead for approximately six or seven hours, since shortly after midnight.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dubois. You’ll inform Madame Bella Marin about her husband’s death… and Désirée Marin that her brother-in-law has been murdered?” 
 
    Dubois nodded. “Please call in at the gendarmerie later on this afternoon to make your statements. Your friends as well please.” 
 
    “Will do,” said Felix taking my arm and steering me back towards our car. 
 
    “So, the million dollar question is: where is Ben?” I said as I climbed in behind the wheel. “I have a horrible feeling Dubois is going to jump to conclusions and say that Ben must have killed his brother.” 
 
    “Whatever and whoever, we are staying out of it this time, boss.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I said switching on the ignition, anxious to get out of there and back to our safe home.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The church bells pealed out for Sunday morning mass as we passed through the town gatehouse. I drove down through the lingering mist and around the Esplanade towards our house. Jimbo came out of Brioche’s bakery as we passed. I slowed down and asked him if he wanted a lift. 
 
    “Please,” he said and jumped into the back seat filling the car with the delicious aroma of freshly baked croissants. “But what are you doing back so early? Your trip was supposed to take all day.” 
 
    “It’s a long sad story,” Felix said as I drew up outside Les Dragons. 
 
    Gwinny opened the front door and peered out. 
 
    Jimbo ran over to her and pushed past into the kitchen while I helped Felix unload the car. Gwinny came over to give us a hand. 
 
    “You weren’t due back until tonight,” said Gwinny. “What happened? You look rough, the pair of you.” 
 
    “Wait till we get inside and we’ll explain,” I said. 
 
    We hurried in out of the damp sea air and dumped our kit down in the hallway. 
 
    “I’m starving,” I said. “With all that happened we didn’t get a chance to eat our packed breakfast.” 
 
    Gwinny put on the kettle and made tea while Jimbo set the table. 
 
    “I hadn’t planned on cooking a full English breakfast this morning,” she said. “Do you want me to?” 
 
    “No, sit down and join us for a moment.” 
 
    The kitchen door opened and a bleary-eyed Sam came in. “Oh, I slept too long. Why are you back so early?” 
 
    “Penzi only went and found a body,” said Felix. 
 
    Jimbo bounced up from his chair and came round to grab my arm and rock back on his feet. “Whaaat? A dead body? A person?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Wow!” he said. “How exciting. Just like on TV. You have all the fun, Penzi.” 
 
     I pushed his hands away. “It wasn’t fun. This is real life, Jimbo, not TV.” 
 
    “Did you know the person?” asked Gwinny. 
 
    “It was Joseph Marin—” 
 
    “Oh no,” said Jimbo. “I like him. He cooked a pizza for me specially when we visited his farm.” 
 
    “Well, someone’s murd—” 
 
    “Not murder again,” Gwinny said knocking her mug of tea over. 
 
    “I’m afraid so. Someone cut his throat.” 
 
    “Aaaargh!” said Jimbo grasping his neck with his hand and staggering around the kitchen. 
 
    “Jimbo!” said Gwinny taking hold of him. “Stop that.” 
 
    “He’s only a kid,” said Felix. “He doesn’t understand.” 
 
    I broke off a piece of my croissant and nibbled it, but it stuck in my throat. All of a sudden, my hunger had fled to be replaced by nausea. I was too tense to eat. Although I had seen bodies before, this was the first time I’d been the one to discover the corpse. The image of Joseph lying on the deck as a hunk of lifeless flesh wouldn’t leave my mind. 
 
    “Gwinny,” I managed to whisper. “I’m so cold.” 
 
    She felt my forehead. “Felix put the kettle on while I fetch a blanket. Penzi’s in delayed shock.” 
 
    Jimbo put his arms around me and hugged me. “I’m sorry for joking. I didn’t know it was so bad.” 
 
    Felix got down the cognac and poured a tot into my tea. I tried to pick it up but the shaking in my hands wouldn’t stop. Felix held the mug up to my lips and I took a few sips. Gwinny came back with a rug and wrapped it around my shoulders. As soon as the kettle boiled she filled a hot water bottle and tucked it into my arms. 
 
    I hugged it tightly and rocked backwards and forwards waiting for the heat and the brandy to do their work. 
 
    “I wonder if Garth is doing this for Izzy,” I said to Felix. 
 
    “Izzy didn’t stumble across a dead body,” he said. “As soon as you’ve warmed up, I’ll carry you upstairs to bed.” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “I want to stay down here with my family.” 
 
    Felix dropped it. We spent the next hour talking over Joseph’s murder and speculating on who could have committed the crime. 
 
    “We simply don’t have enough information,” I said. “Without Ben we don’t even know if they took their boat out yesterday or not. Where is he?” 
 
    “I’m sure Dubois is making enquiries,” said Felix. “We can ask him when we go to the police station this afternoon to make our statements.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The mist had cleared away by the time Felix and I drove off to the gendarmerie to see Dubois. He was occupied when we arrived. An officer showed us into one of the bleak interview rooms and said he would send someone along to take our statements. We had a long wait. 
 
    “It’s Sunday. Maybe they’re short staffed today especially with most of the available men down at the key,” said Felix. 
 
    Nausea still hung heavy in my stomach. I couldn’t get the sight of all that blood out of my mind. Every time I closed my eyes for more than a second, Joseph’s body loomed into view. I feared the memory would prove to be indelible. I took a few deep breaths and thought of pleasant things: Christmas presents and puppies, but it didn’t work. 
 
    “You’re pale, boss. Do you want to leave?” 
 
    “We can’t. They need our statements. We must help the police catch this man… or woman.” 
 
    “If the murderer is a woman, she’d have to be over six foot and powerful. It takes strength to make a slash like that.” 
 
    “So probably a man then?” 
 
    Felix nodded. 
 
    “What if Joseph was kneeling,” I said. “The murderer wouldn’t need to be tall then.” 
 
    “Possible but unlikely. As you said we don’t know enough. Anyway, it’s not our job to find the murderer, is it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “But one can’t help trying to work it out.” 
 
    “As long as that’s all you’re doing. You aren’t to get involved this time.” 
 
    I was about to launch into my speech about Felix not being in charge of me when the door opened and an officer came in to take our statements. He recorded them, asked us to wait while they were typed up and left. A couple of minutes later he came back with mugs of tea for us. As usual, without milk. He left to fetch a small jug of milk. The milk was hot but better than nothing. 
 
    We’d drunk our tea halfway down when the officer returned again with our statements printed out and ready for signature. Having read mine through I was on the point of signing when the door opened and Dubois poked his head in. 
 
    “Ah, Madame Munro. Good to see you here.” 
 
    He entered and we all shook hands. He pulled up a chair and waited for us to finish with the statements. He gathered them up and handed them to the officer to take away for filing. 
 
    “How unfortunate it was for you, Penzi, to find Joseph Marin’s body this morning. I wish you could have been saved that experience. You don’t look well.” 
 
    “She’s still in shock,” said Felix. “I should get her home if you don’t need us anymore.” 
 
    Dubois scanned my face. 
 
    “She’s strong enough to learn what we’ve found out so far.” 
 
    My goodness. Dubois wanted to catch us up to date and I hadn’t even had to ask. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I’m guessing Madame Fer-de-Lance isn’t here today.” 
 
    Dubois smiled grimly. 
 
    “She’s away for the weekend. Dr Ambrose has carried out her autopsy already. We want to move fast on this one.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Cause of death was the wound to the throat and the subsequent exsanguination as we all guessed. Dr Ambrose found no other wounds. No puncture marks. She’s revised time of death to between one and three. We must wait for the toxicology report, but at this stage it looks as if he was taken by surprise and voilà.” 
 
    “Have you informed Bella, Madame Marin, about her husband’s death yet?” 
 
    “Yes, but we couldn’t interview her because she was too upset. We did, however, with her permission search the house, but we found nothing with any bearing on the case.” 
 
    “And his brother, Ben? Have you managed to track him down?” 
 
    “No, we’re working on it. There are officers out interviewing everyone down at the docks. He’s not at his diving school which is closed for the day.” 
 
    “And the forensics?” 
 
    “Too soon to tell, but nothing obvious. The Marin brothers take many tourists and local divers out in their boat so there are fingerprints and trace evidence everywhere. Without knowing what we’re looking for it is not much help. When and if we find the murderer we may be able to use the forensic evidence to place that person on the boat, but who knows?” he said throwing his hands up in the air. “It is truly like a horror film where the monster comes out of the deeps, kills someone and disappears back into the water.” 
 
    Dubois had nothing else to tell us, and I didn’t want to alarm Felix by asking too many questions. He had already said several times that he didn’t want or expect me to get involved, but as we’d been talking the conviction had come over me that I wasn’t going to get the picture of Joseph’s corpse lying in that pool of blood out of my mind until the murderer was brought to justice, if then. I had to uncover the villain. 
 
    With that in mind, as Felix and I walked down the steps of the gendarmerie, I said, “I’d like to visit the key and see what we can find out.” 
 
    Felix stopped abruptly. “What now? You’re not up to it, boss.” 
 
    I put my hand on his arm and gave him a reassuring smile. “I’m stronger than I look.” I held out my hand. “See, no shakes.” 
 
    “But what about keeping out of this one and leaving it to the police?” 
 
    I told him about the mental image that flickered in and out of my mind all the time. “It will be banished if we find the murderer. Didn’t you notice how free with information Dubois was? I’m sure he was priming me to work away in the background and help him out.” 
 
    “Okay, but can’t it wait until tomorrow?” Felix asked me. 
 
    “No, we should strike while the iron is hot. People may move on tomorrow or forget what they’ve seen or heard. We should go straight down to the key now.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The key was a scene in a different land when we arrived there that Sunday afternoon. The cobbles had dried off in the sun; the sea had lost its dingy tint of opaque khaki and the white paintwork on many of the boats shone in the brilliant early autumn light. 
 
    “First stop, the Harbor Master,” I said striding out towards the building at the end of the key with the tricolore flying above it. 
 
    “Will his office be open on a Sunday?” 
 
    “Of course, he would register boats coming and going and, if necessary, arrange for a customs check.” 
 
    The notice outside the office gave the hours of opening as 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. 
 
    Felix tapped the board. “So, the office would have been shut during the night. They must work on an honors system in a small harbor like this one.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” I said taking the steps up to the front door of the building. Like so many in the area, it dated from the seventeenth century with walls three feet thick and openings lined by perfectly cut chunks of local limestone. 
 
    The man behind the reception counter awoke from his doze as the door clattered to behind us. He got to his feet from his comfortable armchair and stretched his mast thin frame to its full extent. 
 
    “Bonjour ’sieur, ’dame,” he managed when he finished yawning. “Have you come to register your boat?” 
 
    “No. We’re making inquiries about the boats that were tied up last night and early this morning. May we inspect your register?” I said reaching out for the thick bound ledger sitting on the counter. 
 
    Showing surprising energy for someone still half asleep, he dragged it towards him and shut it with a bang. 
 
    “Certainly not,” he said. “That’s government information. I’ve already had the gendarmes prowling through the pages with their dirty fingers. I like to keep my register clean and free from marks.” 
 
    “See,” I said, showing him my hands palms up. “Clean hands. And I’ll be gentle with the pages.” 
 
    “I’m not supposed to let members of the public read the register.” 
 
    I looked back at Felix who winked at me and patted his pocket. 
 
    “Will this help you to turn your back?” I asked, taking a one hundred Euro note out of my pocket and pushing it across the counter towards him. 
 
    He glanced at the door. Satisfied no one was about to enter the office and witness his corruption, he slid the note off the counter and into his pocket. Felix reached around me and turned the ledger to face us. It was a muddle of columns and blurred letters to me. 
 
    Felix ran his finger across the columns. “It gives the dates of arrival and departure of all vessels, port dues charged and paid, home port, whether subject to customs clearance or not, and registration number.” 
 
    “What about the Princesse?” I asked. 
 
    “She did leave port yesterday afternoon at 3 p.m., but there’s no mention of her return during the night.” 
 
    I turned to the clerk. “Why would that be, monsieur? The boat was tied up when we arrived early this morning?” 
 
    “There’s no one on duty at night. Ship’s masters come in during the following morning and sign the register if they arrive during the night. They are honor bound to report first thing in the morning when the office opens at eight. The harbor officer on duty walks around the docks at about ten checking that everyone has reported and that the register is up to date. The Princesse must have returned after eight last night when the office closed. The police had already arrived and cordoned off the Princesse by the time I did my round this morning.” 
 
    “So you don’t know what time the Princesse came back to harbor?” 
 
    The clerk shook his head. “You could try asking the captains of the boats that were tied up on either side of her last night.” 
 
    “Felix, make a list of all the boats that were here overnight.” 
 
    “Why do we want the time the Princesse came back?” he asked me as he took his notepad and pen out of his pocket. 
 
    “Joseph was killed between one and three. It would be helpful to know if he was killed after the Princesse returned to port, or if he was killed at sea.” 
 
    “If Joseph was killed at sea, someone had to bring the boat back. If Ben did leave with the boat yesterday afternoon, it doesn’t look good for him, does it? He would have had to be the murderer and bring the boat back. That could be why he’s missing.” 
 
    Felix wrote down a couple of names. 
 
    I continued, “Unless Ben didn’t go, and Joseph took someone else with him. We should ask about that as well. If they left at three yesterday afternoon, someone may have seen who was on board.” 
 
    “On the other hand if they came back before 1 a.m. Joseph was killed after the Princesse had docked and Ben could be in the clear.” 
 
    “Except he hasn’t come forward and even Désirée doesn’t know where he is.” 
 
    “Until we get some more information, we’re wasting time making wild guesses, boss. Anything else you want me to check?” 
 
    “Page through the last few weeks and see if anything strikes you.” 
 
    The clerk hauled himself out of his armchair again and grabbed hold of the register, almost tearing it out of Felix’s hands. 
 
    “Ca suffit,” he said. “Enough.” 
 
    Felix wouldn’t let go. He turned and winked at me. “More dosh, boss.” 
 
    I pulled another note out of my wallet and waved it in front of the clerk’s face. 
 
    “Now?” I asked. 
 
    He snatched it out of my hand with the speed of a cobra striking its prey. Felix sighed and continued running his finger down the columns, flipping the pages over and pausing to take notes. While I waited I turned the facts over in my mind, but couldn’t make any sense of them. The stumbling block for me was that if Ben was innocent where was he? And why hadn’t Désirée heard from him? 
 
    Felix snapped his notebook shut and turned the register back to the clerk. 
 
    “So what are the details?” I asked him. 
 
    “There were twenty-one boats here overnight. Two of them were private yachts which left this morning before the police arrived and will not be returning.” 
 
    “We’ll keep them in mind but put them right at the bottom of our list for practical purposes.” 
 
    “Five of them are private yachts, two are in port now and three went sailing early this morning but are expected to return.” 
 
    “And the rest are fishing boats?” I guessed. 
 
    “They include the Princesse, of course. Only one of those has gone out to sea today. I suppose because it’s Sunday.” 
 
    I rapped on the counter to arouse the clerk who was already drifting off to sleep again. “Is it usual for the fishing boats to stay in harbor on a Sunday?” I asked him. 
 
    “It depends on the fishing. If the fish are scarce, then they will take Sundays off.” 
 
    “That’s lucky for us,” I said to Felix. “Anything else in that little notebook of yours?” 
 
    “One thing: the pleasure boats come and go but don’t stay for long, no one above a week except for the Eva. She’s been here since the end of April. She goes out to sea most days.” 
 
    “What would be the attraction?” I asked him. 
 
    The clerk stirred at my question. “I can answer that. They are diving enthusiasts and are researching to write a book on all the wrecks we have around our coast.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Felix asked. 
 
    “Because they asked me where to get diving permits and explained about their project for the book. It’s going to be illustrated with photos. One of their crew is an expert underwater photographer.” 
 
    “Merci monsieur,” I said and handed him a fifty Euro note. 
 
    “I don’t suppose the Eva is in dock now?” I asked Felix as we left the office and turned towards the first boat tied up at the key. 
 
    “Not according to the register. Anyway, they wouldn’t talk to us.” 
 
    “That’s a pity. With their coming and going every day, they may have noticed something that would help us.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    We walked back up to the end of the key nearest the car park, having decided to work our way down the line in an orderly fashion. We learned nothing from the first three fishing boats whose owners had battened down the hatches and locked the doors to spend the Sunday with their families. 
 
    The owner of the fourth boat along, La Mouette or the Seagull, greeted us with a bonjour. He was mending one of his nets which he’d spread out over the cobbled key. 
 
    “Do you mind answering some questions about last night?” Felix asked him, man to man. 
 
    “What you and the gendarmes, too?” the sailor asked. 
 
    “This is my colleague Madame Munro,” Felix answered pushing me forward to shake hands. “You may have heard of her. She helps out the mayor of the Beaucoup-sur-Mer commune which includes this port.” 
 
    “Enchanté, madame,” he said holding out a grimy work calloused hand. “Are you working for Monsieur Bonhomie at the moment with all these questions?” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Felix quickly, “but I’m sure she will be when he finds out what happened here last night. Talking of which, did you hear or see anything unusual last night? I take it you slept on board?” 
 
    “I did that. I wanted to start on my nets early this morning, but there was such a rumpus after the police arrived with the ambulance and other vehicles parked all over the place I had to clear up my nets and wait until they’d left.” 
 
    “So, last night?” I asked him. 
 
    “I turned in early, but I did wake once or twice as ships came home to port and docked late last night. However, I didn’t get up to look, and I didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary. You’ll need to ask the captains whose boats are docked fore and aft of the Princesse.” 
 
    “We’ll do that and good luck with the nets,” said Felix as we took our farewell. 
 
    The next fishing boat was deserted, so we moved on to the one tied up aft of the Princesse, the Caroline, registered in Bordeaux. Her captain hailed us as we approached. 
 
    “Bonjour, I saw you this morning. You’re the ones who found Joseph?” 
 
    I nodded. “We’re looking for information about last night. Can you help us?” 
 
    “Come aboard,” he said, “and have a coffee.” 
 
    We hurried up the rickety gangplank glad to find someone at home on board and willing to talk to us. 
 
    Up close he was in his mid-thirties, younger than most of the captains we’d seen on our previous visits to the port. Even at that age his life on the sea had given him early wrinkles round his eyes from which he now flashed a welcome as I stepped off onto the deck. 
 
    “Mpenzi Munro,” I said offering my hand. “And this is my colleague, Felix Munro.” 
 
    He waved us to a bench fixed to the outside of the cabin and ducked below to fetch us the coffee he’d promised us. Felix and I left our seat and walked to the bow to look across to the Princess. Yellow police tape fluttered in the breeze all along the railings demarcating the ship as a crime scene like some perverted take on holiday bunting. My stomach dive-bombed. I had to grab hold of the railing on the Mouette. 
 
    “Gut trouble, boss?” asked Felix stepping in quickly and putting his arms around me. “Don’t worry. We’ll catch the blighter or blighters who did this.” 
 
    “Madame, monsieur,” said a voice behind us. 
 
    We turned round to find the captain carrying a tray with three demitasses. Felix and I helped ourselves and resumed our seat on the wooden bench. 
 
    “Incroyable, non?” he said. “I can hardly believe it. It must have happened while I was tucked up safely in my bunk.” 
 
    “What can you tell us?” I asked him. 
 
    “Not much,” he answered with a wry shrug. “I slept deeply last night. I couldn’t tell the police anything when they questioned us all this morning.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t see or hear anyone on board the Princesse in the night?” Felix asked. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “You don’t know what time she docked?” I asked. 
 
    He sipped his coffee for a moment. 
 
    “Not precisely, but I remember waking up in the early hours when my boat bobbed up and down as the Princesse tied up. I couldn’t tell you what time it was. I glanced out of my porthole. It was pitch black, and the moon hadn’t risen if that is any help to you.” 
 
    Felix handed his coffee cup back. “Do you have any more of that excellent coffee? If so, I have some Scotch.” 
 
    He pulled his trusty silver hip flask out of his pocket. 
 
    The captain’s face lit up and he took my cup from me and went below to fill up. 
 
    “What do you think?” Felix asked me. 
 
    “If we find out what time the moon rose last night, that would give us a rough parameter. And we should pump him about Joseph and Ben’s relationship. Perhaps he knows something about Ben’s absence.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t Dubois have asked him that?” 
 
    “People aren’t always as open with the police as they are with us, Felix. You should know that by now.” 
 
    The captain was back. Felix tipped a capful of Laphroaig into the three little cups and we drank to absent friends, all three of us thinking of Joseph Marin. 
 
    “How about Ben Marin?” I asked him after I’d replaced my cup on the tray. 
 
    “Nice guy. Everyone likes him. Can’t think for the life of me where he could be. The two brothers often go out together at the weekend after Ben finishes with his diving school. Because they’re oyster farmers, they don’t go out fishing like we do.” 
 
    “Did they get on?” 
 
    “Most of the time, but I’ve heard raised voices recently. It’s probably something to do with women or money. It always is, isn’t it?” he asked with another shrug. “Maybe the captain on the boat tied up at the other end of the Princesse can help you more than I have.” 
 
    We thanked him and turned to leave. At the head of the gangplank I realized we’d missed an important question. 
 
    “Did you see whether Ben was on board when the Princesse sailed yesterday afternoon?” 
 
    “Sorry, no. I was out at sea yesterday.” 
 
    We made our way past the Princesse. To do so, we had to walk around the quarantine space the police had carved out of the key in front of her. The captain of the next boat, the Lamartine, was sitting on a chair at the foot of his gangplank gutting a couple of fish. He looked too young to own the new boat behind him. 
 
    “Beautiful boat,” I said. “Is it yours?” 
 
    He smiled. “I wish. No, it’s my grandfather’s. I crew for him and help out with odd jobs from time to time.” 
 
    “Were you on board last night by any chance?” Felix asked him as he stepped forwards to shake hands. 
 
    The sailor held up his fishy hands and shook his head with a smile. “Not a good idea, monsieur.” 
 
    Felix smiled and dropped his hand back. “Well, were you?” 
 
    “Yes, I was. There’s been a lot of thieving around this harbor for a while now, and my grandfather was concerned because his boat is so new and it’s the pride of his heart.” 
 
    It was my turn to introduce myself. 
 
    “I’ve heard something about you,” he said. “Weren’t you involved with the murder of that American blues singer?” 
 
    “That’s me,” I answered. “We help the mayor from time to time.” 
 
    “I guess there’s no harm in talking to you then.” 
 
    He dropped his filleting knife into the bucket of water and rinsed off the fish. “My supper. Caught them yesterday.” 
 
    “Last night,” I prompted. “Did you hear or see the Princesse dock?” 
 
    “I didn’t tell the police this, but yes, I did notice when she returned. I didn’t actually see her, mind you. I was watching TV late into the night. One of those series that won’t let you switch off. You know the kind of thing?” 
 
    We both nodded. 
 
    “I felt our boat rise and fall as the Princesse docked a couple of minutes after the series ended.” 
 
    He put his fish into a dish, picked up the bucket and tipped its contents into the harbor setting off a screeching of seagulls who’d been sitting watching him from a safe distance. 
 
    “Come with me, while I clean up. I can check the time the series finished.” 
 
    We followed him onto his grandfather’s sparkling new boat and waited for him to wash off the fish and put his supper in the galley. He came back with three bottles of beer and gestured for us to sit. 
 
    “I switched off the TV at 1.45 a.m. this morning. So, there you have it. I remember now that I went up on deck to have a look, but it was dark, no moon and they didn’t have their navigation lights on, nor did they switch on the all-round light which is mandatory in port. I made a mental note to talk to Joseph about it this morning but, of course, events overtook me.” 
 
    “Did you see who was on board?” 
 
    “No, it was too dark, but they made more fuss than usual about tying the boat up.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I wondered if one of them was drunk. They’re both so familiar with the boat they could tie it up blindfold, but last night they faffed about a bit.” 
 
    “Did anyone shout? If so, did you recognize their voices?” 
 
    “No, not a word. Sorry, I can’t be of more help. I liked them both, Ben more than Joseph who could be a little surly at times.” 
 
    Felix drained his bottle and placed it with a soft thunk on the deck. 
 
    “You used the past tense for Ben as well as Joseph.” 
 
    “Not intentional. But something must have happened to him. No one knows where he is, do they?” 
 
    “You don’t think he killed his brother and ran off?” 
 
    “Never in a million years.” 
 
    “But people say they’ve been arguing a lot over the last few months.” 
 
    The young sailor collected up the bottles and made to stow them away in the galley. He looked back at us. “I wouldn’t place too much importance on local gossip. People will say anything, especially all the old folk around here.” 
 
    And with that he disappeared from view and we were dismissed. 
 
    After another five fishing boats all tied up neat and tidy and deserted, we reached the stretch of the key along which the pleasure boats docked. After an empty berth we came to the Mermaid out of Plymouth. We expected to find the crew onboard as this was not their home port. 
 
    Felix called out, “Permission to come aboard?” 
 
    A man of retirement age appeared at the top of the gangplank. 
 
    In rather bad French he asked us what we wanted. When we replied in English that we wanted to ask a few questions about the happenings of the night before, he chuckled with relief. 
 
    “By all means, always happy to speak the mother tongue.” 
 
    He introduced us to his wife, a comely woman in her early sixties with a sleek iron gray pageboy and lively brown eyes. 
 
    They invited us down into the saloon and gave us tea, English style, hot and with cold milk. The wife took down a biscuit tin and offered us Scottish shortbread. Oh the joy of eating comfort food from the British Isles. 
 
    They told us they stayed in port the day before as they’d needed to replace their ship’s stores after a run up the coast from Spain. 
 
    “We were out shopping when the boat next to us left port,” the wife said. 
 
    “What would that have been?” I asked. 
 
    “That gorgeous Spanish boat, the Eva. We don’t know when she came home last night because we turned in early, and she left again at the crack of dawn this morning before all the hoop-ala with the police.” 
 
    “She’s a beautiful boat,” her husband added. “We’ve tried being friendly, hoping they’d invite us on board but they don’t even answer our feeble attempts at saying Hola!” 
 
    “Maybe it’s the language barrier,” I suggested. 
 
    “She’ll be back tonight. We’ve been told she never spends the night at sea. Perhaps you could catch them then or first thing tomorrow morning. Do you speak Spanish?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Only what I remember from cowboy movies, but they must speak some French to get by.” 
 
    “We can’t speak French either,” the wife said with a laugh. “Next thing on our list if we want to travel around the seas of Europe.” 
 
    We thanked them for the tea and left. We had one more boat to check out and wanted to finish up before the rapidly approaching twilight of autumn turned to night. We paced the gap along the key where the Eva berthed when she was in port—over a hundred long paces. 
 
    “Hello, there,” a voice called out from the aft deck of the Oranje out of Rotterdam. I looked up at a cheery redheaded Dutchman. “I watched you sizing up the Eva. She’s an elegant ketch. Every sailor’s dreamboat. You’re the couple who found that body this morning?” 
 
    “That’s us,” said Felix. “May we ask you some questions?” 
 
    “Come aboard,” he said disappearing from the stern and re-appearing at the head of the gangplank leading up to his boat. 
 
    As we stepped off onto the deck he said, “May I offer you a schnapps, the evenings are growing colder. I’m Hans, by the way.” 
 
    We accepted and followed Hans down into the saloon where we met his companion, a man of the same age. 
 
    “My partner, Guido,” he said. “We’re both from Rotterdam and are on our way to the Mediterranean via the coast of Portugal and through the Straits of Gibraltar.” 
 
    “Lovely trip,” said Felix. 
 
    “You’ve done it?” Hans asked. 
 
    “No, not yet, but I’ve done some sailing along the East African coast. Love it.” 
 
    Guido handed us both a glass of schnapps and took a seat across the table from us. 
 
    “Now, what do you want to know and why?” Hans asked. 
 
    “We met Joseph Marin, the murder victim, a short while ago when we visited his oyster farm a little way up the coast. And his brother Ben is teaching me to scuba dive,” I said. “We’d arrived for a trip out to sea on the Princesse when we found his body this morning.” 
 
    “But why are you asking questions? The police have already been round the docks interviewing everybody.” 
 
    Felix took a swig of his schnapps and placed his glass carefully on the table. “My colleague, Mpenzi here, has some experience with murder investigations. Inspector Dubois gave her the nod to see if she could come up with anything to help him. She’s intuitive and highly intelligent, being a British barrister.” 
 
    The two men looked at me and reappraised me in the light of Felix’s testimonial. 
 
    I waited a few seconds before asking them if they had anything to tell us. Had they seen or heard anything unusual during the night? 
 
    “We didn’t tell the police this because they didn’t ask,” Hans said, “but the only thing I can think of is that the Eva came back to port late last night. She’s a large ship compared with our boat and made ours bob about a bit when she docked. I checked the time, and it was after one in the morning.” 
 
    “Did you hear any commotion? People running about or shouting?” Felix asked. 
 
    “No, nothing like that. All was peaceful. I fell back to sleep almost immediately and stayed asleep until the police sirens came shrieking along the keyside this morning.” 
 
    We thanked them both and wished them a bon voyage for the rest of their trip. 
 
    As we hastened back up the key to our car in the chill of the gathering dusk, we discussed what we had learned, which wasn’t much. No one had seen Ben leave on the Princesse, no one had seen him return. No one had seen the Princesse dock although one captain thought he had felt the sea move beneath his boat as she docked. Most people liked Ben, and no one disliked Joseph although he wasn’t as popular as Ben. 
 
    “What about the thefts?” I asked Felix. “Could someone have boarded the Princesse after she’d docked and after Ben had left and then robbed Joseph and killed him?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Felix said as he held the car door open for me, “but if so, where is Ben? Why hasn’t he come forward?” 
 
    “It’s only ten hours since the murder was discovered. It’s possible he doesn’t know about it. We’ll have to see what develops in the next twenty-four hours. I’m sure Dubois is doing everything he can to find him.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Martine Courrier, our post woman, came lumbering into our kitchen the next morning in her usual bossy way. 
 
    “So you’ve done it again, Penzi,” she said sitting down and waiting for Gwinny to pour her a coffee. “Got yourself involved in another murder.” 
 
    Gwinny set the cup before her and said, “She couldn’t help it. She and Felix went down to the docks for a scuba diving lesson out at sea and stumbled over the captain’s dead body.” 
 
    “I heard it was Joseph Marin?” 
 
    I laughed. “Been gossiping away in the Post Office, have you, Martine?” 
 
    Martine looked offended for a moment, but her characteristic good humor returned within seconds and she sipped her coffee giving me a knowing look over the top of the cup. 
 
    “Our gossip is not malicious. It’s part of our job. We need to know what’s going on in order to deliver the mail to the right place. Often it’s only our knowledge of people’s movements that gets that done. Plus, we have a duty of care to report anyone who may be in trouble.” 
 
    “In trouble?” asked Gwinny. 
 
    Martine held out her cup for seconds and Gwinny topped it up while we waited for Martine to answer her. 
 
    “It’s like this,” Martine said. “If we notice someone hasn’t emptied their mailbox or moved their car, we call the police to investigate in case the householder has fainted or, God forbid, died without anyone knowing about it.” 
 
    “That’s enough about death,” said Felix. 
 
    “Death, love, it’s all in a day’s work,” Martine said. “The office was abuzz this morning about Joseph’s wife, or should I say, widow?” 
 
    “You mean Bella Marin?” I asked. 
 
    “Uh-huh. She’s been having an affair with André Preneur.” 
 
    “What a full-blown affair?” asked Felix. “Penzi and I saw them kissing one night at La Rose des Vents, but had no idea whether it was serious or not.” 
 
    André Preneur? Another oyster farmer. I filed that fact away for contemplation later. 
 
    Martine must have noticed the face I pulled for she smiled. 
 
    “The Marins and the Preneurs are business rivals of course. The affair complicates matters even further.” 
 
    “But Bella would know that. Why would she choose Preneur for a lover?” I asked. 
 
    Martine gave a Gallic shrug. “It’s not so much what she was running to as what she was running from. Rumor has it that her husband was a difficult man to live with; that he beat her up from time to time. I guess she met Preneur at business functions and they took it from there.” 
 
    Sam came into the kitchen rubbing his eyes. He was making a habit of getting up late. 
 
    “Any chance of a coffee? I need to wake up quickly. Emmanuelle is on her way over to have breakfast with me here.” 
 
    Gwinny poured Sam a coffee. He blew on it and drained it down quickly, got up and checked his hair in the kitchen mirror. Satisfied he’d pass whatever standards teenagers set for themselves, he sat down again as the front door opened. Emmanuelle hadn’t had far to travel. The mayor’s house faced ours on the opposite side of the bay. 
 
    She greeted us all and laid her cycling helmet on the kitchen counter. 
 
    “I want to hear all about this murder,” she said pulling out the chair next to Sam’s. 
 
    “There’s not much to say,” I said. “Felix and I found Joseph Marin dead on his boat yesterday morning. The police don’t have much to go on. We asked around at the docks yesterday afternoon but didn’t learn anything useful.” 
 
    “I knew Monsieur Marin,” she said dragging the basket of croissants towards her and selecting the largest one. 
 
    “How come?” asked Felix. 
 
    “His son Oscar is the same age as me and we were in the same class at high school. I’ve been round to their house a few times.” 
 
    She paused to break off a piece of her croissant and put it in her mouth. She savored the buttery taste, taking her time. She looked up to find everyone watching her. “What?” she asked. 
 
    Sam snatched up her croissant and held it up in the air out of her reach. 
 
    “Tell us about him,” he said, “if you want this back. We’re all waiting to hear what you have to say.” 
 
    “His sons were afraid of him. Oscar has a younger brother. He’s about twelve.” 
 
    “And?” Felix asked. 
 
    “Oscar wants to study history at university. He’s going to Bordeaux university when the term starts in two weeks, like me. His father wouldn’t let him. Told him he has to study marine biology so he can be useful to the oyster business. I was there for lunch once and an argument broke out between them. Monsieur Marin wouldn’t listen to Oscar, just shouted him down and said he was to do what he was told.” 
 
    Martine harrumphed. “He couldn’t do that.” 
 
    “With all due respect, Martine, you didn’t know him,” Emmanuelle answered. “He controlled that family like a dictator… and he was cruel. Once when I was there, Paul had bruises on his arms. That’s the younger boy. I asked Oscar about them and he tried to pretend that Paul had been beaten up at school, but in the end he admitted that his father lashed out at them both when he lost his temper.” 
 
    “That helps to explain why Bella Marin is having an affair with André Preneur,” I said. 
 
    “That and the fact that he’s a good dancer,” said Felix. 
 
    We all laughed at that. 
 
    “What about the other brother?” asked Martine. “No one’s seen him.” 
 
    “You mean Ben Marin? That reminds me,” I said getting to my feet. “I’ll phone Dubois and ask if he’s tracked him down yet.” 
 
    I went out into the hall and made the call. 
 
    Dubois picked up immediately. 
 
    “Salut, Penzi. I hope you’ve recovered from your shocking experience yesterday?” 
 
    “Yes, I have, thank you. I’m calling to find out if you’ve found Ben Marin yet.” 
 
    “No, we haven’t. There’s no trace of him. No one’s seen him. He hasn’t booked into a hotel using his real name. He hasn’t hired a car, nor has he used his credit card. It looks as if he’s making sure we can’t find him.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s gone off on a trip and the news about his brother hasn’t reached him yet.” 
 
    Dubois sighed down the phone. 
 
    “Penzi, he’s not answering his phone, not even calls from his wife.” 
 
    “He’s a nice guy, Xavier. I’m sure there’s a simple explanation. Perhaps you need to give it more time. It’s only twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Penzi, you hate to think ill of the people you like, but you’ve been wrong before, haven’t you?” 
 
    I had to admit I had. “But I’ve been right, too.” 
 
    “Not this time. The more we examine this case, the more likely it is that Ben killed his brother and then ran off. Perhaps they had an argument, and he didn’t mean to do it. Who knows at this stage? But I am working on the assumption that Ben Marin is the guilty party. We plan to search the oyster factory and the dive school premises today. And we have a nationwide police search out for him.” 
 
    “Obviously, you have to do all you can to find him, if only to satisfy yourself that he didn’t do it. He may be somewhere with an alibi.” 
 
    Dubois chuckled. “Anything’s possible. I must go. My group needs instructions for the search.” 
 
    And he rang off. 
 
    I returned to the kitchen. Everyone stopped talking and looked at me. 
 
    “Inspector Dubois is convinced Ben Marin murdered his brother, either intentionally or in a fight, and has disappeared to avoid arrest. He doesn’t appear to be looking very hard in any other direction.” 
 
    “Oh no,” said Felix. 
 
    “Why are you saying that?” asked Jimbo looking from me to Felix and back again. 
 
    “Because, young man, your sister is about to launch herself into another serious investigation because she doesn’t believe Ben capable of knifing his brother. And knife is the key word here. Don’t forget this murderer slashed Joseph’s throat and left him to bleed to death.” 
 
    I looked at Felix in astonishment. “But you seemed all right with us asking questions yesterday down at the docks.” 
 
    “I hoped you’d give up, boss, when we didn’t get anywhere, but I should have known better. You’re on your broomstick again, aren’t you?” 
 
    “What?” asked Martine. “Broomstick? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Wrong metaphor,” said Felix in a hurry. “I meant white horse. Like a medieval knight galloping off to rescue the maiden.” 
 
    Martine wrinkled her forehead. “You’ve completely lost me. Anyway time for me to complete my round,” she said pushing back her chair. 
 
    Felix pulled my chair out for me. “We need to talk in the study, boss.” 
 
    I followed him out of the kitchen, looking back at Jimbo and Gwinny. “Would you walk Jimbo down to the school bus stop please, Gwinny?” 
 
    Gwinny nodded and Jimbo said, “Of course, right Mum?” 
 
    Gwinny gave his arm a squeeze. 
 
    It was good they were getting on so well together. I had grown out of my maternal possessiveness about Jimbo by now, glad that he and our real mother enjoyed each other’s company. I only hoped it would last and that she wouldn’t let him down. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I took my usual seat in my father’s old armchair behind his desk and waited for Felix to close the door and join me in the chair opposite. 
 
    “You’re not going to lecture me on safety, are you?” I asked him. 
 
    The semper tuens spell was supposed to protect me from supernatural danger, although it hadn’t proved long lasting recently hence the necessity to repeat it each week. Felix’s job was to protect me from mortal danger. He would treat a knife-wielding murderer as a severe mortal threat. 
 
    I waited for his answer, dreading having to argue with him yet again about my sacred duty as a white witch to fight evil. 
 
    He ignored the conflict between us merely saying, “If we’re to solve this case, we’d better get on with it, hadn’t we?” 
 
    I was so pleased to skip the usual arguments that I jumped out of my chair and ran round the desk to kiss him on the cheek. He rubbed my kiss away and gave me a push back to my seat. 
 
    “Leave off, boss. Don’t stoke a banked fire,” he said to my amazement. 
 
    I gaped at him, but his serious expression made me sit down and put on my investigator’s face. 
 
    “So where do we begin?” I asked him. 
 
    “We follow the money. Remember. It’s as good a starting point as any other. We already know about the affair between Joseph’s widow and Preneur. So I’ll hack into the business’s bank account and then the personal accounts of Joseph and Ben. That should tell us something and possibly even give us a clue as to what’s happened to Ben.” 
 
    “What shall I do while you’re busy?” 
 
    “You can relax and listen to one of your audio books and when Jimbo comes home from school, you can spend some time with him and Gwinny, but don’t leave the house without telling me.” 
 
    “Yessir!” I said giving him a mock salute. 
 
    Felix grinned at me and opened up his laptop. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As Jimbo and I entered the kitchen later on that afternoon, a pickup drove up and stopped outside our house. Gwinny joined us at the kitchen window and we watched as a tall young man with curly brown hair climbed out. Broad shoulders filled out the PVC patches on his navy blue donkey jacket. He strolled across to the seawall and stood staring up at the house, sizing it up. Why? Was he a window cleaner? We could do with one. 
 
    I turned to Gwinny with raised eyebrows. Her hand flew to her mouth, and she gasped, “Oh my. I’d forgotten all about him. He’s come to give us a quote for sorting out the garden: laying flower beds and giving us a lawn for children to play on.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the fleeting grimace of annoyance from crossing my face. I didn’t like not knowing what was going on in my own house, well, that is Sam’s, Jimbo’s and my house. 
 
    Gwinny put her hand on my arm. “Please don’t be angry, Penzi. Jimbo needs a garden. It’s too dangerous for him to go out there and play even though the worst of the junk has been cleared up.” 
 
    I shook off my silly feeling of losing control. 
 
    “Gwinny, it’s a wonderful idea. Sam and I are tired of having to tip toe through the uneven sods and stones to get to the beehives to care for our bees.” 
 
    “We don’t have to accept his quote, Penzi.” 
 
    “Well, let him in then.” 
 
    Jimbo ran to the front door, opened it and called out for the man to come in. 
 
    He introduced himself as Patric Desjardins. 
 
    Gwinny and I took him through to our shambles of a garden with Jimbo jumping about with excitement behind us. Desjardins halted on the verandah and scanned the prospect while Gwinny and I stood by in respectful silence. 
 
    “Bien,” he said and coughed. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked. 
 
    “The quote is for this garden and the one next door?” 
 
    “Yes, we’d like them knocked into one.” 
 
    “It is not going to be cheap, madame. We’ll have to strip the surface, double dig all over, replace the topsoil, lay a lawn, plant shrubs… and that doesn’t include the cost for the landscaping design.” 
 
    His voice failed as he waited for my reaction. 
 
    “Do your best, monsieur. We would like shrubs and flowers for the bees, a large enough grass space for the children to play and a graveled area over there in the corner,” I said pointing to the far corner nearest the sea. 
 
    “For when?” 
 
    “As soon as possible.” 
 
    “I can rearrange some of my projects. To start a garden now really is the best time of the year when the ground is going to sleep and the rains will fall.” 
 
    “How soon can you let me have your quote?” 
 
    “I’ll send it to you by email by tomorrow evening.” 
 
    We escorted him back to the kitchen where we exchanged emails and telephone numbers. Gwinny wrote everything down for me and gave him a glass of wine. 
 
    As he took his leave he mentioned how good it was that we were bringing the old place back to life again. After the rats and the dead body, Gwinny and I couldn’t have agreed more.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    As soon as Desjardins had left, I popped into the study to find out how Felix was getting on with his hacking into the Marin family accounts. I’d noticed him watching us from the window while we discussed the new garden with Desjardins, and so I guessed he’d finished. 
 
    The first thing he said to me was, “Penzi, don’t forget to arrange therapy for me for my aversion to bees. No matter how beautiful our new garden will be, I won’t be able to enjoy it or even go out into it, if the bees buzz about all over the place.” 
 
    “And Zig. I’ll find out if Father Pedro can help.” 
 
    Father Pedro was our local parish priest and a great beekeeper. 
 
    “Good idea. Now, do you want to know what I’ve found out?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I hacked into the firm’s accounting records. Joseph was right to be concerned about Ben’s overspending. Some of the items in their creditors’ account go back more than six months, so not only are they unpaid but they’re clocking up interest. Their cash flow is a mess. They’ve been spending way over their income.” 
 
    “What about the new equipment Joseph was talking about?” 
 
    “Ben did take out a loan with the local bank, a loan secured by a mortgage on the firm’s office and oyster treatment center. How Ben or the bank expected the business to pay the interest on the loan, I don’t know. Promises of increased revenue, I guess. And with Joseph gone that’s in jeopardy. No key man insurance. And the bank made out the check directly to the vendor. The money didn’t go through the firm’s bank account. I guess Ben didn’t want Joseph using it to pay the bills.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Fifty thousand Euros. Ben’s idea was to ramp up the firm’s takings with the new equipment, but it was risky. If sales don’t increase as planned, they’ll lose the business.” 
 
    “Whoa, stop. Let’s think about this for a minute. I can imagine Joseph being so angry with Ben that he killed Ben, but why would Ben have killed Joseph? What did he stand to gain?” 
 
    “Nothing as far as I can see. The mortgage deed is legal. Ben and his sister signed the papers. It only needed two out of three, remember.” 
 
    “But what if Ben murdered Joseph in the heat of the moment? If they had an argument when they returned to port?” 
 
    “What about self defense if Joseph attacked Ben? That’s possible. Their personal bank accounts aren’t healthy either. They both have heavy overdrafts and steep credit card debt. Both houses are mortgaged.” 
 
    I stood up and paced the floor. 
 
    “So,” I said stopping and looking at Felix. “All we’ve learned is that they had money problems. Did you check out Ben’s phone and credit card for the last few days? Dubois says they haven’t been used.” 
 
    “I did. The last call on Ben’s phone was to his wife, Désirée, at 2 p.m. on the Saturday afternoon.” 
 
    “We must ask her about that. Presumably, he was telling her he was about to sail but we need to check.” 
 
    “His phone has been switched off since then, so no GPS tracking. Its location is a mystery. He hasn’t used his credit cards or drawn money out of his bank account. He hasn’t reported his cards missing. There’s no digital trace of him anywhere since that phone call on the Saturday afternoon.” 
 
    “That confirms what Dubois said. And Joseph’s phone? Did you check that?” 
 
    “Of course. Switched off at about the same time and nothing since.” 
 
    “Hold on, I’ll give Dubois a quick ring and ask if they found either of the phones on board when they searched.” 
 
    I made the call, catching Dubois as he was leaving his office. 
 
    “No phones,” he told me, “and still no trace of Ben Marin, but we’re working on it.” 
 
    “What if Joseph was killed by a thief? Perhaps the thief stole the phones.” 
 
    Dubois chuckled. “Always possible but don’t you think the thief would have tested the phones to check if they worked? Those calls would show up in the records.” 
 
    “He could have changed the SIM cards.” 
 
    “Penzi, you’re clutching at straws.” 
 
    “Xavier, if Ben killed Joseph, why is his phone missing?” 
 
    He chuckled again. “To make things more difficult, of course. Now I must go.” 
 
    “So what now?” Felix asked. 
 
    “We’ll have to do it the old fashioned way: make a list of suspects and check their alibis.” 
 
    Felix took out a pad and a ballpoint pen from the drawer in my desk. “Let’s begin and get it over with so we can spend the evening with the rest of the family.” 
 
    “First off: relatives. His wife, Bella. She had several possible motives. He may have had personal life insurance even if there was no key man insurance for the business. Two, he mistreated her. Three, she’s having an affair with André Preneur, her husband’s business competitor. Maybe she didn’t like the way Joseph was running the business or the way he treated their sons.” 
 
    “Boss, I didn’t find any payments for a personal insurance policy on Joseph’s life. Moving on to his sons, as far as the older one Oscar is concerned, the antagonism between father and son might have reached intolerable levels. The younger one is too small to have slashed Joseph’s throat, but he could have been in cahoots with his older brother.” 
 
    “That’s a terrible picture of family life you’re painting, Felix.” 
 
    “Next, the obvious suspect and possible fall guy: Ben. He may have wanted his brother out of the way so he could run the business his way. Several people mentioned that they have been arguing a lot recently. And he’s missing, possibly scarpered. We must leave him to last because we don’t have anything to go on.” 
 
    “There’s his sister, Agnes and her husband, Jean Tanguy. She was happy to sign the mortgage papers to buy the new equipment. She must have known Joseph didn’t agree. She’s been complaining that they’re not getting any return from their investment in the business.” 
 
    “Yes, but again, boss, I don’t think she’d be strong enough. But her husband’s a possibility. Who else?” 
 
    “Don’t forget André Preneur,” I said. “We need to find out whether he was serious about Bella for the long term. Apart from the people we’ve listed, we’re left with a casual theft as a motive for murder. But where was Ben? What about adding Désirée?” 
 
    Felix shook his head. “No, same reason as for all the other women. Until we have evidence to the contrary, this was a man’s crime.” 
 
    I leaned forwards and closed his notebook. “That’s enough for tonight. Tomorrow we’ll start by questioning Agnes and her husband. We should leave Bella and her sons for another day in view of their recent bereavement.” 
 
    I pulled my phone out of my pocket and asked Felix to call Father Pedro. 
 
    “How nice to hear from you, Penzi, What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I wondered if you knew anything about treating people with an aversion to honey bees?” 
 
    “Oh dear, not someone in your family not getting on with your new hives?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Father. If you remember, Felix wasn’t too happy when we were at your place and now one of my dogs is terrified and won’t go out in the garden.” 
 
    “How about Friday afternoon? I’m free then. We’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    I confirmed the appointment, thanked him and rang off. 
 
    Felix put the writing materials away and stood up to leave. “I hope he’s not going to make the bees sting me or something weird like that.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. Why would he do that? The bees that stung you would die.” 
 
    “Some modern therapy: making me suffer the worst that could happen so the fear goes away.” 
 
    “I thought you said you were wary not afraid.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    First thing next morning Felix looked up the Tanguy’s phone number and put a call through, passing me the phone. Agnes Tanguy answered saying she was on her way out of the door to take her children to school and her husband had already left for work. I explained that I’d like to speak to her about her brother’s death. At first, she refused, but when I told her to ring the mayor about me she relented and agreed to give me ten minutes at lunchtime at their house. Her husband wouldn’t be home until the evening, she said, but I might be able to get hold of him at his place of work. She gave me the number which Felix keyed into my phone. 
 
    “What shall we do this morning?” Felix asked. 
 
    “How about calling at Éts. Preneur and interviewing André Preneur? A surprise visit.” 
 
    We didn’t have to hunt for the address because we’d passed his premises on our way to visit the Marin oyster farm the previous week. We drove up the north coast and turned right after crossing the River Seudre to where the oyster farms were situated. The tide had gone out. A cold mist hung over the vast stretches of mud, hiding the oyster ponds from view. I turned down the track to the Preneur offices. We went in through the front door and followed the long passageway down to the office. On the other side of the glass wall of the passage the crystal clear, clean water in the treatment tanks for the claires process reflected the light. 
 
    “That’s what costs fifty thousand Euros?” I asked Felix. 
 
    “I guess so. Preneur has invested to give his business the competitive edge.” 
 
    Felix pushed open the door to the office. 
 
    “Oui, bonjour,” said the tall handsome man we’d first seen dancing with Bella Marin at La Rose des Vents. He stood looking over the shoulder of a young woman who was clicking away at her keyboard in front of a computer screen. “How may I help you?” 
 
    “Monsieur Preneur?” asked Felix striding forward with his hand outstretched. 
 
    “Yes. Have we met?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but we’ve seen you at La Rose des Vents. This is my colleague Mpenzi Munro, an English advocate. She’d like to ask you some questions about the death of Joseph Marin.” 
 
    I stepped forward and shook Preneur’s hand. 
 
    He wrinkled up his forehead and squinted down at me. “I’m not sure I understand. Why would I know anything about that?” 
 
    I glanced at the young woman and back at him. “Wouldn’t this be better in your private office, monsieur?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t have anything to hide, madame.” 
 
    “Not even your relationship with your dancing partner of the other night?” 
 
    He turned on his heel and made for a door to the right throwing over his shoulder, “You’d better follow me.” 
 
    As soon as we were inside his office, he slammed the door to behind Felix. “You have no right to come charging into my office first thing in the morning, without an appointment, and accuse me of goodness knows what.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and puffed out his chest, cast a sideways glance at us and made for his chair, establishing his desk as a barrier between us. 
 
    When we didn’t reply, he opened the top drawer of his desk and slammed it shut a couple of times. At last he looked back up at us. 
 
    “Just what are you accusing me of, exactly?” 
 
    “May we sit down?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes, sit. Sit.” 
 
    “So, what is this all about?” 
 
    “The murder of Joseph Marin,” I said. “We’re not accusing you of anything, but we would like you to tell us about your relationship with his widow, Bella Marin.” 
 
    “That is really none of your business, is it? My private life is my own and so is hers.” 
 
    Felix drew his chair up to the desk and leaned his arms on the top. 
 
    “Not when a murder is in question, monsieur. No one has a private life then. You’d do best to answer Madame Munro’s questions. Better hers than those of the police. Has Inspector Dubois questioned you yet by any chance?” 
 
    Preneur left his seat and walked over to the window. He spent a few minutes looking out over the bleak scene of the mist covered sand banks. I put my finger to my lips to shush Felix. The longer the silence stretched, the more likely Preneur was to answer my questions. He turned back to us and took his seat again quickly as if he’d come to a decision. 
 
    “Bella and I love each other. Yes, we’re having an affair but it’s nothing sleazy or hole-in-the-corner. We would like to be married.” 
 
    “So Joseph’s death is opportune for you?” Felix asked. 
 
    Preneur’s brow creased in annoyance. “You would look at it that way and I suppose you’re right, but I had nothing whatsoever to do with his murder. I was as surprised as anyone when Bella phoned me with the news.” 
 
    “Did Joseph know Bella wanted a divorce?” I asked. “Had he refused to give her one?” 
 
    Preneur shook my questions off. “Of course not. Bella hadn’t found the right time. Marin used to beat her up. She was scared he’d get worse if he knew she wanted out of the marriage.” 
 
    Felix removed his arms from the desk, sat back and crossed his legs. “And now you’re expecting to take over the Marin business, I take it.” 
 
    Preneur thumped his desk and jumped to his feet. “Now listen here, that’s a stretch too far. I haven’t even thought about it. I’ve been too busy helping Bella and her boys. Marin was only killed two days ago. Do you consider me to be a ghoul?” 
 
    I ignored his spate of outrage and asked, “Where were you between the hours of one and three o’clock on Sunday morning?” 
 
    “Is that the time of death?” 
 
    Felix nodded. 
 
    “Where do you think I was? I was in bed asleep like most people.” 
 
    “Alone?” I asked. “Can anyone vouch for you?” 
 
    A secretive smile flitted across his face to be replaced within a nanosecond by a scowl. 
 
    “No, unfortunately, but that doesn’t make me a murderer. Wouldn’t you be better off looking for the younger brother?” 
 
    With that Preneur resumed his position at the window dismissing us. 
 
    As we walked back to our car, Felix said, “He was being a gentleman. With Joseph away for the night, I bet he was with Bella Marin.” 
 
    “What with two boys in the house?” 
 
    “They’d have been at his house. He’s not married, is he?” 
 
    “That would make the older boy complicit, at least in the affair. He would have had to babysit his younger brother.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    On our way back to town we called in at La Rose des Vents for a sandwich and a glass of wine as we’d be missing our lunch to interview Agnes Tanguy. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t the two unfortunates who discovered Joseph Marin’s body,” exclaimed the owner as he welcomed us. “Who’d have imagined it? Right down there on our docks. Nothing as exciting as that has happened for years around here.” 
 
    Felix pulled out a bar stool for me and took the one next to it. “I’d have thought you could do without that kind of excitement.” 
 
    The owner laughed. “It’s been wonderful for business. You’d be surprised how many people have come down here to gawp at the crime scene. Now, what’ll you have? The drinks are on me in thanks for boosting my business.” 
 
    Felix and I hid our disgust as best we could. While Felix ordered, I decided to pump the owner for more background on the Marins and André Preneur. 
 
    The owner called our sandwich order through to the kitchen, pulled the cork on a  bottle of Bordeaux and set it on the counter for us. 
 
    “Monsieur,” I began. 
 
    “Pierre, please.” 
 
    “Pierre. Did you ever notice any aggro between Joseph Marin and any of your other customers?” 
 
    “No one could miss the increasing arguments between Joseph and his brother Ben. I had to tell them to take it outside one evening. And now Ben is missing, everyone has decided he’s guilty.” 
 
    “What? So quickly?” asked Felix. “They’ve only had two evenings to talk about it.” 
 
    Pierre shrugged. “Human nature.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” I asked. 
 
    “Joseph pulled André Preneur away from his wife one evening on the dance floor. There may be something going on there, but I don’t know for sure.” 
 
    He left to fetch our sandwiches. We took them outside to sit in the sun and soak up the fresh sea air now that the mist had cleared. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Agnes Tanguy had arrived home by the time we reached her house in one of the better areas of Beaucoup-sur-Mer. We caught her as she was climbing out of her car. We introduced ourselves and she invited us in. 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive the mess,” she said. “With all that happened on Sunday, I haven’t spent much time on housework. I’ve been cooking for two families and taking one set of meals round to Bella’s every night. She’s been too distraught to cook for her boys.” 
 
    She waved us into the sitting room and we sat down on a sofa facing the armchair she chose. 
 
    “Now, what do you want to know? And why are you asking me questions, anyway?” she said. 
 
    I indicated Felix with a nod his way and answered her. “We both met your brothers Joseph and Ben about two weeks ago. We toured the oyster farm and I’ve been taking scuba diving lessons with Ben. That’s how we came across Joseph on Sunday morning. We had been booked to go out to sea with them both.” 
 
    “Your interest seems to be more than casual. You’re not reporters, are you?” 
 
    “Heaven forbid,” I said. “No, I worked with the mayor’s blessing on a couple of cases recently, and Inspector Dubois knows I’m making enquiries of my own. I liked Ben and am worried about where he is and why he’s missing. Did you know people are already saying he’s guilty of murdering Joseph?” 
 
    “I’ve had a few pointed remarks made to me at work,” she said. 
 
    “Were you aware they weren’t getting on?” 
 
    “Of course, but it was all to do with the business. It wasn’t personal. Ben wanted to expand and Joseph didn’t.” 
 
    Felix shifted his feet and took up the questioning. “And you agreed with Ben, I take it?” 
 
    She nodded. “We haven’t seen any return on my investment in the business for two years now. Someone had to do something.” 
 
    “Would you mind telling me where you were on Sunday morning between one and three?” I asked her. 
 
    She rose to her feet and stalked to the door with her head held high. “It’s time for you to leave.” 
 
    Felix and I had to yield to her request. As we passed through the door Felix asked her again, “Sunday morning, if you please.” 
 
    She flounced down the hall to open the front door to shoo us out. At the last minute she conceded and told us she’d been asleep in bed. “With my husband,” she added as she shut the door in our faces. 
 
    “I don’t suppose there’s much point interviewing her husband at this stage. He’s only going to back her up,” I said to Felix as we walked down to our car. 
 
    “True, but it might help to meet the man and see how he strikes us. I’ll give him a ring now.” 
 
    Felix made the call to the hospital, nodding and saying, “Thank you,” before he rang off. 
 
    “He’ll see us now in the canteen. He’s a surgeon.” 
 
    “I wish we’d known that before we drove into town,” I said switching on the engine and driving out back the way we had come in. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As we turned into the hospital entrance, I began to shake. My foot wouldn’t stay on the accelerator. 
 
    “Pull over, boss,” Felix said. “Get a grip of yourself. Bad memories?” 
 
    I nodded as I steered to the side of the road and stopped the car. Only a couple of weeks before, I had nearly lost my life working on a case at the hospital. If Felix hadn’t been there to save me, I would have plunged several stories to my death. 
 
    “Deep breaths,” Felix ordered as he took my hands and rubbed them back to life. 
 
    I chilled as the past event washed over me. Fighting evil as a white witch had taken its toll of me, and now here I was again, on the trail of yet another misguided and wicked human being. I hoped against hope we wouldn’t find out that Ben was the killer. 
 
    “Feeling better?” Felix asked after a few minutes. “Your color’s back in your cheeks.” 
 
    I started the car again and pulled out slowly. “Let’s get this over with and then we can go home.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When we reached the canteen, we paused inside the doorway. We hadn’t met Tanguy before so we had no idea whom to look for. The lunchtime crowd clogged the self-service line and took up all the tables. Felix made his way along the outside of the queue, stopping now and then to ask for Dr Tanguy. His fourth attempt succeeded. A nurse pointed across the room to a man sitting alone against the wall. We pushed our way through the throng to his table. 
 
    “Dr Tanguy?” Felix asked. 
 
    The man who rose from his seat couldn’t have been more than five foot two. I wondered if his lack of height hampered his work in the operating theater, but decided the idea was frivolous in the circumstances. Perhaps they lowered the operating table, or he stood on a platform. He shook our hands with geniality and invited us to sit at his table. 
 
    “I took the liberty of fetching a couple of beers for you,” he said sliding the bottles and glasses towards us. “You probably wouldn’t be served for another hour with that long queue.” 
 
    I thanked him. “That was thoughtful.” 
 
    “Now, what do you want to know?” he asked, his smile lighting up his eyes. 
 
    “It’s about your brother-in-law’s murder,” I began. 
 
    “But what’s that got to do with you?” he asked. 
 
    I went through our usual explanation adding that he didn’t have to answer our questions but if he did, it might help us solve the case. 
 
    “I don’t know what I can tell you. It’s peculiar my wife’s brother Ben has disappeared. People are gossiping, but I don’t want to think the worst of him.” 
 
    “We’re aware of the disagreements over business between Joseph and Ben. And your wife told us that you and she weren’t happy with the way the operation was being run.” 
 
    He stroked his chin. 
 
    “True, but neither of us would go as far as contemplating murder. We’d like to see a return from my wife’s holding in the business, but we’re not exactly paupers. We have two salaries coming in and mine is substantial as you can imagine.” 
 
    “Would you mind telling us where you were between the hours of one and three on Sunday morning?” 
 
    “That’s presumably when Joseph was killed?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “I don’t see any harm in telling you that I was at home in bed with my wife Agnes. I’m sure she told you the same thing.” 
 
    “Actually, she was reluctant to answer our question.” 
 
    “You don’t want to read anything into that. She probably thought your questioning was insensitive.” 
 
    I took a couple of mouthfuls of my beer to show willing, then put the glass down and pushed it away. Felix followed my cue and stood up. We thanked Dr Tanguy and walked out of the hospital, not too soon for me. 
 
    Felix took my arm down the front steps. “What did you make of that, boss?” 
 
    “Smooth. Seemingly co-operative, but….” 
 
    “I agree. He came across as gracious and helpful. And he gave them both an alibi, not that an alibi of husband and wife sleeping together amounts to much. However, I struggle to see him reaching up and cutting Joseph’s throat. He’s just too short.” 
 
    “We keep him as a possible, Felix. As I said before, Joseph might have been kneeling. Dr Tanguy looked strong enough to me, and he’d know exactly where to slash the knife.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    At close to four o’clock Felix and I walked up the street to the bus stop outside The Union Jack to meet Jimbo home from school. Audrey was waiting outside the shop for Wilfred with Simone and little Piffle. 
 
    “How’s Wilfred doing at school?” I asked her. 
 
    “Fine, so far, but it’s early days yet. It helped that Jimbo was on the bus with him.” 
 
    “That worked both ways.” 
 
    “What’s happening about the Marin murder? You’re not getting involved again, are you, Penzi?” 
 
    I shook my head while Felix nodded his. A look of confusion flooded across Audrey’s face, but we were saved from going into details by the school bus which beetled to a stop beside us. The school children piled out laughing and calling out to each other. Jimbo hung back allowing the jostling crowd to push past him. I wondered what was wrong. An air of dejection hung around him. He shuffled forwards between the seats with his shoulders slumped and almost fell out of the bus when he reached the steps. 
 
    “Whoa!” said Felix, grabbing hold of his arm and saving him from a nasty graze on his knees. “What’s wrong, young man?” 
 
    Jimbo cast a glance around. “Not here,” he said snatching himself away from Felix’s support and catching hold of my arm to tug me away from the childish exuberance around us. 
 
    Felix and I exchanged worried looks above his head, but did as Jimbo asked and walked away back up our street without talking to any of the other parents. Jimbo kept silent until we’d shut our front door behind us and sat down at the kitchen table. Gwinny looked enquiringly at me and I shook my head. 
 
    She handed Jimbo a glass of milk and pushed a plate of her homemade cookies towards him. He picked up the milk and drained the glass in a couple of gulps. He pushed the cookies away. 
 
    “I can’t eat cookies. Not today.” 
 
    “Why ever not?” asked Gwinny. “They’re your favorites. I made them especially for you.” 
 
    He gave a sob and said, “I just can’t.” 
 
    Gwinny mouthed the word bullying at me. 
 
    I crouched down beside his chair. “Was it bad at school today?” 
 
    In between sobs, he nodded and looked down at his knees. 
 
    I tipped his chin up. “Tell us, Jimbo. We’re here for you always. Did someone bully you? Say nasty things, push you about?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Felix crouched down on the other side. “Did someone make fun of your French?” 
 
    Jimbo shook his head again. “It wasn’t me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked him. 
 
    “They all bullied someone else. Marcel Marin, my teacher’s son. He’s in my class?” 
 
    I nodded. “Go on.” 
 
    “At playtime, they punched and pinched him and called him horrible names. I didn’t understand everything they said, but I did understand the word guillotine. They kept pretending to cut their throats and pointing at Marcel.” 
 
    “Did he tell his mother when you returned to class?” 
 
    “He couldn’t. Everyone was crowding him to the back of the classroom and anyway, Madame Marin was crying. She was rubbing something off the board.” 
 
    Jimbo stopped talking for a moment then he said, “It was all about that man you found dead on the boat, Penzi. He was Marcel’s uncle, and no one knows where Marcel’s dad is.” 
 
    I got to my feet and hugged Jimbo hard. “You’re a good boy, Jimbo, to be concerned about someone else being bullied.” 
 
    I looked at Felix and he nodded his consent. 
 
    “Felix and I are going to visit Madame Marin and Marcel now to see if there is anything we can do to help the situation. Do you want to come with us?” 
 
    His face brightened. “Can I take some cookies for him?” 
 
    “Of course, you can,” Gwinny said taking a plastic bag out of the drawer and beginning to fill it with cookies. 
 
    “Can Zig and Zag come with us?” 
 
    Zig and Zag sat up in their dog baskets and perked up their ears. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they’re good at comforting people. They always make me feel better when I’m sad.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll take them, but they must stay in the car until we’ve asked Madame Marin if it’s all right for them to play with you two boys in the garden.” 
 
      
 
    Ben and Désirée Marin lived in a modern bungalow outside the ancient town walls. Although a new build, it had graceful lines with a covered verandah running all the way round the house. I drove through the open gates and up the short drive to the graveled area at the front. I was astonished to see Désirée on a stepladder on the front verandah scrubbing the wall for all she was worth. 
 
    When she heard our car, she turned around on the ladder and looked down at it in horror. She scrambled down and raced into the house slamming the front door behind her. 
 
    “She’s scared,” Felix said as he buzzed the back windows down to give the dogs some air while we sought permission for them to enter the house and garden. 
 
    “Hardly surprising,” I said, “after what Jimbo told us.” 
 
    We climbed the steps up to the verandah with Jimbo trailing along behind. Up close it was obvious what she’d been working on when we arrived. Someone had spray painted the front wall of the house. Even with half the letters scrubbed off the French word for murderer was apparent. What possessed ordinarily good citizens to come to Désirée’s house and daub Meutrier on the wall? No wonder she’d dashed inside to get away from unexpected callers. 
 
    Felix knocked on the door, but she didn’t answer. Jimbo had edged his way along the verandah and was peering through one of the windows. 
 
    “Come away, Jimbo. Don’t be rude.” 
 
    “But I can see Marcel. He’s hiding on the floor with his mother.” 
 
    “Felix, look up her number and call her please,” I asked him passing him my cell phone. 
 
    The call rang and went to voice mail. 
 
    I changed my mind about Jimbo’s behavior. 
 
    “Knock on the window, Jimbo, and stay there so they can see it’s only you.” 
 
    Jimbo rapped his knuckles on the glass and waved. I pressed redial and this time Désirée answered. 
 
    I told her we’d called to check she and Marcel were all right. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “Hold on a minute and I’ll let you in.” 
 
    I sent Jimbo down the drive to close the gates while we waited. I didn’t want Zig and Zag wandering off. 
 
    The first time I’d met Désirée Marin her name had struck me as apt: Désirée meaning the desired one. I’d been impressed by her beauty and grace. The woman who opened the door was barely recognizable. Tangles of hair hung around her pale face. The blood had drained out of her lips and cheeks and she was shivering. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t stop shaking. I’ve lived in this town all my life and I’ve never known such spite. No one is sparing a thought for how anxious I must be because no one’s heard from Ben since Saturday. They’ve all jumped to conclusions and decided he’s guilty of fratricide.” 
 
    I gently guided her down the hall to the kitchen where I coaxed her into a chair. I set about putting on a pot of coffee. 
 
    “How’s Marcel? Jimbo told us his classmates have been bullying him.” 
 
    She nodded. “I don’t know how we’re going to get through this. I don’t believe for a moment that my gentle, kind husband killed Joseph.” 
 
    I jerked my head at Felix to check on the two boys. He peeped into the sitting room and came back to say they were talking quietly together. 
 
    I set cups and sugar cubes on the table. “Désirée, I’ve brought my two dogs with me because Jimbo said they would cheer up Marcel. May I let them out of the car into the garden?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I have a cat, but she’ll get out of their way. Please don’t let the dogs in the house though.” 
 
    Felix left to deal with the dogs and the boys. By the time he returned I’d poured the coffee for the three of us. 
 
    “Do you mind if we ask you some questions?” I asked her. “Felix and I are helping Inspector Dubois.” 
 
    She cupped her hands around her coffee and nodded. 
 
    Stirring mine I said, “We know the two brothers have been having disagreements over the business.” 
 
    “But it’s only business,” she said quickly. “It’s nothing serious enough to cause one of them to murder the other.” 
 
    “Perhaps they had a fight,” Felix said. “They’ve been thrown out of the pub down at the docks for fighting.” 
 
    She touched her knuckles to her lips. “Oh dear. No one told me.” 
 
    “Can you tell us what Ben said to you when he phoned you on Saturday afternoon?” 
 
    “How do you know about that?” she asked. “The police told me his phone was missing.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Felix, “but the call is in the records.” 
 
    “I keep phoning hoping he’ll answer,” she said. “The last call I had from him was the one on Saturday at about 2 p.m. It was to say they were ready to sail.” 
 
    “So they hadn’t sailed at that point?” 
 
    “No, and I didn’t get another call.” 
 
    “So you don’t know for sure that Ben sailed with Joseph?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Do you have any idea where Ben could be? Does he have a special place he goes to when he wants to be alone? Does he have a girlfriend?” 
 
    “I’m sure he doesn’t have a girlfriend. I would know; I’m his wife.” 
 
    Felix and I looked at each other but didn’t say anything. We’d heard that one before. 
 
    She continued, “I have no idea where he is. It’s driving me crazy. And he doesn’t have any bolt hole that I’m aware of.” 
 
    I pointed to the shed at the bottom of the garden. “And that?” 
 
    “Oh yes, that’s Ben’s. No one else is allowed in there.” 
 
    “Can Felix have a look?” 
 
    Désirée nodded but said, “It’s locked and I don’t have the key.” 
 
    Felix caught my eye. “I’ll have a wander, anyway, and I’ll join the boys in the garden. Give you two some private time.” 
 
    I waited until Felix had shut the door before walking round to Désirée and putting my arm across her shoulders in comfort. 
 
    “Come,” I said. “I’ll help you finish scrubbing that graffiti off the wall. Then I’ll fix you something to eat.” 
 
    “You are kind. Here you are an Englishwoman helping me when my own people have turned their backs on me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean anything,” I told her. “Not in the long run. It’s the uncertainty. People can’t stand it. They’d rather believe the worst of Ben than think some mad man is going around slitting throats.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t,” she said shrinking away from me. “I didn’t like Joseph much, but he didn’t deserve to die like that, and I feel so sorry for Oscar and Paul. And the business will be so much more complicated now because they will inherit their father’s share and neither of them is interested in oyster farming.” 
 
    “You’re worrying too far ahead. Ben is still missing. Let’s cope with things on a day-to-day basis.” 
 
    She pushed back her chair and went to fetch her bucket saying the water would be cold and needed changing. I followed her out onto the verandah and while she performed her water carrying duty, I watched the boys and the dogs playing in the garden. Jimbo’s therapy idea was working. Marcel had a smile on his face. He and Jimbo were playing piggy-in-the-middle, Zig and Zag being the piggies. No matter how high the dogs jumped they were unable to reach the ball until Marcel dropped a catch. A dog and boy scrum followed with much giggling and tail wagging. 
 
    “Penzi, I’m ready,” Désirée said from behind me. 
 
    I picked up a brush and began scrubbing away at the bottom half of the letters on the left while Désirée tackled the top half from the right. When we met in the middle, we crossed over. As I was the one on the bottom I didn’t get off scot-free. Désirée dripped soapy water on my hair and down my neck, but the sight of Désirée’s face growing less somber as a result of our comradeship made up for my wetting. 
 
    With the wall clean and boys and dogs worn out, I rustled up a macaroni cheese for Désirée and Marcel, while Felix swept the verandah and put the step ladder away in the garage. 
 
    I promised to call in the next evening to check all was well, and I told Désirée I’d have a word with Dubois about the graffiti. Maybe he’d send a patrol car past once in a while during the night. 
 
    When Felix and I arrived home with a tired boy and two exhausted dogs, Gwinny met us with the news that the mayor had phoned and wanted me to visit him in his office the next afternoon, Wednesday, at 2 p.m. 
 
    “Did he say what for?” I asked her. 
 
    Gwinny shook her head. “No, and he was a bit frosty.” 
 
    “Oh no, now what?” asked Felix, but I didn’t know. 
 
    Felix wanted to discuss what we’d discovered so far, but I said we’d all had enough for one day. Whatever had happened would keep until the morrow. 
 
    I phoned Dubois to tell him about the harassment of Désirée Marin and took the opportunity of asking him for the latest on the case and on his search for Ben. He had no news to give me. 
 
    Before he rang off, he said, “I’m ashamed of my fellow citizens sometimes. Of course, I’ll organize drive-pasts during the night.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Martine arrived early next morning with the post and, as usual, took her place at our kitchen table for a coffee. I was beginning to wonder if she ever had breakfast at home before she left on her round. I picked up the bundle of mail she’d tossed in her cavalier fashion on the table: circulars, bills and a quote from Desjardins, the landscape gardener. 
 
    I gasped at the price he’d quoted. 
 
    “Hey, let me,” said Felix snatching it away from me to read it. “That’s a bit steep for digging about a bit and sowing some grass seed.” 
 
    He handed it on to Gwinny. She took her time reading it before commenting. 
 
    “Penzi, it is indeed a lot of money, but the garden has to be sorted. You and Felix haven’t got the time with one investigation after another.” 
 
    “This is the last one, Gwinny,” Felix said and winked at me. 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a minute,” she said. “And the work’s too much for me. Anyhow, if you have any spare time, you should continue with your work on the brocante. Your father wanted you to earn a living from it. You three children can’t keep living off your trust fund for ever.” 
 
    “I contribute for my board and lodging,” said Felix. 
 
    Gwinny nodded. “So do I, but that still leaves Penzi, Sam and Jimbo spending more than is coming in. And next year Sam will want to be off doing his thing. He’ll need financial support.” 
 
    Martine coughed. “If I may,” she said, “I’ve seen some of the gardens Desjardins has developed. He has talent. His gardens are beautiful without being too fantastique.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” I said catching sight of Desjardins’ van pulling up outside. “What am I to do? Shall I accept the quote?” 
 
    Before anyone could answer Jimbo ran into the kitchen still half dressed. 
 
    “Cool. The garden man’s here,” he said excitedly running to the window. 
 
    “Guess that’s a yes then,” I said hurrying off to open the front door escorted by Zig and Zag. 
 
    Desjardins had a copy of the quote in his hand. In case I hadn’t received it yet, he said. 
 
    I invited him into the kitchen where he and Martine exchanged bises, the kisses the French exchange every time they meet a friend. One on each cheek, I noticed, so they were acquaintances not close friends or blood relations. I was finding the etiquette surrounding bises confusing. Sometimes one each side, sometimes two, it all depended on the degree of relationship. As ours was a business relationship we had shaken hands at the door. No bises until he became a ‘friend’. 
 
    Gwinny poured him a coffee which he drank quickly without sitting down at the table. 
 
    “Et alors, madame?” he asked as he put his cup down. “Is my quote good? Do you want me to do the work?” 
 
    “How soon can you start?” I asked. 
 
    “This minute. You could come into the garden with me and tell me exactly what you want and I’ll measure up and draw a detailed plan. I can get my team in tomorrow.” 
 
    Felix and Gwinny nodded at me and Jimbo said, “Please, Penzi.” 
 
    “Very well, monsieur. We have a deal.” 
 
    And we shook hands on it. 
 
    I asked Gwinny if she’d mind taking Jimbo down to the school bus stop. Jimbo begged to stay and help design the garden. He sulked while he ate his breakfast when I said no. 
 
    Gwinny popped upstairs to ask Sam if he wanted to be involved but apart from the fact that he was still in bed, he said he and Emmanuelle had so few days left together that he’d trust us to get the garden right without him. 
 
    It took over two hours for Gwinny, Felix and I to explain what we hoped for and for Desjardins to take all the measurements he needed. No sooner had he drunk his coffee after we finished than Izzy and Garth arrived. It was going to be one of those mornings. 
 
    Desjardins left as Izzy and Garth entered. Another round of coffee and Gwinny’s delicious cookies. Izzy said she’d come to ask about Joseph Marin’s murder and whether there was any news about Ben. Felix and I caught her up to date on what we’d learned so far. 
 
    “What a horrible time for Désirée Marin,” she said. “Spiteful graffiti when her husband is missing. But, I have a second reason for coming round this morning. I wanted to dissuade you from intervening in the case this time. Garth says it could be dangerous.” 
 
    Felix said, “Save your breath. She won’t listen.” 
 
    Izzy carried on as if Felix had said nothing. “I want to turn your attention back to the brocante. From what you’ve said your investigations so far haven’t borne any fruit, so why don’t you take a few days off until the police find Ben.” 
 
    “Good idea,” said Felix, but then he would. “Apart from the safety angle, Gwinny was only reminding us at breakfast that the brocante should be bringing in an income by now and all we’ve done is clear out the storeroom next door.” 
 
    And use up a few diamonds to summon the High Council of the Guild of White Witches. 
 
    Izzy went on, “Garth and I are here to help today and we can spare a few hours tomorrow as well. We’ve talked it over and we suggest that we begin sorting the items and stacking them in the empty storeroom. I’ve a contact in Paris who is a specialist in art and objets d’art. I’ve spoken to him and he’s excited to come and appraise the stock.” 
 
    Gwinny laid her hand on my arm. “That’s an excellent idea. You could do that today and tomorrow.” 
 
    Felix nodded in agreement. “We want to interview Bella Marin but it would be insensitive to do that before Joseph’s funeral which must be held by Monday at the latest?” 
 
    “Oh?” Izzy asked. 
 
    I told her that Monsieur Bonhomie had informed us before funerals must be held within seven days in France unless the police order otherwise. I continued, “I’d like to work on the brocante. In fact, I’ll move it up from a pleasure activity to a necessary work activity in my mind. So far, I’ve considered the brocante like an Aladdin’s cave to be explored as a treat.” 
 
    “There you go then,” said Izzy. “With the four of us we should be able to accomplish a lot today.” 
 
    “Just one problem,” I said. “Felix and I have to visit the mayor at 2 p.m.” 
 
    Gwinny suggested Sam should pull his weight. She would make sure he and Emmanuelle reported for duty with Izzy and Garth when we left for the mairie. 
 
    We spent a happy morning shifting paintings from the dirty brocante proper to the cleaned out storeroom at the side. Sometimes it took all four of us to move the heavier frames of plaster or carved wood decorated with gold leaf. A thick film of dust lay on the artwork itself obscuring much of the subject matter, but the age and possible value shone through. Lacking in expertise, we stacked the paintings according to size. 
 
    At one point Felix picked up a duster and said, “Let’s rub some of the dust off and see what lies beneath.” 
 
    I’ve never seen anyone move as fast as Izzy did. She flew across the room and grabbed hold of Felix’s hand. 
 
    “Never. Don’t touch a thing. Some of these older paintings are oil. You’ll damage them irreparably. If they’re valuable, they’ll need to be cleaned by specialists, probably people who work for the big art galleries.” 
 
    Felix laughed. “And if they’re a load of old rubbish?” 
 
    “It won’t hurt to wait until my friend has had a look at them,” Izzy replied. 
 
    “Some of them could be valuable,” I said. “Many of the frames are gilded. People wouldn’t waste gold leaf on paintings of little value.” 
 
    “Patience, patience,” was Izzy’s reply. 
 
    After three hours of hard work, our clothes were as dusty as the paintings and our throats parched. Gwinny arrived to summon us to lunch to find us sitting on the dusty floor telling tall stories about the millions we had stacked against the walls. 
 
    Sam and Emmanuelle joined us for lunch having responded to Gwinny’s order for them to help out that afternoon. When Felix and I left at ten to two Emmanuelle was pulling a reluctant Sam along the pavement to the carriageway opening of the brocante. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Monsieur Bonhomie, the mayor of the town of Beaucoup-sur-Mer and the surrounding commune, merely nodded at us as his secretary showed us into his office. Felix glanced at me and raised his eyebrows as if to say, What now? 
 
    I angled my arm down behind my back out of sight and patted my hand up and down to warn Felix to keep a low profile until we found out what was wrong because something was. Monsieur Bonhomie had extended a warm and kind French welcome to my English family since our unexpected arrival a few weeks before. That wasn’t all. A few days before, he’d been bursting with gratitude when Felix and Sam saved his daughter, Emmanuelle, from a melodramatic fate worse than death at the hands of a handsome blues singer from Louisiana. So what had changed? 
 
    Monsieur Bonhomie pointed at the chairs in front of his desk, an uncouth gesture for a Frenchman to make. I ignored the rudeness and sat down. Felix followed my lead. We waited silently while the mayor gazed with exaggerated interest at the cornice that ran around the ceiling. Felix risked another glance at me and I gave him back a warning shake of my head. Bonhomie harrumphed and dropped his eyes to his desk. He made much of opening and shutting the drawers, shuffling the contents about in exaggerated busyness. When he had exhausted that ploy, he rustled through the pages of his desk diary and made several jottings. Only then did he look up at me, but he couldn’t keep his eyes on my face. He shifted to Felix’s, but couldn’t hold that look either. 
 
    It had gone on long enough, and so I coughed. 
 
    At last he addressed me. 
 
    “Madame Munro, you have put me in a difficult position. I owe you a debt of gratitude for what you did for my daughter, but….” He dried up. 
 
    “I’ve done something to offend you, Monsieur le Maire?” I asked him in a voice deep with deference. 
 
    We all liked the mayor. He could be pompous at times, but he’d been good company at the parties we’d held, and he was Emmanuelle’s father. Added to that, it was important to my family that the mayor be on our side, especially with the upcoming ramifications of the Brexit vote in the United Kingdom. Once implemented, we would be aliens and no longer fellow citizens of the European Union. Our right to stay in our new home with all the friends we’d made since our arrival, and Jimbo’s chance to continue at his new school, would depend upon the French authorities looking favorably upon our future applications for residence permits. 
 
    Monsieur Bonhomie sighed and fiddled with a pencil. 
 
    I coughed gently again. 
 
    He straightened his spine and took on an official voice. 
 
    “It has come to my attention that you’ve been going around the town asking questions and demanding answers saying that you have my blessing.” 
 
    For a moment I was speechless. I swallowed hard and thought about our actions over the past few days. Felix and I had stumbled on Joseph Marin’s dead body early on the Sunday morning. And then? What the mayor said was true. I had implied to the various people we’d interviewed or talked to about the case that Monsieur Bonhomie was aware of what we were doing and had sanctioned our investigation. So I was at fault… but only by omission. 
 
    I didn’t have to fake the look of apology on my face. It was genuine. I had never intended to take the mayor’s good name for granted. We’d slipped into it when I plunged into the search for Joseph’s killer. On all our other cases the mayor had been part of the investigation, had even asked me to intervene. I’d allowed my enthusiasm for the case to usurp the mayor’s authority. No wonder he was put out. Perhaps enthusiasm was too mild a characterization. Bigheadedness was more appropriate. I’d been so keen to find the murderer and, hopefully, exonerate Ben Marin that I’d charged in all guns blazing without checking the etiquette of war. 
 
    I leapt to my feet, hand on heart, and said quickly, “Je m’excuse, Monsieur le Maire. I apologize from the bottom of my heart. I meant no disrespect. My colleague Felix and I allowed ourselves to be carried away with the thrill of the hunt for the person or persons who dared to strike down a friend of ours.” 
 
    “Sit down, please, Madame Munro. You are young and headstrong. I realize that, but there are niceties to be observed. You can’t go around telling people you are working for me when I haven’t even discussed the matter with you.” 
 
    “Monsieur, we are so worried about Ben Marin. He’s disappeared and some of the townspeople are harassing his wife. The boys in his son’s class are bullying his son, Marcel. Public opinion has come to the conclusion that Ben murdered Joseph and has run away.” 
 
    Monsieur Bonhomie nodded as I spoke. 
 
    “I, too, heard these rumors. But you don’t agree, Penzi?” 
 
    Oh good, I was back to being Penzi. 
 
    “No, monsieur. I like Ben Marin.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should tell me about the case while we drink a cup of English tea. Yes?” 
 
    Monsieur Bonhomie levered his wide hips out of his admiral’s chair and stepped to his office door and called out his order to his secretary. He moved lightly on his feet for a man of his imposing bulk. 
 
    “Forgive me for rebuking you, Penzi,” he said when he drew level with my chair. He halted, pivoted on his tiny feet and made for me. He clutched hold of me and gave me the bise one on each cheek. 
 
    “We’re agreed. No more using my name without checking with me first, c’est compris? You understand?” 
 
    “Absolument,” I said, and Felix echoed my promise. 
 
    The mayor continued on to his desk where he sat down again with a big pluff from the seat cushion. He leaned on his steepled fingers on his desk. 
 
    “Now, you must tell me all. I don’t like not knowing what’s going on in my little town. That Dubois has told me nothing. I only found out about the murder from the television. I shall have a word with him.” 
 
    For the next hour we told the mayor the gist of our findings so far and drank a pot of excellent English tea. 
 
    When the pot was drained he suddenly said, “What are you doing here if you have a murder to solve?” 
 
    As we were taking our leave, he took hold of Felix’s arm. “You keep our Penzi safe. Our town needs her intuition and insights.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As I parked in front of Izzy’s and Garth’s cars outside Les Dragons, Jimbo’s school bus appeared in the rearview mirror. It halted outside The Union Jack. I switched off the engine, got out of the car and waved to Felix to stay. 
 
    “I’ll only be a minute and you can see the bus stop from here.” 
 
    “Not on your life,” he said unbending his six foot plus frame as he stepped onto the pavement. “You’re not going alone.” 
 
    We reached the bus as Jimbo came down the steps laughing with a group of friends. That was a good sign. Perhaps everything had gone well at school, but as we walked along the street towards our house, he told us that Désirée Marin hadn’t been in school that day. 
 
    “We had a strange teacher from another school take our class. No one knows when Madame Marin is coming back.” 
 
    “What about Marcel?” I asked him. 
 
    He sighed and scuffed his new trainers along the cobbles. Seeing he was upset, I didn’t rebuke him but waited for him to answer me. 
 
    “What about Marcel?” I repeated. 
 
    He glanced back and decided we were far enough away from the other kids for him to take my hand without peer censure. I squeezed it back. 
 
    “He didn’t come to school either. Everyone said he was a coward and the son of a killer. Even if his father is the murderer, it’s not Marcel’s fault, is it?” 
 
    I looked down at my little brother who was more of a son than a brother to me. I hugged him tightly against my side so that we stumbled like people in a three-legged race. 
 
    “Of course, it isn’t anything to do with Marcel. People are cruel sometimes. In three months’ time they will have forgotten all about it. You’ll see. We’ll go round to the Marin’s house as soon as you’ve had your tea. I’ll take them something for supper.” 
 
    The smile he gave me made up for the leisure time Felix and I would be giving up. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The carriage doors of the brocante stood wide open. I let go of Jimbo and told him to run in to Gwinny. Felix and I popped in to be met by four hot and dusty workers. Both the girls had their hair tied up in scarves. They had emptied and sorted a third of the treasure from the main brocante. 
 
    They all stopped work at our interruption. 
 
    “It’s time to call it a day,” I said. “You’ve done wonders in here.” 
 
    “I hope it’s worth it,” said Garth brushing his hand across his dust laden hair. “I’ve been breathing in the dust of centuries all day long.” 
 
    I walked down the line of stacked paintings. 
 
    “The quantity is certainly here,” I said, “but I have no idea of the quality. Anyone else?” 
 
    Garth said, “As if.” 
 
    Sam and Emmanuelle shrugged in unison. 
 
    That left Izzy who had already told me we should ask her friend to appraise the stock. 
 
    “I studied the History of Art at college,” she said. “The paintings are too dirty for an amateur like me to be sure, but some of them give me a little tingle at the back of my mind.” 
 
    Sam snorted whether from the dust or from teenage derision, I didn’t know. 
 
    “The frames will fetch a good price even if the pictures are rubbish,” he said. 
 
    “Enough. Come inside and clean up. Drinks all round, and I’ll tell you about our visit to the mayor.” 
 
    “What’s Papa done now?” Emmanuelle asked as she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Nothing he shouldn’t have done.” 
 
    “Ticked Penzi off, is all,” said Felix with a laugh.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “We have to visit Bella Marin today, boss,” Felix said as he brought me my morning tea the next day. “We’ve left it long enough. We can’t wait until after the funeral. Anyway, maybe she’ll appreciate some sensitive questioning after the police.” 
 
    I agreed with him, but felt bad about leaving Izzy and Garth alone to work on the brocante again. I couldn’t ask Sam and Emmanuelle to give up another day of their school holidays together. 
 
    “Okay. Please find and dial her number for me. I’ll see if she can see us this morning. If so, I’ll put Izzy and Garth off until this afternoon.” 
 
    Bella Marin answered straight away and said she would see us at eleven. Izzy said she’d been on the point of calling me to postpone their visit until the afternoon. Felix went downstairs to tell Gwinny our plans and offered to do the weekly shop at the supermarket to fill in time before our appointment with Bella Marin. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” I asked him angrily when he told me. 
 
    “Because it would reduce the pressure on Gwinny. Boss, you are in danger of taking advantage of your mother’s desperation to please you. With everyone else you are thoughtful and kind, but with your mother your attitude touches on the unappreciative at best and on the vindictive at worst.” 
 
    I reared back and hit my head on the headboard. Ouch. Was I really that horrible to Gwinny? I didn’t love her, true. And whenever her past behavior came to mind, I tried to forgive her for the years she was missing in our lives, but I wasn’t doing very well. 
 
    Felix continued. “What do you expect her to do? She can’t wind back the clock. No one can. And Jimbo finds your attitude puzzling.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because he’s asked me.” 
 
    My shoulders heaved and I sighed. “There’s this knot of resentment deep inside me,” I said holding my hand on my belly. “It’s childish, but it’s real to me.” 
 
    “Try putting yourself in Gwinny’s place. She’s looking after the house. She’s taken over the cooking since Audrey left. She’s company for Jimbo when he gets home from school on the days when we’re not here—” 
 
    “And she was kind to me when I had that bad go of the blues.” 
 
    “So give her a little love now and then. Have you any idea how petulant you sounded when I told you I’d offered to do the shopping?” 
 
    I ran the scene over in my mind. Felix was right. I didn’t like the person I became when the memories of Gwinny’s desertion flooded through me. I had to change. 
 
    Felix left me to drink my tea, get dressed and, I’m sure, consider his lecture. 
 
    I made a resolution to say something kind to Gwinny every day. To my astonishment the knot in my stomach began to unravel. 
 
    When I entered the kitchen a few minutes later I approached Gwinny who looked up from her work at the sink with apprehension, like a servant expecting a telling off from her mistress. That expression appalled me. I put my arm around her shoulders and said, “Gwinny, in case I don’t tell you often enough, we all really appreciate what you do for us here. Thank you.” 
 
    I couldn’t go as far as to say I appreciate. Nor could I kiss her. But if I worked on it, perhaps I could one day. 
 
    She blinked and a tentative smile crossed her face. Felix gave me a wink. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Jimbo had finished his breakfast, Felix and I drove him down to the bus stop and continued on to the supermarket. We had a cup of coffee in the shopping mall, stowed our shopping in the back of the car and carried on to Bella Marin’s house which lay on the property next to the oyster farm. What a bleak place to live in the winter. Windswept by winter storms, devoid of flowering shrubs and garden flowers because the salt laden air killed everything except the straggling clumps of sea grass. Far from the town center. Right outside, a bus shelter marked the terminus of the school bus run. Her younger son Paul would be at school. Her older son, Oscar, opened the front door to us. 
 
    “Bonjour. Can I help you?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I said. “We liked your father.” 
 
    He half grunted, half smiled. 
 
    Felix repeated my condolences and said, “Your mother is expecting us.” 
 
    He held the door wide, closed it behind us and escorted us down the hallway to a door at the end. 
 
    “She’s in there,” he said. 
 
    I knocked on the door and entered a conservatory looking out over the flats towards the gray sea. 
 
    Bella Marin turned from her vigil at the glass windows and stared at us blankly. 
 
    “You may remember us, madame,” I said walking forwards with my hand outstretched. “Your husband showed us round your farm, and you served us with lunch. All of two weeks ago.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course, Madame Munro.” 
 
    She shook my hand and turned to shake hands with Felix. 
 
    “Please, asseyez-vous. Take the seats facing the view. I’ll sit here,” she said sitting in an armchair with its back to the sea. “I’m tired of looking out over the mud and the ocean. My husband loved the sea. He wouldn’t have minded dying out there, but to be stabbed to death….” 
 
    We sat where she suggested and waited for her to settle. 
 
    “You wanted to talk to me about Joseph?” 
 
    “Yes. Just a few questions. We’re helping Inspector Dubois, a sort of back-up inquiry to his own official one. If you’re uncertain, you can check with the mayor,” I said knowing that we now had that base covered. 
 
    “I phoned Inspector Dubois after I received your call and he vouched for you but reminded me your questions would be unofficial, and I had the right to refuse to answer them, should I so choose.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement. 
 
    “Madame—” 
 
    “Please call me Bella. You’re trying to help me after all. Anyone who tracks down the man who killed my husband is all right with me.” 
 
    “Can you suggest anyone who wanted to murder your husband?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Joseph didn’t always get on with people, but I can’t say anyone wanted to go as far as killing him for it.” 
 
    She absentmindedly rubbed a scar above her left eyebrow. 
 
    “You have a headache, Bella?” I asked her. 
 
    She pulled her hand away. 
 
    “No, I fell a few years ago and cut my head on the corner of the kitchen stove.” 
 
    “Fell?” I asked allowing my skepticism to show on my face. 
 
    She looked startled. 
 
    “You know about that?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Someone told us. I can’t remember who.” 
 
    “I didn’t think anyone knew about it,” she said. 
 
    We’d heard Joseph had beaten his wife sometimes, but I was surprised to learn he’d knocked her down. 
 
    “Did you yourself ever want to kill him when he mistreated you?” 
 
    She jolted and blinked rapidly. 
 
    “N-n-no,” she answered. “I’d never do that. It isn’t in my character. I’d never take my sons’ father away from them in that way. And he always had the power, you see.” 
 
    “What about a white knight? Do you have anyone in your life who would take it as his duty to protect you and avenge the wrong your husband did you?” 
 
    She cast her eyes about the room searching for an answer. What would she say? She shook her head again and whispered, “Non, personne. Nobody.” 
 
    “Bella, I don’t want to be unkind, but we’ve heard rumors that you have a lover.” 
 
    Bella slapped her hand across her mouth and widened her eyes in alarm. 
 
    I pursued the point, “A lover could feel strongly about your situation, couldn’t he?” 
 
    “Is it common knowledge?” she asked in a strained voice. 
 
    “It’s not general knowledge,” I assured her and asked, “so it’s true?” 
 
    Her shoulders sagged, and she didn’t respond. 
 
    Felix rose to his feet. “I’ll fetch you a glass of water.” 
 
    I left my seat and pulled a chair up close to her and sat down taking her hands in mine. 
 
    “Bella, it’s best you tell us so we can eliminate him from our list of suspects, if we can.” 
 
    “He didn’t do it. We were together all night.” 
 
    “Tell me,” I said as Felix came in with the glass of water and handed it to her. 
 
    She took a few sips before answering me. 
 
    “His name is André Preneur,” she said handing the glass back to Felix. “He’s one of our competitors. His business is more successful than our family business. He’s progressive and modern. André is buying up all the small businesses like ours as the older generation of oyster farmers dies off. Joseph would never change.” 
 
    “That caused friction between him and his brother Ben?” 
 
    “Yes. But Ben would never murder his brother if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. I was taking diving lessons with Ben and I like him, but we have to keep him on our list of suspects because of his disappearance.” 
 
    Felix pulled a chair forwards and sat. He waited until Bella looked at him and asked her, “Can you confirm where you were between the hours of one and three on Sunday morning.” 
 
    “You mean do I have an alibi?” 
 
    Felix nodded. “Please.” 
 
    “That’s an easy question to answer now you know about André. As I said before, we were together at his house. Oscar is old enough to babysit his younger brother.” 
 
    I let go of her hands and leaned away. 
 
    “What would you say if I told you Monsieur Preneur said he was alone all night?” 
 
    “He’s being careful of my reputation,” she said. 
 
    “Of course, if Monsieur Preneur does give you an alibi, that leaves your son Oscar without one.” 
 
    “What?” she said leaping to her feet. “That’s ridiculous. He’s only a boy.” 
 
    “He’s eighteen and almost as tall as his father was.” 
 
    “That is too much. You must leave. Now. Isn’t it enough that I’ve lost my husband without your suspecting my son?” 
 
    Her mood had changed so rapidly there was no point in our staying any longer. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to upset you, Bella,” I said as we left the room. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Oscar came out into the hallway as we reached the front door. 
 
    “Your mother is upset by our questions,” Felix told him. “I suggest you go in and comfort her.” 
 
    “Oh no,” he said. “What did you say to her?” 
 
    “We asked her if you had an alibi for the night your father was killed?” I said. 
 
    “No wonder,” he said stepping back against the wall. “Don’t you think she has enough to worry about?” 
 
    “Of course, but the sooner we can cross you off our list of suspects the sooner we can pursue our inquiries into the real killer. So, where were you?” 
 
    “I’m sure my mother will already have told you I was here.” 
 
    “She did, but she told us she wasn’t.” 
 
    He pushed himself off from the wall. 
 
    “Don’t tell my mother, but I let Paul stay up with me and watch a late night movie. It was a horror film. Paul was so scared he wouldn’t go to bed in his own room, so he slept in my bed. What time do I need the alibi for?” 
 
    “From one until three in the morning.” 
 
    “I’m sure Paul will confirm I didn’t get out of bed.” 
 
    He opened the front door for us and suddenly shut it again, turned round to me with a look of defiance on his face. 
 
    “Just how am I supposed to have got all the way to the harbor from here without any transport? My mother had her car and my father’s was found at the harbor.” 
 
    “Right,” said Felix. “We’ll check with Preneur to make sure he didn’t collect your mother and then drop her back. Are you all right with that, by the way?” 
 
    “What? With my mother and André Preneur? I’d like to see her happy. Life with my father wasn’t a bed of roses for any of us.” 
 
    “Have you heard from your Uncle Ben?” asked Felix on the off chance. 
 
    Oscar shook his head. 
 
    “Not a word. And I can’t believe what the people in town are saying.” 
 
    I held out my hand, and he shook it. 
 
    “Take care of your mother, Oscar. We are doing our best to find your father’s murderer.” 
 
    We walked out to our car. 
 
    “What did you make of that?” asked Felix as we drove away. 
 
    “We move them to the bottom of the list. Preneur and Bella alibi each other. I’m sure Paul will vouch for his brother. We should concentrate elsewhere, but heaven knows where. Until Ben turns up or until a clue surfaces somewhere, we haven’t got anything to go on.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Felix and I joined Izzy and Garth that afternoon and the following morning, Friday. We completed the work of transferring all the paintings and mirrors from the brocante to the storeroom alongside by lunchtime. We still had the objets d’art to move but that would have to wait until after the weekend as we were to visit Father Pedro on Friday afternoon.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    When Martine popped in for her usual coffee with us on Friday morning, she told us a storm warning had been issued for the following Sunday. 
 
    “How severe will it be?” I asked, worried that our house would bear the brunt of it as it was the first one at the top of the crescent facing the open sea. 
 
    “We can never tell in advance. So far they’re saying moderate to severe, not as bad as une tempête.” 
 
    “A tempest?” asked Felix. 
 
    “That’s what we call the worst storms here in France, ones that are so bad they knock down all the electricity cables and hundreds of trees. We had one that blew in from the Atlantic at eighty miles an hour on Boxing Day 1999. We had no electricity for six weeks and no fresh drinking water because the pumps didn’t work. It took two years to clear up all the fallen trees. You should check your house.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” said Gwinny. “When I renovated and redecorated, I concentrated on the interior. We need to make sure the shutters close properly and that we don’t have any loose roof tiles.” 
 
    Felix walked to the back window and looked out over our soon-to-be garden. 
 
    “We’ll have to store everything that could blow away.” 
 
    I joined him at the window. The bees. 
 
    “What about the bees? Do we need to bring the hives into the kitchen?” I asked. 
 
    Zig whimpered and burrowed down into her blankets. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of anyone doing that,” said Martine. “Why don’t you ask Father Pedro? He’s an expert on bees.” 
 
    “We’re paying him a visit this afternoon about bees. We’ll ask him then,” I said. 
 
    “What about me?” asked Jimbo. “I want to go with you.” 
 
    “So you can. We’ll go to his house straight from your school bus stop when they drop you off.” 
 
    “Oh awesome.” 
 
    After Martine had left and Gwinny had taken Jimbo down the road to meet the school bus, Felix and I made a tour of the outside of the house. We put away the verandah chairs and table, lined the pot plants up in the shelter of the wall, stowed the dustbins in the brocante and collected up fallen branches. Several of the hinges for the shutters needed cementing into the wall and their fastenings lacked a full complement of screws. We made a list of the provisions we needed and added an extending ladder. I phoned Monsieur Bonhomie for the name of a roofer. He gave me five recommendations which was just as well as the first three were busy elsewhere. The fourth man agreed to call round at lunchtime. Felix and I left to buy what we needed from a local DIY store. 
 
    When we returned, we started on the ground floor windows. Multi-talented as Felix was, he had never mixed cement or used a power drill. He added too much water to the first batch. When he tried to fill the holes and cracks in the cut stone around the hinges, the cement wouldn’t stay put. It dribbled out and ran down the walls. Even though the cement we used was white, it made a nasty mess. We had to scrape it all off and start again. We didn’t know what to do with the mixture, so we sneaked through the garden gate and along the cliff path where we poured it into a hole in the cliff. Felix didn’t add enough water the second time and so the cement wouldn’t bind. It crumbled and fell out of the cracks. 
 
    Felix called down to me from halfway up the ladder. 
 
    “This is hopeless,” he said. “We’ll never have the house storm proof by Sunday at this rate. Can’t we use magic?” 
 
    I was already feeling guilty about our non-ecological disposal of the sloppy cement. 
 
    “I can’t do that. I’m a white witch. I have to use magic for the benefit of others, not for myself.” 
 
    “It would be for the benefit of someone other than you—me! I’m hopeless at this DIY stuff, and we’ll never find someone to fix things for us halfway through Friday with a storm on the horizon for the weekend.” 
 
    Another hodgepodge of wannabe mortar fell off his trowel and onto Zag. The ground below the first floor windows had the appearance of a bad case of chicken pox. Maybe Felix had a point. 
 
    Zag seconded him saying, “Please Penzi, do something. He’ll fall off the ladder next.” 
 
    “I won’t do that,” Felix replied. “I’m a cat and we’re good at heights.” 
 
    “Let’s ask Gwinny for her opinion. After all, two white witches are better than one. Even if she hasn’t practiced magic for years, she’ll be all right on the principles.” 
 
    Felix told me to hold the ladder. He shinned down it at top speed. He dumped his mason’s bucket, mortar board and trowel on the ground and made for the kitchen door. Gwinny looked up from her Friday morning baking session. 
 
    “Finished already? That was quick,” she said. 
 
    Felix washed his hands at the sink, leaving me to tell my mother about our lack of success in the field of window and shutter repair. 
 
    “We’d like your advice on whether it’d be all right to use magic to get the work done. It’s nearly midday. We have to call on Father Pedro this afternoon. The storm is due on Sunday. We’ll never find anyone to help us at this late stage. And if the storm arrives earlier than expected, it will blow out all our windows.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you’re asking me. Of course, it’s possible to get the repairs done using magic.” 
 
    “Gwinny, I know that. It’s whether it’s ethical for me to use a spell when it’s for repairs to my own house.” 
 
    “You’re worried about benefitting yourself?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Let me take a look at your progress,” she said making her way out onto the verandah and then into the mess of our yard. 
 
    “Hmm,” she said when she saw the dropped cement both sloppy and crumbly. 
 
    “The magic wouldn’t be for your benefit only, would it? It would save Felix from attempting to do something he’s no good at.” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” said Felix. “If I could do the job as a cat or leopard, it would be better because I’m good at heights, but we felines don’t have opposable thumbs, so that’s out of question.” 
 
    Gwinny nodded to acknowledge what Felix had said. “It would make the house safe for Sam, Jimbo and me apart from you. And the dogs.  Enough people would benefit to make it all right for you to use a spell to get the work done.” 
 
    “Thank goodness for that,” said Felix hurrying back into the house. “We haven’t got long. Go and fetch your Book of Spells, boss.” 
 
    Gwinny had followed Felix into the house with me bringing up the rear. I shucked off my mucky shoes and raced up the stairs to my bedroom. I picked up the old carved Chinese box in which the magic book was kept and ran back down again to the study where Felix awaited me. I placed the box carefully on my father’s old desk, took the lid off and lifted out the precious Book of Spells which had once been my mother’s. The beauty of the book charmed me anew every time Felix and I used it. Normally, only a white witch can refer to a Book of Spells, but Felix had received special permission from the High Council of the Guild of White Witches to teach me the spells as and when we needed them because of my dyslexia. However, he could not touch the book or turn the pages, and so learning a new spell involved teamwork. 
 
    The rainbow of precious gems set in the thick antique red leather cover sparkled up at me. I braced myself for the brilliant flash of light which always accompanied my opening of the book. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked with my finger poised on the corner. 
 
    Felix nodded and closed his eyes. I followed suit and lifted the cover. Even through my closed eyelids the prism of light startled me. 
 
    We gave ourselves a few seconds for our eyes to recover before I leafed the pages over to the index and turned the book to face Felix. 
 
    “What shall I look for?” he asked. 
 
    “Something to do with repairs, renovations, making good. See if anything like that catches your eye.” 
 
    He checked the first page, his finger poised above the parchment and shook his head. I slipped my finger beneath the top corner of the page and ran it gently down to the bottom as I flipped the heavy parchment over to the next page. Felix stopped half way down. 
 
    “Here’s one that might do. Let me read the details.” 
 
    I waited quietly until he said, “Okay. This one will do the trick. It’s called the reparare spell. You have to add the object you want repaired. In this case shutters. What’s the Latin for that?” 
 
    “Windows I know from my study of Latin for my law degree but not shutters. Look it up.” 
 
    Felix switched on his laptop. As soon as it had booted, he searched for the Latin for shutter. 
 
    “Foricula,” he said. 
 
    I crossed my fingers to stop the spell working incorrectly before we were ready. “We have to use the correct grammatical case, so it would be reparare foriculas. Do we need any special ingredients, or is it a words and symbols only spell?” 
 
    Felix read through the spell and looked up at me with a laugh. 
 
    “Special ingredients. Give you three guesses.” 
 
    “Bay leaves, lavender or parsley.” 
 
    Felix shook his head. “No, no and no.” 
 
    “So what then?” 
 
    “It’s like something from Macbeth. Half a dozen live spiders, a piece of silken cloth and a tablespoon of salt.” 
 
    “What? Live spiders? Let’s ask Gwinny if that sounds right.” 
 
      
 
    Gwinny said the spell was reasonable and we should follow it. 
 
    She handed me an empty pickle jar. “Here: for the spiders. I’ve an old silk scarf I never use. We can cut a piece off that. There’s the salt,” she said pointing to a barrel next to the stove. “I’ll run upstairs and fetch the scarf.” 
 
    “Where are we going to find six spiders in a hurry?” Felix asked. 
 
    “Start with the rooms we’re not using. I don’t clean them often. And check the corners of the ceiling on the verandah.” 
 
    Armed with our spider catching kit, Felix and I went first to Audrey’s former bedroom. A cluster of spiders had built their webs in each corner of the room, but way up high on the ceiling. 
 
    “Maybe we could knock them down with a broom,” Felix suggested. “You’re a witch. Fetch your broom,” he added with a chuckle. 
 
    “This is no time for joking, Felix. I’m a modern witch and a real one at that. Brooms belong in the Middle Ages. Anyway, if we knock them down we might hurt them. Break a leg or something worse. I’m sure they have to be whole for the spell to work.” 
 
    “Since when have you been so concerned about spiders, boss?” 
 
    “I have nothing against spiders. They do their job: catching flies and mosquitoes. They’re fun to watch within reason. It’s Gwinny who kills them all. She says their webs collect the dust.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll fetch the step ladder. Then you can climb to the top and trap the spiders while I steady the ladder for you.” 
 
    “You’re not scared of spiders as well as bees, are you?” 
 
    Felix narrowed his eyes and frowned at me. 
 
    “I’m not scared of bees, boss. I told you that. I’m wary.” 
 
    “And you’re wary of spiders, too?” I asked him with a grin. 
 
    Felix gave a loud harrumph and stalked out of the room. When he returned with the step ladder, he set it up in the first corner and waved me up. 
 
    “I’ll have you know,” he said. “When I’m a cat, I eat the darned things.” 
 
    “What? Spiders?” 
 
    He nodded and added, “Hurry it up, boss. We don’t have long. The roofer will be here soon.” 
 
    Now, I had overplayed my interest in spiders. Yes, I didn’t mind them at a distance especially if there was no danger of them doing a Little Miss Muffet on me, but up close and personal was another matter. However, after teasing Felix, I didn’t want to give myself away. I climbed up the ladder hoping that French spiders weren’t aggressive and that if they were, they weren’t venomous. 
 
    Surveying the problem I realized the best way to get hold of spiders who were happily sitting in their webs was to detach the whole web with its spider and drop it in the jar. In this way I added the required half a dozen to the jar. 
 
    “We’ll have to hurry,” said Felix as I climbed down the ladder. “They might start fighting or eating each other up.” 
 
    We walked quickly into the study to find that Gwinny had laid a piece of silk and the salt jar on the desk ready for us. 
 
    Felix and I crossed our fingers while he taught me the spell. Once I was sure I could repeat the words and imagine all the symbols, Felix took the lid off the jar of spiders. 
 
    He crossed his fingers again and shouted, “Quick. Before they escape.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and concentrated. When I felt the power rising in me I called out, “Reparare foriculas!” 
 
    Two of the spiders had succeeded in freeing themselves from their webs and were abseiling down to the floor when they disappeared in a puff of pink smoke. The other four suffered a similar fate, web and all. The silk shriveled up and vanished leaving only the salt behind. 
 
    “Poor spiders,” I said. 
 
    “They died a heroic death in a good cause, boss. Much better than being sucked up in a vacuum cleaner.” 
 
    I opened the window. The spell had firmly embedded the shutter hinges in the walls. I pulled the shutter to and checked the handle. No screws missing. A good tight fit. It would take a hurricane to shift that. 
 
    “Let’s tell Gwinny it worked, and the house is now storm proofed apart from the roof.” 
 
    As we crossed the hall to the kitchen, the front door bell rang. The roofer. He introduced himself as Joachim Charpentier, said he was in a hurry and ordered his two assistants to carry his ladders round to the side gate. Gwinny offered the men the usual obligatory coffee, but Charpentier refused saying he had several other roofs to check that day. When the gang had completed their inspection, Charpentier told us he had replaced several broken tiles and used tile hooks on the tiles closest to the ocean. 
 
    “That should hold for the time being,” he said, “but you need to have the whole roof fitted with modern tile hooks. These traditional canal tiles rely on nothing but gravity to keep them in place. You should move with the times.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Before we left to collect Jimbo, Felix and I had to clear up the mess we’d made in the backyard with our attempts at masonry repair. I gave Zig and Zag a brushing so they’d look their best to meet Father Pedro. 
 
    Zig shook when it was her turn. 
 
    “I’m scared, Penzi. What if Father Pedro makes me go right up close to the hives?” 
 
    Zag woofed. “Don’t be such a puppy. It’ll be fine. You’ll see.” 
 
    Felix broke off from his task of grooming Zag. 
 
    “I know how Zig feels. I’ll be glad when it’s over.” 
 
    Father Pedro greeted us all and gave the dogs a bowl of water. He offered Felix and me a glass of mead, but I refused saying I was driving. I’d found it overpowering last time I’d tried it. 
 
    To start his therapy session, Father Pedro put on some quiet music and explained the life cycle of the honeybee to Felix who sat stiffly and tapped his foot all through the lecture. Zig lay across my feet as if she couldn’t get any nearer. 
 
    “We can’t do without bees,” Father Pedro said. “They’re vital to our ecosystem because they pollinate most of our plants.” 
 
    “My mind accepts that,” said Felix, “but when I hear the buzzing, reason vanishes to be replaced by a feeling of panic and helplessness.” 
 
    Father Pedro asked if Felix knew why he reacted that way, and so Felix explained about his experience as a child, leaving out all references to being a leopard, of course. I told Father Pedro about what had happened to Zig when she was a puppy. 
 
    “So you both have a real reason for being cautious round bees. That’s good in a way. Better than an irrational fear. We’ll start very slowly. Today I want you both to come outside and watch the bees go about their business. Remember they only sting when they are provoked. Using her sting is fatal for a honey bee—it costs her her life.” 
 
    We followed Father Pedro out into his back garden. He left the kitchen door open to give Felix and Zig an escape route if they couldn’t stay the course. We all stood observing the bees flying in and out of the hives about twenty-five yards away. Zig had wedged herself up tight against my leg. She panted furiously and edged backwards. Each time she did, I had to coax her forwards again. I glanced at Felix. He was leaning against the door jamb. His shallow breaths indicating the strength of will keeping him in position. Sweat beaded his forehead. When he sensed me looking at him he gave me a tremulous smile. 
 
    By the time twenty minutes had passed Felix’s breathing had calmed and although Zig was still panting, the rate had slowed down. 
 
    “Take two steps forwards,” said Father Pedro. 
 
    I cajoled Zig to keep pace with me as I obeyed. Felix cast me a plea for help but I ignored it and waited for him to move up alongside. Both Felix and Zig began to display signs of panic. 
 
    “Felix, try counting slowly to a hundred and back again,” said Father Pedro. “Penzi, stroke your dog.” 
 
    Once again Father Pedro waited for them both to calm down before saying, “That’s enough for today. We’ll have another session next week. Now come inside for a cup of tea.” 
 
    Jimbo took Zig’s leash and gave her a big patting and stroking session until she wagged her tail. This was my opportunity to ask Father Pedro’s advice about the forthcoming storm. 
 
    “Leave the hives where they are. You’ll disturb your bees if you move their housing with a storm coming on. Take away the extra honey supers and use ratchet straps to bind the rest of the hive together. Weight the top of the hives down with something heavy. Cement blocks are perfect. That will prevent the tops from blowing off. Make sure they have some candy to feed on because they won’t want to forage. Check on them whenever there’s a lull in the wind. They should be all right.” 
 
    We thanked Father Pedro and walked out to our car. I was on the point of driving off when Father Pedro came hurrying out to the car and knocked on my window. 
 
    “Yes?” I said. 
 
    “I nearly forgot to tell you. It’s short notice but these things always happen at the last minute. It’s tomorrow at four o’clock.” 
 
    What was he talking about? 
 
    “Come again?” I asked as he turned to walk back to his house. 
 
    He slapped his hand against his forehead. “Oh silly me.” 
 
    “The funeral, of course. Joseph Marin’s funeral. With any luck it will all be over before the storm arrives. You will be there?” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I said and waved to him as he continued on his way back to the house. 
 
    Zig relaxed as soon as we turned out of the drive. It took Felix a while longer, but he was almost himself by the time we reached Les Dragons. 
 
    “This therapy might work,” he said, “but it was tempting to turn tail and run away.” 
 
    “You were both brave. It takes courage to face up to something that frightens or alarms you. Well done, both of you.” 
 
    I called Sam to help me and the two of us carried out Father Pedro’s recommendations, making the hives as snug as could be. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The wind picked up before dawn the next day. It rattled the shutters waking me. I jumped out of bed and ran over to look out at the bee hives but it was still too dark to see anything. As the morning went on the wind gusted in from the sea and a couple of tiles clattered down onto the pavement in front of the house. The Atlantic Ocean crashed onto the cliffs at the side of the house. Heavy sleet cut us off from the other side of the bay which heaved with choppy waves rushing into shore and retreating without spending their force. 
 
    As the afternoon ran on the winds increased in velocity blowing away the garbage bins on the Esplanade and battering against the storm shutters on the shops facing the sea. 
 
    I was tempted to skip Joseph’s funeral but civic duty got the better of me. At half past three Felix and I wrapped ourselves up warmly and put on our gumboots. We made a hazardous journey to the church. Two of the palm trees on the Esplanade had blown over. I drove through streets strewn with debris and fallen tiles, the windscreen wipers batting furiously against the maelstrom of whirling paper and plastic cups. 
 
    We arrived to find the car park full. I had to park a hundred yards up the road. We battled our way through the driving rain to reach the church. We were lucky to find seats in the last pew as it was far from being empty. I shed my raincoat and looked around. I noted that most of the people we had met down at the docks and at La Rose des Vents had come to pay their respects to a member of their fishing and sailing community. Even the pleasure boat owners were there including the crew of the Spanish boat, Eva. A congregation brought together by their common fear and love of the sea surrounded us on all sides. 
 
    By this time, I was no stranger to French funerals and have to admit that it passed by me in a flash of daydreaming until we all found ourselves on our feet. Father Pedro announced that in view of the weather we would forgo the usual march to the cemetery outside the town walls. We would travel in a motorcade. Felix and I hung back waiting for everyone to leave the church. We joined Father Pedro at the tail end of the stream of people. He paused in the porch bringing us up short behind him. 
 
    “Madame Munro, may I ask you for a lift?” he asked me indicating the rain pouring down in front of us. “My car wouldn’t start this morning. Too damp for the old thing.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Where’s your umbrella?” 
 
    He pointed behind him and Felix picked it up. Father Pedro hitched up his robes and with Felix sheltering him, he hopped and skipped over the puddles to the car. 
 
    “Phew,” he said as he settled himself in the back seat. “What a day for a funeral. But it was a good turn-out, wasn’t it? The church was full. A seemly tribute to Joseph Marin.” 
 
    I started the car, put it in gear and began the crawl behind the long line of cars. 
 
    “Father, what surprised me was that even the pleasure boat people were there. The Spaniards, too. I didn’t think they’d bother. People say they’re stand offish.” 
 
    “Some of their crew have attended mass in my church every Sunday. They’re good Christian boys, but they’re not Spanish.” 
 
    I took my eyes off the road for a moment and looked at the father in my rearview mirror. “Not Spanish? They’re sailing in a boat from Barcelona and they speak Spanish amongst themselves.” 
 
    Father Pedro smiled back at me in the mirror. “Ah, Madame Munro, but I am Spanish remember. I can tell the difference. Yes, they speak Spanish but most of them are not from Spain. Only one man. I think he works for them. The others must be from Mexico or some other Latin American country.” 
 
    “Did they tell you that?” 
 
    “They didn’t have to. They don’t speak Spanish with the Castilian lisp.” 
 
    Now, I was really puzzled. “Castilian lisp?” 
 
    The father nodded. “It’s not really a lisp, but that’s what people call it. We, Spanish, pronounce a c or a z as th. We say gra-th-ias and Bar-the-lona. The Latin Americans don’t. So one Spaniard, and all the others are from Latin America.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Felix. “Take it easy here, boss, the road is slippery.” 
 
    For the next mile I concentrated on the road until we reached the cemetery. I dropped Father Pedro off before finding a space at the end of the queue of cars. We waited until the end of the ceremony so we could take Father Pedro home again. 
 
      
 
    The storm grew worse after we returned home. Thunder clouds moved in sending molten arrows of lightning down to the earth and sea. No pause between lightning and thunder. The storm was overhead. 
 
    At six o’clock we were cast into darkness when the power failed. How glad I was that we’d followed Martine’s recommendations and bought candles and two gas lamps. We huddled together in the kitchen around the Godin wood stove and played Monopoly for hours. In fact, it was the first time in my life I ever finished a game. Sam won, probably because his whole mind was on the game whereas Gwinny, Felix and I were worried about possible damage to the house. 
 
    At last it was late enough for us to go to bed hoping that the storm would be over by the morning. With no television and no internet we didn’t know what was going on elsewhere in the town. 
 
    The power must have come back on again during the night because I awoke to find my bedside light on at three o’clock. All was quiet outside. The wind had died down leaving a gentle rain. I put my dressing gown and slippers on and tiptoed downstairs and out into the garden to check on the bees. The blocks hadn’t moved. Father Pedro had warned me not to open the hives until the storm was well over and the sun was shining, and so I tiptoed back upstairs followed by Zig and Zag who curled up on the end of my bed.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    As Sunday morning dawned, I sprang out of bed anxious to check on the weather after the worst of the storm. I opened the windows and the shutters, and closed the windows again quickly against the chill sea mist that swirled around our house. It was so thick it hid the other side of the bay from. Brrr! I jumped back into bed to warm up, snuggled down and pulled the covers right up to my chin. Jimbo shouldn’t be out in that dense fog, but it was still early, and I’d catch him before he left for his breakfast trip to Brioche’s bakery. 
 
    A welcome knock sounded on the door. Felix with my morning tea. Bless him. 
 
    “Sleep all right, boss?” he asked me as he handed me my mug and sat down on the end of my bed with his tea. 
 
    I nodded and cupped my hands around the mug to absorb its warmth. 
 
    “No nightmares or visits from the witch doctor?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “No, I slept well and woke up raring to do something interesting today but the weather’s miserable. When you go back downstairs, please tell Jimbo to wait for me to get up. I’ll give him a lift to Brioche’s. I don’t want him wandering around in this. He could get run over.” 
 
    “Sure thing. Now about tod—” 
 
    He broke off as the ee-aw of a police siren sounded off in the distance growing louder as it approached the Esplanade. 
 
    “What now?” he said striding over to the window. 
 
    More sirens joined in, the noise reaching cacophony level. Something serious had happened. An accident? A fire? 
 
    I threw back the covers, grabbed up my dressing gown and joined Felix at the window. 
 
    The spinning orange lights of the emergency vehicles pierced the thick sea mist. 
 
    “They’re lined up on the Esplanade,” said Felix putting his mug down on the nearest surface. “Get dressed, Penzi. We’ll have to find out what’s going on.” 
 
    As Felix left, Jimbo came rushing into my room. 
 
    “Hurry up, Penzi. There’s something exciting going on. I want to see.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare go out there on your own, James Munro. You wait for me,” I said pushing him out of the door so I could wash and get dressed. 
 
    We met up in the kitchen with Gwinny, leaving Sam still fast asleep upstairs. 
 
     With our anoraks and boots on the four of us hurried out of our front door into the thick mist. As we walked gingerly along the wet cobbles to the end of our street stepping around fallen tiles and other debris strewn about by the violence of the storm, a loud speaker started up calling out instructions. At that distance all I could hear was the word enfants, children. 
 
    We increased our pace. As we neared the end of our street an ambulance and three gendarmerie vehicles loomed up at us out of the mist. Now, I could hear the message being broadcast. 
 
    Citizens, keep your children away. Take them home now. This is not a scene for children, squawked the loud hailer. 
 
    “Gwinny,” I said, “please take Jimbo home. Dubois wouldn’t have issued that instruction idly.” 
 
    Gwinny took hold of Jimbo’s hand, but he pulled away and ran off towards the vehicles. 
 
    “I’ll get him,” said Felix running off after the tearaway. 
 
    He caught up with Jimbo before he reached a police cordon all along the top of the Esplanade facing the beach. Felix brought Jimbo back to us. 
 
    “Now you go home with Gwinny, young man,” he said, “or I’ll escort you back to the house myself.” 
 
    Jimbo shrugged and shouted out, “I always miss the fun.” 
 
    “If the police don’t want children here, it won’t be anything funny, Jimbo, I assure you,” I said. “We’ll tell you what’s suitable when we get back. Now go home with your mother and stop sulking.” 
 
    I turned to Gwinny. “You’ll have to give him porridge for breakfast. Please don’t let him out again until we get back.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it,” said Gwinny putting her arm around Jimbo’s shoulders and leading him back up the street to Les Dragons. 
 
    “It doesn’t look good,” said Felix as we turned back to walk towards the Esplanade. 
 
    As we approached, we passed people four or five deep lined up against the seawall that runs along our street, all gawping down at the activity on the beach. The police tape stretched to within five yards of the shops on the far side of the Esplanade leaving just room enough for the traffic to pass by the shops in single file. All the police vehicles stood lights and sirens going full blast within the cordon. 
 
    “Maybe the storm wrecked a boat on the beach,” I said. 
 
    I ducked under the police tape only to be confronted by a gendarme who waved me back. I was about to argue with him when Dubois appeared out of the mist wearing full crime scene protective clothing. 
 
    “Let her through, officer,” he shouted as he drew near. 
 
    Felix and I rushed up to Dubois. “What’s going on?” I asked him. 
 
    “Another catastrophe,” he said rolling his eyes. “I don’t know what’s happening to our quiet little town. It’s like an epidemic.” 
 
    “Is it a fishing boat?” 
 
    “Come with me,” he said. “But first you must kit up.” 
 
    As we passed one of the police buses, he pulled out two sets of crime scene suits, shoes and gloves. “Put these on quickly and I’ll show you.” 
 
    As soon as we were all dressed, he led the way to the steps going down onto the beach. “Now, don’t touch anything.” 
 
    “As if we would,” I whispered under my breath to Felix and he gave me a grin. 
 
    Dubois continued. “Stick to the wooden path we’ve laid down.” 
 
    We followed him through the mist in single file to the makeshift wooden platform on which Dr Ambrose knelt hiding the object of her examination from us. But it was obviously a body. Why else would the pathologist be there? 
 
    We edged onto the platform behind her and I got my first sight of what had shattered the peace and tranquility of Beaucoup-sur-Mer so early in the morning. 
 
    A man’s body lay on the sand at the high tide mark. A dead body is never a pleasant sight, but this was grisly. No wonder Dubois had forbidden children within sight of the beach. 
 
    “The tide is on its way in again,” said Dubois. “We have to work quickly before the waves reach the body. We haven’t had time to put a tent up yet.” 
 
    The body lay on its belly with its head half turned. It wore a full wetsuit and harness with air cylinders. The hose to the facemask had been ruptured, no longer connected to the tanks. The visible side of the face, the left side, had been nibbled by sea life in the parts not covered by its mask. Strangest of all, it was missing a foot. 
 
    Dubois nudged me, “Any ideas?” 
 
    “It’s a man, obviously a diver,” I said. 
 
    Dr Ambrose looked up. “Difficult to make anything but a rough guess at this stage. The left eye is gone. Given the context of his being washed up on the beach and his scuba diving gear, preliminary verdict is a possible drowning.” 
 
    “Time of death?” asked Dubois. 
 
    “Impossible to say at this point, but he’s been in the water for some time. Note the damage from sea creatures and the skin beginning to slough off his hand.” 
 
    “Anything else you can tell me?” 
 
    “Not now. I’ll carry out the autopsy as soon as we get his body to the morgue. We can’t afford to waste time when a body has been in the water for any length of time. I’ll send you my findings immediately, with the caution that toxicology and diatom tests will take a few days.” 
 
    “Diatom tests?” I asked. 
 
    The doctor twisted round to smile at me. 
 
    “Salut, Penzi. I didn’t notice you there. Diatom tests will help towards a verdict of drowning but are not conclusive. Also, they can indicate location and depth of the possible drowning.” 
 
    “Can you turn him over yet?” I asked, wondering if I knew him. 
 
    Dubois shook his head. “No, we have to let the forensic team do their work. Go back and wait for me on the Esplanade. I’ll call you when it’s time.” 
 
    Felix and I retraced our steps along the provisional boardwalk and made our way to the café on the corner of the Esplanade. While we sat drinking coffee waiting for Dubois to call us, a pale sun came out and slowly burned the mist away. It was a long wait. The sun had reached its zenith by the time Dubois sent a gendarme to fetch us to join him on the beach again. 
 
    Dr Ambrose stood aside while two of the forensic team lined a body bag up alongside the corpse. They picked him up and laid him on his back inside the bag. I took a couple of steps forwards to look into the bag. 
 
    I don’t know what or whom I had expected to see, but not Ben’s telltale tattoo of a dolphin on his neck below his right ear. Like everyone else I thought he was long gone from the area whether from innocent motives or guilty. 
 
    “Oh no,” I gasped grabbing hold of Dubois’s arm. “I’m pretty sure it’s my diving teacher, Ben Marin.” 
 
    “Joseph Marin’s brother? The man who was knifed down at the docks?” asked Dubois. 
 
    Felix peered into the bag. “Definitely. That’s Ben’s tattoo. He has another one on his left calf.” 
 
    “So he didn’t run away,” said Dubois. “Unless this unfortunate incident occurred while he was on the run.” 
 
    “It’s much too soon to be sure,” I said. “We don’t know where or when this happened. Or whether it was an accident or not.” 
 
    “I’m praying for accident,” said Dubois. “Our town can’t bear another murder. Accident or murder, I’m not looking forward to telling his wife about this.” 
 
    I pulled him aside and whispered, “I’ll strike a bargain with you. If you call me as soon as you get the results of the autopsy and give me a copy of the report, I’ll visit Désirée Marin and tell her what’s happened. We’ve become friends over the past few days while the town has shunned her in the belief that Ben was a murderer.” 
 
    “That’s highly irregular, Penzi, but it’s a good idea. And be careful. Her husband could still have murdered his brother. This death could be unconnected to the other.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in coincidences, Xavier,” I answered. 
 
    “Madame Marin will need to come down to the morgue to identify her husband. As you’ve given us a preliminary identification, her visit can wait until after the autopsy. I’m anxious to press on with this case or cases.” 
 
    The pathologist interrupted. “Inspector, you can’t let his wife view the body. It will be far too distressing. I suggest she be shown photographs of his tattoo.” 
 
    Dubois frowned. “That will not be enough for legal purposes.” 
 
    “Then we need DNA, Inspector. Does this man have living parents, children or siblings?” 
 
    “Yes, to all three. Dubois,” I said catching hold of his arm to attract his attention. “If you send one of your men with me, he can wait in the car while I give Madame Marin the sad news. I’ll call him into the house to get DNA from her son as soon as I feel it’s appropriate.” 
 
    Dubois called one of his men forwards and asked the doctor to give him a DNA kit from her bag. 
 
    “Take one of the police cars and follow Madame Munro. Wait outside the Marin’s house when you get there and wait for Madame Munro to call you. As soon as you have the DNA specimen, rush it back to the hospital laboratory.” 
 
    The officer saluted and stood ready to follow us back up to the Esplanade. 
 
    “How long will it take you to confirm the identity with the DNA test?” I asked Dubois. 
 
    “Four hours if we rush it through,” said Dubois. 
 
    Dr Ambrose nodded her agreement. 
 
    “All right then,” I said. “For the time being I’ll tell Madame Marin that we suspect the body is that of her husband. I’ll warn her to expect your call, Inspector, when you have the DNA results.” 
 
    “For now you should go, Penzi,” Dubois said. “The sooner we get confirmation, the better.” 
 
    Felix and I hurried away from the scene with the police officer, leaving the team to carry the stretcher bearing Ben Marin’s body across the sands and up to the waiting ambulance. 
 
    “We have to call home first,” I told the officer. “Park behind us and follow us in.” 
 
    “What do you make of that?” asked Felix as we reached our front door. 
 
    “All we know for certain at the moment is that Ben went diving, whether alone or not we don’t know. Possibly he drowned as the result of an accident. Or—” 
 
    “Didn’t seem like an accident to me. Did you get a good look at the end of the breathing hose?” 
 
    “Not really. I was concentrating on the face and the missing foot.” 
 
    “I bet you it was cut. The ends weren’t ragged as they should have been if something caught on his equipment and tore the hose apart.” 
 
    “No one’s come forward to say they were on a dive with him and he disappeared. Why was Ben out diving on his own?” 
 
    “Maybe Joseph was with him.” 
 
    “If so, why didn’t he call for help and why was he stabbed?” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We took off our anoraks and hung them up and eased off our boots. I gestured for the officer to precede us into the kitchen. 
 
    “This is Officer—” I said, waiting for him to fill in the blank. 
 
    “Legrand,” he said stepping forwards to shake hands all round the table. 
 
    “He’s accompanying us on an unpleasant visit this morning,” I continued. 
 
    Of course, that led to a jumble of questions about what had happened. 
 
    I told Gwinny and Jimbo everything while Felix made us tea and scrambled us some eggs for a quick early lunch. 
 
    Gwinny poured Legrand a cup of coffee left over from breakfast. She sat down again and stayed quiet, thinking over what we’d said. 
 
    “If the two deaths are not a coincidence,” she said, “there has to be a third party involved who was responsible for one of the deaths and possibly both.” 
 
    I nodded. I had come to the same conclusion. If there was no third party, Ben murdered Joseph before going for a dive. It was unlikely he’d met with an accident so someone would have had to kill him. If Joseph murdered Ben, then some third party knifed him. Or a third party killed them both. 
 
    “It’s a puzzle. We’ll have to wait for the results of the autopsy. Meanwhile, Felix and I must visit Désirée Marin and give her the dreadful news about her husband.” 
 
    “Eat up first, boss,” said Felix putting a plate of scrambled eggs on toast in front of me. “We have to keep up our strength. Our attention should be on Désirée when we get there and not on ourselves.” 
 
    “Of course,” I answered sharply. 
 
    Sometimes Felix took it upon himself to monitor my behavior, but perhaps he didn’t want me fainting about the place. 
 
    Sam came downstairs as we were washing our plates off in the sink and we told him the news. 
 
    “I heard the commotion,” he said, “but I pulled my pillow over my head and fell asleep again.” 
 
    “We leave Jimbo and Gwinny in your care,” said Felix steering me out of the kitchen. “We have to visit Madame Marin.” 
 
    “Can’t I come?” asked Jimbo. “She’s my teacher and I feel sorry for her and for my friend Marcel.” 
 
    “Not today, Jimbo. It wouldn’t be appropriate. You can tell her how you feel later when she’s over the first shock.”
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    My car found its way to Désirée Marin’s house. I’d been there so many times over the past few days helping out and keeping up her spirits while the town of Beaucoup-sur-Mer treated her as if her husband Ben had murdered his brother Joseph. I hoped they would learn not to jump to conclusions in the future. Officer Legrand tailed us in his police car and parked to the side of the gate when we arrived to wait until called to take the DNA sample from Désirée’s son. 
 
    Dubois had said he wouldn’t release the name of the body found on the beach until the results of the DNA test confirmed Ben’s identity and Désirée had been informed. I worried that some busybody had pipped the police to their job of notifying the next of kin. I needn’t have been so anxious. When Désirée opened the door her face portrayed her now customary look of anxiety and tension but not of grief. 
 
    Felix and I followed her into her kitchen. 
 
    “Where’s Marcel?” I asked her not wanting to break the news in front of her son. 
 
    “He’s next door with his friends. He hasn’t done something he shouldn’t have done, has he?” 
 
    “No, of course not. It’s just that we need to speak to you alone.” 
 
    “Please sit down,” said Felix pulling out a chair for her and guiding her to it. 
 
    Her hand flew to her mouth and her eyes opened wide. 
 
    “It’s Ben, isn’t it? You have some news?” 
 
    “It’s bad news, I’m afraid, Désirée,” I said laying my hand on her arm in comfort. 
 
    I waited a second for her to catch up with me. 
 
    “You’ve found him. He’s hurt?” 
 
    “Désirée, I’m sorry to have to tell you, but a body’s been found. Although it has to be confirmed, we believe it to be Ben.” 
 
    “He’s dead? Oh, no. How? Not knifed like Joseph?” 
 
    Felix moved across the kitchen to make coffee. 
 
    “No. It’s too soon to be certain of what happened, but it looks as if he drowned. His body washed up on the beach below the Esplanade.” 
 
    “He couldn’t have drowned. He’s an excellent swimmer. You know that, Penzi, don’t you?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She clutched my arm in an effort to convince me. “It could be an accident. That can happen to the best of swimmers.” 
 
    She struggled to get out of her chair. “I want to see him now. Please take me to see him.” 
 
    I held her down gently. 
 
    “Not yet. Inspector Dubois will phone here when it is time for you to make a formal identification.” 
 
    “Why can’t I go now?” 
 
    “Désirée, the pathologist is conducting an autopsy.” 
 
    She clapped her hands over her ears. “That’s too horrible.” 
 
    Felix put a cup of coffee in front of her and tipped a capful of Laphroaig into it. 
 
    “Drink, Désirée. You’re in shock and you need to be calm to tell your son what has happened.” 
 
    Her cup trembled, so I held it up to her lips for her and she took a couple of sips before pushing my hand away. 
 
    “Marcel adored his father. It’s going to break his heart especially after all the bullying at school and the other kids calling his father a killer.” 
 
    With that her eyes welled up. She sat there unmoving with the tears pouring down her face. I snatched up a tea towel and dabbed her cheeks. She took it from me and wrung it, turning it round and round in her hands. 
 
    “How am I going to cope?” she asked. “The last few days have been bad enough, but now I know why Ben wasn’t here to answer all the accusations, it’s going to be worse. His parents haven’t spoken to me since the news of Joseph’s murder.” 
 
    I crouched down and put my arm around her shoulders. Her tears had grown to full-blown sobs now. I had to calm her down so she could tell her son about his father. 
 
    Felix made patting signs at me behind her back. I had to let her cry it out. When she stopped crying, I took her upstairs to the bathroom and helped her wash her face and brush her hair. 
 
    She caught sight of herself in the mirror and winced. 
 
    “So, this is what it feels like to be a widow. I didn’t give Bella enough love when we heard about Joseph.” 
 
    “Would you like Felix to fetch Marcel?” I asked as I led the way downstairs. 
 
    “No, I’d rather wait until I’ve seen Ben. Perhaps you would go next door and ask my neighbors to keep Marcel for the day.” 
 
    I stepped off the bottom stair and turned to face her. 
 
    “Désirée, you need to tell him now. He might hear the news from someone else, or on television.” 
 
    “You’re right, Penzi. Yes, please ask Felix to fetch him.” 
 
    We returned to the kitchen, and I dispatched Felix on his mission. 
 
    We sat quietly apart from the odd sniff from Désirée, each lost in her own thoughts. Anger and a thirst for justice filled mine. I was sure the autopsy results would point to murder. I hated that murderers rob their victims of their lives, but even worse was what their crimes did to the close relatives of those they killed. 
 
    Oh no, my duty as a white witch to fight evil and support the wronged was pulsing through my veins. It was a call I had to obey to stay true to myself. I sighed as I foresaw the inevitable clash with Felix and his duty as my bodyguard to keep me safe from mortal danger. He would cite a second murder as making even the investigation into Joseph’s death too dangerous for me. However, I wouldn’t say anything until after we’d received the results of the autopsy. Maybe, just maybe, Ben’s death would prove to have been an accident, but the knowledge in my heart of hearts told me I was kidding myself. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Felix’s arrival with Marcel broke Désirée and me out of our reveries. Marcel’s reaction to his mother’s news only reinforced my sense of duty as a white witch. Sad as it had been to tell Désirée of her husband’s death, it was a million times worse to witness the nine-year-old’s initial puzzlement followed by his slow comprehension of the fact that his father would never again walk through the door and play fight with him. Ben had been an ever-present nurturing father for all of Marcel’s nine years, all of his young life. 
 
    Marcel sat staring at his mother, his normal exuberance quashed by the enormity of the vacuum that lay before him. All of a sudden he sat up, squared his shoulders and looked up at me. 
 
    “Madame Munro, you must find this man who killed my father.” 
 
    “Whoa, young man,” said Felix giving him a pat on his back. “We don’t know yet if your father was killed, or if his death was an accident. If he was murdered, it’s a job for the police, not for Madame Munro.” 
 
    Marcel twisted round in his chair and fixed Felix with a solemn eye. 
 
    “Madame Munro hunts for killers. Jimbo told me all about his clever big sister who helps the police when they get stuck.” 
 
    I had to smile at Marcel’s pronunciation of Jimbo’s name, Zheembo, but I stopped smiling when the expression on Felix’s face rebuked me. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at Felix in reply and reached across the table for Marcel’s hand. He stretched it out to reach mine and we shook. 
 
    “That’s a promise from me to you,” I said, “that if Inspector Dubois tells me your father was killed deliberately, I will do everything in my power to track down his murderer and bring him to justice. How does that sound?” 
 
    He snatched his hand out of mine, jumped out of his chair and ran round the table to hug me. 
 
    “Merci mille fois, Madame Munro,” he breathed into my ear. “You are as wonderful as your brother says you are.” 
 
    I disengaged his hands squeezing them gently. 
 
    “Let’s wait until the Inspector speaks to us later today. For now, your mother needs to rest. Do you want to stay with her?” 
 
    He glanced at Désirée who dipped her chin at him and looked back at me. 
 
    “My mother says it’s all right for me to go back and be with my friend next door. She can rest and my friend will cheer me up.” 
 
    “Just one thing, Marcel. I need something from you to help with this case.” 
 
    “Anything, Madame Munro,” he said looking so wan I had a hard time preventing myself from tearing up. 
 
    “There’s a policeman waiting outside. He needs to take a swab from you to help with the investigation.” 
 
    I didn’t want to explain why because that would be too gruesome for such a young child. 
 
    I went on, “It won’t hurt. It’s just like an ear bud. Is it all right if Felix calls him in now?” 
 
    Marcel looked at his mother for guidance and she said, “You should agree, chéri.” 
 
    “Very well,” Marcel said. 
 
    Felix left to fetch the policeman. 
 
    Felix returned with Legrand who pulled out the DNA kit the doctor had given him and gloved up. The swab only took a couple of seconds and he tucked it back into the sterile container, sealed the envelope, signed across the flap and left to take it for analysis. 
 
    “That was a brave lad,” I said, giving Marcel a hug. “I’ll take you next door now.” 
 
    Marcel ran round to give his mother a kiss. 
 
    Felix followed me to the door. 
 
    “You can’t go wandering about on your own, boss. I should come with you.” 
 
    “Felix, Désirée needs someone with her. Stay until I get back. I have something I must do next door. Trust me. You can watch me out of the window.” 
 
    Marcel took my hand, showing me how much he needed comforting. When we opened the gate of the house next door a curly haired golden dog bounced towards us in greeting. 
 
    “That’s Coco,” Marcel said. “He’s a cockapoo. My friend is so lucky to have a dog.” 
 
    “Does your mother know you’d like to have a dog?” 
 
    “Yes, but she says it’s not fair to leave a dog alone all day.” 
 
    When we reached the front door, I rang the bell. Désirée’s neighbor came to the door. I pushed Marcel gently past her and pulled her aside. I quickly explained the situation. She was understanding and said she would look in later on Désirée after her husband had returned from work, make sure she had something to eat for supper. 
 
    As the front door closed behind me I turned round to leave only to find the friendly dog had been sitting right on my heels. 
 
    He cocked his head to the side and held his right paw up for me to shake. 
 
    “Bonjour, Coco,” I said. 
 
    He lurched to his feet and took a couple of paces back but never taking his eyes away from my face. “What is wrong with Marcel?” he asked me. “He looks so sad.” 
 
    “His father’s body was found today. He’s sad because his father’s dead.” 
 
    “Now I’m sad, too. Marcel is a nice boy. I like him a lot. He’s best friends with my master.” 
 
    “How about you take care of him today? Give him lots of cuddles and let him pet you? He doesn’t have a dog of his own.” 
 
    Coco wagged his tail so hard I thought it was going to fall off. 
 
    “Marcel is lucky to have a witch as a friend. Open the door, madame,” he said snuffling up against the handle. 
 
    I rang the bell again and explained to Désirée’s neighbor that a little dog therapy would go a long way. Coco pushed himself past her legs. His tail disappeared into the kitchen to a burst of nine-year-old laughter. 
 
    Felix stood at the window of Désirée’s house watching me walk back along the pavement. He looked so earnest I cocked a snook at him. His shoulders relaxed and a wide grin spread across his face. When he opened the front door to me he said, “It’s good to see this business isn’t getting you down, boss.” 
 
    “Well, it is, but we have to keep our spirits up if we’re to be of any use to Désirée and Marcel. Is she still resting?” 
 
    Felix nodded and led the way into the kitchen where he poured me a cup of coffee boosting the caffeine with a touch of Laphroaig. 
 
    I sat down cradling the cup in my hands. “We have a long afternoon ahead of us, waiting for Dubois to call with the DNA results.” 
 
    Felix broke into my thoughts. “It occurs to me that now is a good time to do a little surreptitious searching about for anything related to either of the killings.” 
 
    “You think Ben was murdered?” 
 
    “I pointed the hose out to you, remember. I’ll bet it’s murder and, before you say anything, I know what you’re like. You’re going to investigate. I heard the promise you made to Marcel. Whatever I say about possible danger will count for nothing. Am I right?” Felix asked quirking his right eyebrow at me. 
 
    “You know me so well.” 
 
    “So, shall we search the ground floor?” 
 
    “It’s unethical to do so without asking permission, Felix, but I agree it’s tempting, so put your gloves on. Take care not to disturb anything.” 
 
    I gloved up and took the kitchen while Felix began on the sitting room. He moved on to the dining room and checked out the utility room and garage. We met up in the kitchen. Neither of us had found anything of note. That’s when Felix pointed to the shed at the bottom of the garden. We walked down to it but found the door was still locked. I could have used magic to open the lock, but that was going a step too far. We’d have to wait for Désirée.
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    We didn’t get a chance to ask her about the shed because Dubois’s call came through at five o’clock with the information that Marcel’s DNA confirmed the body found on the beach as that of his father, Ben Marin. Dr Ambrose was ready for Désirée to go in and view the photographs. 
 
    “Why does Désirée need to call in if the paternity test was positive?” I asked Dubois. 
 
    “Dr Ambrose advises me that even the best test is 99.99% and not 100% sure. She added that Madame Marin would want to see for herself for her own peace of mind.” 
 
    I hurried upstairs to fetch Désirée. She had cried herself to sleep, poor woman. Her hair lay lank on her pillow which was damp to the touch as I stroked her cheek to wake her up. She stirred, looked at me blankly before sitting up with a start. 
 
    “Oh, it’s all real then?” she asked. “I thought I was having a nightmare.” 
 
    “The results have come back with an almost one hundred per cent chance of its being Ben.” 
 
    “There goes my last hope,” she said flopping back on the pillows. 
 
    “Inspector Dubois would like you down at the mortuary as soon as possible to look at the photographs.” 
 
    “Very well,” she said struggling to swing her legs onto the floor. 
 
    I gave her a hand and took her through to the bathroom to freshen up. 
 
    We collected Felix from downstairs and I drove us off to the hospital to visit the mortuary. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The pathologist was waiting for us and showed us into a pleasant office out of sight of the business end of the mortuary. As soon as Désirée was seated Dr Ambrose handed her the first photograph: the dolphin tattoo. Désirée froze, unable to speak, but she nodded her head. The second photograph showed the tattoo of the second dolphin on Ben’s calf with the name Désirée written below it. Again Désirée nodded her head. Dubois pushed her for a verbal response and I feared Désirée was going to faint, but she managed to hold herself together and stated that they looked exactly like the tattoos her husband had. 
 
    Dr Ambrose put the photographs away. Désirée turned to Dubois and asked if she might see her husband’s body. 
 
    “I don’t recommend it,” Dr Ambrose replied. “Ben was in the sea for several days. It would give you a shock to see him the way he is. Much better for you to remember him the way he was in life.” 
 
    Désirée burst into tears. I put my arms around her and let her sob herself out on my chest. When she quietened down Dubois asked Felix to take her to the hospital café for a drink. 
 
    “I need to speak to Madame Munro alone for a few minutes,” he said. 
 
    Felix was about to argue that he should stay with me but I frowned and indicated Dubois with a flick of my head. 
 
    Désirée wasn’t in any state to argue. She allowed herself to be led away by Felix as I turned to Dubois and asked him what the problem was. 
 
    “Come with us,” he said. “Dr Ambrose wants you to see this on the body itself.” 
 
    “Must I? Isn’t it something you can show me in a photograph? I haven’t been trained for this.” 
 
    I did not want to view Ben’s body in reality, not now. Once on the beach had been enough for me. 
 
    “It’s important,” Dubois said, “or I wouldn’t ask you. I’ll be standing by.” 
 
    What could I do but shrug and follow him and the pathologist into the mortuary? There Dr Ambrose explained the results of the autopsy to me. Ben’s lungs had been large and heavy and filled with saltwater showing that he’d inhaled the water and that he had presumably drowned in the sea. 
 
    “That’s what we guessed from the scene on the beach,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” said Dubois, “but we wanted to show you that he was almost certainly murdered. Forensics are likely to prove that his breathing hose was cut, but Dr Ambrose wants you to look at his ankle, the one with the missing foot.” 
 
    I sighed heavily. “Is this going to help us solve the crime, Xavier?” 
 
    “Most definitely,” said the pathologist. 
 
    She led me over to the bank of refrigerated drawers and pulled one out. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked me. 
 
    “As I’ll ever be.” 
 
    She pulled the sheet back up to the knees to show me Ben’s left leg which had been covered by his wetsuit when his body lay on the beach. At once I saw what had unnerved the two of them. A uniform circle of deep gouges ringed his ankle above the point where his foot had been torn away. I looked quickly at the other ankle but it had no such marks. 
 
    I looked across to Dr Ambrose. “I can’t believe it, but he must have been restrained by a chain.” 
 
    “Exactement,” Dubois said. 
 
    Dr Ambrose pulled the sheet back. “I’m as sure as I can be after his exposure in the water that the wounds are pre-death.” 
 
    “So he was tied up under water and that’s why he drowned?” 
 
    “Looks like it,” she said. “And he would have drowned within eight to ten minutes of his hose being cut.” 
 
    “It’s all supposition,” said Dubois, “but maybe some large fish or even a small shark bit his foot off.” 
 
    “There aren’t any obvious tooth marks,” said Dr Ambrose. “It’s possible the storm or the estuarine riptide, or a combination of the two, tore away the foot because the joint would have been weak.” 
 
    “Can we go now, Dubois,” I asked. “Perhaps we’ll never know what happened to him.” 
 
    “The diatom test results will indicate a location and a depth,” said Dr Ambrose. “We can match them to the samples held at the Museum in Bordeaux. That could prove useful later when you find the murderer.” 
 
    I was beginning to feel queasy. The smell of the chemicals and antiseptics used made my head spin and my imagination was running away with me. 
 
    I clutched hold of Dubois’s arm. “Please can we get out of here now, Dubois?” 
 
    He chuckled and patted my hand. “We’ll make a detective of you yet, Penzi.” 
 
    He linked my arm under his and guided me out of the mortuary and upstairs to the front door. By the time we reached the front steps my legs were shaking so much I had to sit down and put my head between my knees. Where was Felix when I needed him? 
 
    “Xavier. What about Felix and Madame Marin?” 
 
    “You stay there. I’ll fetch them,” he said breaking the rules and leaving me sitting all alone on the steps of the hospital without his protection. 
 
    Visions of sea monsters attacking Ben’s body surged through my mind, but I couldn’t for the life of me put a face to the monster who had chained Ben underwater to die. What could have led to such an act? And Felix? I predicted his reaction to the details would be that it was far too dangerous for me to be involved. Although murder was murder, these crimes now had an added dimension of horror. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts, boss,” said Felix as he ran down the steps to join me. 
 
    “Not worth a penny.” 
 
    “I knew Dubois wasn’t to be trusted. He abandoned you here in front of the hospital with no one to guard you.” 
 
    “He didn’t abandon me. He went to fetch you. If you had your cell phone switched on occasionally, he wouldn’t have had to leave me.” 
 
    “I couldn’t leave it switched on in the hospital.” 
 
    Felix pulled me to my feet. 
 
    “Don’t let’s argue about something that’s been and gone. I want to go home. That was one of the worse things I’ve ever had to do. I want to wash the stink of the mortuary out of my hair.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    On the way home Felix and I made a bargain not to discuss Ben’s death or the ramifications thereof until the next day. Of course, we didn’t stick to the bargain. With ideas and fears swirling around in our brains we decided to retire to the study and talk things through. 
 
    I took my father’s chair as usual and Felix sat down facing me across my father’s antique desk. 
 
    “Well, we know where Ben is at last,” said Felix. 
 
    “I’ve been naïve. It never occurred to me that he could be dead, too.” 
 
    “And for a good many days according to the autopsy report. It’s a pity Dr Ambrose was unable to pin his death down to before or after Joseph was murdered.” 
 
    “I do have an idea about that,” I said. “But first let’s spend ten minutes thinking about who murdered Ben.” 
 
    “Whoever it was had to have knowledge of the sea and probably had to be a diver whether professional or amateur we can’t say.” 
 
    “Neither Ben nor Joseph ever mentioned that their wives were scuba divers. I got the impression it was something the men did together.” 
 
    “Let’s check that now,” Felix said pulling out his cell phone. “I’ll try Bella, Joseph’s widow, first.” 
 
    He made the call and asked her if she had shared her husband’s interest in scuba diving. Shadows of surprise crossed his face as he listened to the reply. He thanked her and closed the call. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “Bella says not only was she not interested in diving, but Joseph wasn’t either. He used to go out with Ben to man the boat and keep a watch on deck, but when the two of them went out, Ben dived alone.” 
 
    “But that’s dangerous.” 
 
    “It certainly was for Ben, wasn’t it? He ended up dead.” 
 
    “Try Désirée, but be gentle.” 
 
    Felix called Désirée, listened to what she said and rang off. He put his phone away in his pocket. 
 
    “Désirée says she never learned to dive. Ben tried to persuade her, but she decided it was good for him to have a hobby of his own. She confirmed what Bella told me.” 
 
    “So we can strike Bella and Désirée of the list of suspects unless we find out they were secret scuba champions at a later date.” 
 
    “That leaves us with Bella’s boyfriend, André Preneur, and the Marin sister, Agnes and her husband Tanguy.” 
 
    I mulled that over for a few minutes. 
 
    “Felix, why would Agnes and her husband want to murder Ben? He shared their thoughts for a shake-up of the business. They had nothing to gain from his death. Now, Preneur is another matter. With both brothers out of the way, he stands a better chance of buying up the business cheaply. What a pity you didn’t ask Bella whether her lover is a diver while you were on the phone to her.” 
 
    “We’ll have to find another way. This is all bigger than we thought. There has to be a third party out there. One hidden from us. Where can we start looking?” 
 
    “We have to go back to square one. Here’s my idea. We need to know whether Ben was on the Princesse with Joseph when it left harbor on Saturday afternoon.” 
 
    “We’ve asked everyone. No one can say one way or the other.” 
 
    “We haven’t asked the most important people on the docks: the cats.” 
 
    Felix looked at me as if I’d gone mad. “The cats?” 
 
    “What do you find a lot of on the key of a fishing port?” 
 
    “Fish.” 
 
    “Exactly. And where there are fish ends there will be cats. You can bet that they know everything about everybody. I suggest that we make a trip to the harbor tonight, after midnight, and you morph into Felix the Savannah cat and go out and meet the local feline population.” 
 
    “Boss, do I have to? It’s been an exhausting day. My bed is calling out to me. I don’t fancy traipsing up the coast to the harbor. And shifting takes so much out of me. It depletes my energy for hours afterwards.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a baby, or should I say, kitten? I’ll be with you. If you get too tired, I’ll pick you up and carry you home. You can shift back to being a man tomorrow morning if you like. You want to find out who killed Ben, don’t you?” 
 
    Felix gave a deep sigh of resignation. “You’re a hard taskmaster sometimes, boss.” 
 
    “We’ll go to bed early and get a few hours’ sleep before we go. You won’t be so tired then.” 
 
    Felix put our list of suspects away in the drawer. It was dwindling fast, and we had no new names to add. Would we ever solve this case?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    At one o’clock in the morning Felix and I tiptoed downstairs to put on our coats and boots ready to leave for the fishing harbor. Zag wandered into the hall. 
 
    “Where are you two going at this time of night?” he asked. “To visit the scary High Council?” 
 
    “Not this time,” said Felix. 
 
    “Do you need us to come with you for protection?” 
 
    Felix shook his head. 
 
    “We’re going to visit some cats,” I said. “You won’t be welcome.” 
 
    “Right. I’ll look after the rest of the family while you’re gone then,” Zag said with a great yawn and ambled back to his basket in the kitchen. 
 
    We stepped outside into a thick mist, so thick that I considered abandoning the mission. 
 
    “Is it safe to drive in this fog?” I asked Felix. 
 
    “The car’s got good fog lights and you’re a careful driver, boss. We’ll take it slow.” 
 
    “You were the one who wanted to stay home tonight.” 
 
    “That was then. I’m up and ready to go now.” 
 
    “Remind me to learn a spell to dispel mist when we get back.” 
 
    The journey took us nearly twice as long as usual. The mist reduced visibility to about ten yards and it was slow going. 
 
    “Will the cats be around in this weather?” I asked Felix. 
 
    “Not if they’re sensible.” 
 
    We parked at the top of the key. Felix took a few minutes to summon up the necessary energy both physical and mental to make the switch from man to cat. When he was ready, he took a deep breath. Right before my eyes his muscles rippled, and he shrank until I had a large Savannah cat sitting beside me in the passenger seat. It was impossible to pinpoint exactly when Felix stopped being a man and became a cat. It was a transition so smooth no matter how many times he made it I never succeeded in catching the magic moment. 
 
    I climbed out of the car and went round to let Felix the cat out. He stretched his legs the way all cats do and thrashed his tail about, uncertain what to do next. 
 
    I stroked him from head to tail. “I’ll be right behind you, but I’ll keep out of sight until you’ve established friendly relations with the local cats. If they’re out prowling around their territory, they’re not going to welcome your sudden appearance, Felix. So, be careful.” 
 
    “I know that,” he said with another mighty thrash of his tail. 
 
    He slunk off towards the warehouses and I followed along well behind him and keeping to the walls. At least the mist would help to keep my approach hidden, but it wouldn’t help Felix. Any patrolling cat would be able to smell him from yards away. 
 
    I lost sight of him as he faded into the mist. 
 
    All of a sudden a shrill wailing and howling caterwauled through the mist. I hurried forwards forgetting the need to stay hidden. I didn’t want Felix torn to pieces. I followed the sound through a doorway into a vast warehouse. I needn’t have worried about Felix. He had a huge hyena like creature by the neck and was shaking him from side to side. The more he shook, the louder his victim screamed. 
 
    I rushed up to them but couldn’t work out how to tear them apart. This was not the calm approach we had planned. I spied a bucket under a standing pipe in what looked like a sink for cleaning fish. I filled it and ran back to the catfight spilling water all over my feet. I threw what was left over the two cats. It didn’t stop them. 
 
    “Knock it off,” I shouted at the top of my voice. 
 
    To my astonishment, they did. They fell back panting. Before I could say anything else, they arched their backs and began to prance around each other hissing challenges. 
 
    “That’s enough,” I said stepping in between them quickly. 
 
    At last I’d managed to pierce the red mist enveloping them. The incumbent took his eyes away from Felix for a moment and stared up at me. 
 
    “I heard that,” he said. “You must be a witch.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “Your kind is supposed to offer me courtesy and friendship at the least and here you are attacking my good friend, Felix.” 
 
    He laughed derisively. “Felix? What a joke! I nearly had him there. If you hadn’t intervened, he’d have been food for worms.” 
 
    I looked back at Felix who’d taken the opportunity to sit down and clean himself giving the other cat the feline message that he wasn’t to be messed with. 
 
    I nearly corrected the strange cat but decided in the nick of time that it wouldn’t be politic. Instead I crouched down and offered him my hand. 
 
    “I’m Mpenzi Munro,” I said. “And you are?” 
 
    He rubbed his head against my hand. 
 
    “I’m Neptune, chief cat in charge of these docks.” 
 
    He walked backwards and uttered a long meow. 
 
    From out of the shadows came a gang of cats of all breeds and sizes, about thirty in all. 
 
    “These are my tribe,” he said. “I’m sure you’ll understand that I have to protect them and their livelihood. We can’t have stray cats wandering in here willy nilly. Your Felix didn’t even introduce himself.” 
 
    “I didn’t get the chance,” said Felix rising to his feet and sashaying over to join us. “I’m not after your food or your territory. I merely wanted to ask you to help in a case my boss and I are involved in.” 
 
    Neptune now sat down and began to groom himself. I guessed he needed time to plan his strategy. His followers copied him. Felix rubbed himself against my legs. 
 
    “Funny sight isn’t it?” he said. “All those hind legs in the air.” 
 
    I have to admit I was tempted to walk around and give each one a tug but thought better of it. We were trying to win friends and influence people here, not make fun of them. The pause gave me a chance to size up Neptune. I couldn’t decide what breed he was. Definitely not one of the elegant ones like a Siamese or Burmese. Not a Persian because he wasn’t fluffy. His years of street fighting had given him numerous scars upon his large head and they’d stunted the growth of his fur. The latter was predominantly tortoiseshell with odd patches of white and black. He was almost as ugly as Feo, one of the cats who guarded the local museum. But he must have had a Siamese gene or two because he was cross-eyed. A great defender of his people he had gone for Felix even though Felix being a Savannah was twice his size. 
 
    Felix thrashed his tail with impatience waiting for the display of nonchalance to be over. 
 
    “Come on, mate,” he said. “My witch needs to get back to her bed. It’s too cold for her out here.” 
 
    Neptune dropped his leg and sat up. “No disrespect Madame Munro, but we have to follow proper cat etiquette. Now what did you want to know? I’m guessing this is about the murder on board the Princesse early last Sunday morning.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Felix put the first question. “Did any of your people witness the murder by any chance?” 
 
    “I doubt it. They would have told me, but I’ll ask, anyway.” 
 
    He turned and surveyed the motley collection of cats ranged around him in an attentive circle. 
 
    “Anyone?” 
 
    They all shook their heads. 
 
    I took over the questioning. 
 
    “Did anyone happen to notice whether Ben, the younger Marin brother, left on the Princesse with Joseph on the Saturday afternoon?” 
 
    Neptune brushed his whiskers with his paw. 
 
    “I can answer that. Ben called me over to the boat as they were about to pull up the gangplank and threw me a couple of fish heads they had left over from their lunch. So yes, Ben left with Joseph.” 
 
    “But no one saw the boat return?” 
 
    Neptune shook his head. 
 
    “No, we were all out on patrol around the back of the warehouses. That’s when the rats come out to scavenge and we’re busy. The Princess wasn’t tied up at midnight but she was there when we knocked off at five.” 
 
    “Thank you. You’ve helped us on a crucial point in our inquiries. Is there anything we can do to repay you?” I asked him. 
 
    “We have our full complement of cats here now, but two of our queens give birth a few weeks ago. We need to find homes for the kittens, fifteen of them altogether. It would be wonderful if you could help us with that.” 
 
    I bent down to stroke him and he purred loudly. 
 
    “I’ll do my best. And if you come up with anything that would help us, perhaps you would tell us next time we call in.” 
 
    Felix and I turned to leave. Neptune accompanied me to the doorway weaving in and out of my legs as I walked. 
 
    As soon as we were back in our car Felix shifted back up to being a man, my bodyguard. 
 
    “What did you make of that?” I asked him. 
 
    “They confirmed that Ben and Joseph left together. As Ben drowned or was drowned with his scuba gear on it must have happened out at sea and Joseph returned alone.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly, but it doesn’t help us much, does it?” 
 
    “Let’s get home, boss. I’m tired.” 
 
    “We must visit Désirée tomorrow and find out if we can get a look inside Ben’s shed.” 
 
    Felix harrumphed and slunk down in his seat. 
 
    “Give it a break,” he said and fell fast asleep.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    After we’d seen Jimbo off to school on Monday morning, we called on Désirée. Although her husband had now been exonerated by public opinion, I was sure she’d be at home having taken compassionate leave from her job to grieve for Ben and to help her son get over the loss of his father. 
 
    I stopped at the supermarket on the way to buy some essentials for her: fresh bread, some fruit, coffee and some ham and salad for lunch. 
 
    She opened the door to my knock and hugged me close. 
 
    “Thank you for coming round, Penzi. I was feeling so lonely and bereft. I don’t know what to do with myself. I spent last week cleaning the house. I can’t read or watch television. And Marcel’s asking me so many questions I can’t answer.” 
 
    We followed her through to the kitchen where she put on the coffee pot. I was glad she was up to doing that herself. When the coffee was ready, she poured it out and left the room. She returned with a photo album and for the next hour showed us photos of Ben and the family. Felix and I let her talk on and on. Her reminiscences were interrupted by Marcel who appeared in the kitchen doorway rubbing his eyes. 
 
    “I let him sleep in,” Désirée explained. “He was tired out when he came home last night. Then what had happened hit him and he cried for so long I was afraid his heart would break and jump out of his chest.” 
 
    “What about you? Did you get any sleep?” I asked her. 
 
    “Not much.” 
 
    She gave Marcel a cup of hot chocolate and a chunk of the fresh bread I’d bought. He sat quietly watching us talk as he dunked the bread into the chocolate and sucked the end. When he’d finished, Désirée sent him upstairs to get dressed and washed. 
 
    “I can’t talk about it in front of Marcel,” she said. “All night long I had visions of Ben struggling to get free. How terrible to drown like that. I can’t begin to understand how one human being can do that to another.” 
 
    And she burst into tears. 
 
    “Do you have any sleeping pills?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, but I didn’t want to take one. It seemed disloyal for me to sleep when Ben had suffered so much.” 
 
    “Désirée, you have to consider Marcel. He needs a mother who can be strong and help him through this. And we are here for you. And your neighbor. She’s a kind woman.” 
 
    Désirée sniffed and wiped her nose with her hand. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m being pathetic.” 
 
    “Not a bit of it. Where are your pills? You should take one and go and lie down upstairs for a while. We’ll play a game with Marcel and keep him occupied.” 
 
    I helped her up the stairs and tucked her under a blanket on her bed. Felix collected Marcel from his bedroom and the three of us played a board game. Felix picked out the French version of The Game of Life but I shook my head in time. I didn’t want Marcel realizing he didn’t have a father figure any longer to put in the little car, and so we settled for Risk. 
 
      
 
    When Désirée came downstairs again later on that afternoon, I asked her about the shed. 
 
    “That’s Ben’s private place, his den,” she said. “Ben always needed time to himself. If he wasn’t at the library, he’d be in his shed reading his sports magazines and working on his scuba gear. I’m not sure he’d want you going through his things.” 
 
    “It might give us a clue as to what’s been going on.” 
 
    “It’s locked and I don’t have the key.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” I said. “Felix is good at picking locks. Why don’t you take Marcel and your coffee into the sitting room and have some quiet time together while we have a look round?” 
 
    She gave me a weak smile and got up from her chair. As soon as she was safely out of the way, Felix and I exited through the back door. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” asked Felix. “You’ve gone too far this time, boss. I can’t pick locks.” 
 
    “It’s time for some magic, Felix. I’ll cast the unlock spell. As soon as Désirée said the shed was Ben’s private territory, I wanted to search it. You never know what we might find. A diary. Notes on what he and Joseph have been doing. Anything.” 
 
    Once again, we put our gloves on. When we reached the shed door, Felix stood behind me to shield me in case Désirée came down to check on us. I concentrated hard to bring the unlock spell up from my memory. It was some time since I’d used it. When I was sure I had it correct, I took a deep breath, conjured up the images in my mind and said the magic words. The padlock sprang open. 
 
    Ben had set up the interior of the shed as a mini private office. A laptop sat on an old jumble sale desk. That was the only sign of modernity in the little space. Wonky homemade shelves held Ben’s favorite books and magazines. A gas room heater on wheels stood below the tiny window waiting for the cold season. Beside it Ben had built a kitchen counter with the makings for coffee, a bottle of cognac and a couple of dirty mugs. 
 
    “Maybe he’s a secret porn addict,” said Felix pointing to the laptop. 
 
    “I doubt it. Most people have a private laptop these days. Doesn’t mean they spend every spare moment looking at porn sites. But there’s only one way to find out. We’ll take it with us and you can hack into it when we’re back home.” 
 
    “Won’t that interfere with any evidence the police might need?” 
 
    “You’re only going to switch it on and off, Felix. You’re not going to take the hard disk out or reformat it, are you?” 
 
    “If you say so, boss,” he replied. 
 
    We spent a few minutes going through the contents of the shed but didn’t turn up anything germane to the case: no secret itineraries, no diary, no cryptic doodles. Felix examined the wooden floor for loose boards, but they ran from side to side with no joins and nothing shifted when he stamped on them. 
 
    “Dead loss,” Felix said as he picked up the laptop and hid it in his anorak. 
 
    We locked the shed behind us, peeled off our gloves and walked back up to the kitchen door. Felix detoured to the car to stow the laptop, and I entered the house to join Désirée and Marcel. 
 
    I asked her if she wanted me to stay and cook something for supper, but she said her neighbor would be calling in with a hot dish. 
 
    “Will you be going back to school tomorrow?” I asked her. 
 
    “I plan to. If I stay here for another day, I’ll go mad. Wandering about with nothing to do doesn’t take the grief away. Marcel needs to get back to class. He’s missing too much schooling. And he won’t be bullied this time, will he? Now his father, the supposed murderer, is dead.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, but secretly I wasn’t so sure. Children could be so cruel. I would have to ask Jimbo to keep an eye on Marcel. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As soon as we arrived home Felix disappeared into the study with Ben’s laptop. He was tired after an exhausting weekend and a shift from man to cat during the early hours of the morning, but still he gave in to the temptation of exploring the computer for any information useful to our investigation into the double murders of the Marin brothers. 
 
    Sam was out for the evening at Emmanuelle’s. I took the opportunity of joining Gwinny, Jimbo and the dogs in the sitting room for some family time. The only reference I made to the murders was to ask Jimbo to look out for Marcel the next day at school. We watched some television and played a few rounds of cards before Jimbo began to yawn. I escorted him to bed, and we listened to the first two chapters of an audio book together until Jimbo fell asleep. 
 
    Curious to find out if Felix had discovered anything, I hurried down to the study where I found him printing pages off from the laptop. 
 
    “Ben had his agenda on here,” he said. “It’s not very interesting, being mainly a note of meetings, medical appointments and diving lessons.” 
 
    The printer stopped. Felix collected the pages and laid them on the desk in front of me. 
 
    “Here,” he said, pointing to several entries. 
 
    I tried to decipher the word that stood out, but it was a blur. 
 
    “The shape is the same,” I said, “but I can’t tell what the word is.” 
 
    “Sorry, boss, I forgot for a moment in my excitement. It’s not a word. No wonder you had trouble. It’s just three letters: JB2.” 
 
    We hadn’t come across anything or anyone called JB so far. What did it mean? 
 
    Felix continued. “He seems to have noted every trip he and Joseph made in the Princesse—that is the date and time—but he doesn’t say where they went or what was the purpose of the sailing. He adds a cryptic note each time: Details JB2.” 
 
    “How often did they go out to sea together?” 
 
    “At least once every weekend and sometimes once during the week in the evening, starting in mid April.” 
 
    “Suppose we compare those entries with the Princesse’s logbook for anything that rings a bell?” 
 
    “Okay. Did Dubois take the logbook when he searched the boat?” 
 
    “He must have done. It would figure in his investigations into the murder of Joseph Marin. However, if it contained anything important or unusual, I’m sure Dubois would have told me.” 
 
    “You’ll have to phone Dubois tomorrow and ask him, boss. We don’t have any other avenues left open to us.” 
 
    “All right, first thing on the list for tomorrow morning. Now, let’s take a few hours off before we go to bed.” 
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t to be. We sat down at the kitchen table for a snack before going into the living room to watch some television. Gwinny jumped up to make us some tea, but paused as she was filling the kettle. 
 
    “I’ve just remembered,” she said. “A parcel came for you earlier today. Were you expecting anything?” 
 
    Felix shook his head and looked at me. 
 
    “No,” I said, looking around. 
 
    Gwinny slid a square package along the counter towards me and I reached for it. 
 
    “Whoa,” Felix called out blocking my arm. “Boss, you know better than to touch it. Unexpected parcels are dangerous. Remember?” 
 
    I snatched my hand back. “So?” 
 
    “I’ll deal with it. That’s my job,” Felix said, picking it up and exclaiming at the weight. “It’s not a feather boa, I can tell you that. I’ll take it out onto the verandah.” 
 
    I switched the outside light on for him and took up station by the kitchen window to see what was inside. Felix shook his head at me and shouted for me to get away from the window. He moved further out into our wreck of a garden. He stood with his back to me, blocking my view of what he was doing. 
 
    Gwinny and I readied ourselves for an explosion but nothing happened. After a trying wait, Felix turned round and held something up. Gwinny and I rushed out to look. What a letdown. It was nothing but a piece of heavy chain, about ten rusty links. 
 
    Did I say nothing? 
 
    “Why on earth would anyone send you that?” asked Gwinny. 
 
    Nothing? I caught Felix’s eye. He’d realized what it was at the same time as I had. It had to be a warning from Ben’s murderer. It was a piece of the chain he’d had tied around his ankle. A piece of the chain that had drowned him. We had rattled someone’s cage.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Dubois said he was pleased to get my call next morning. 
 
    “Any flashes of brilliance, Penzi? I am struggling with these two cases. Ben Marin was good for his brother’s murder in my opinion, but I’ve been proved wrong. I am at my wits’ end for another suspect. The only possible candidate is their brother-in-law Tanguy, but what would be his motive?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m as puzzled as you are, Xavier. By the way, did you take the logbook from the Princesse?” 
 
    “What is this English word logbook? I don’t know it.” 
 
    I turned to Felix and asked him to look up the French for a ship’s logbook. 
 
    He clicked a few keys and came back with the answer. “Journal du bord.” 
 
    “Xavier, it’s un journal du bord. Did you take the one for the Princesse?” 
 
    “Naturellement. It’s an important legal document. The book’s on my desk as I speak. But there’s nothing of interest. Just casual fishing trips. We were lucky to find it. Someone had hidden it behind the little fridge in the cabin. The murderer missed it when he destroyed the navigation equipment.” 
 
    “Do you have any appointments at lunch time?” I asked him. 
 
    “No, do you want to meet up, but not on the Esplanade? It’s still covered with debris from the storm and the weather’s bad out there. How about meeting at the Maison de la Presse for a sandwich and a beer?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Are you meeting Dubois alone this time?” Felix asked me as I closed the call. 
 
    “He didn’t suggest it. Dubois’s all business at the moment. He sounds panicked at not being able to advance with this investigation. So you needn’t keep out of sight.” 
 
    Felix had been doodling while he waited for my call to end. I looked down at his artwork. He had repeated one shape over and over and decorated it with whorls and arrows. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” I asked him. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and ran his finger over his designs. 
 
    “This is my subconscious talking to me. I’ve drawn JB2 over and over again. The idea is at the back of my mind, but I can’t quite grasp it.” 
 
    “What about their names, Joseph and Benjamin?” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense. Why would he mention Details? It has to be some kind of record or jour—” 
 
    “Or logbook,” I shouted out as realization hit me. “It could be journal du bord.” 
 
    “Number 2? A duplicate?” 
 
    “A secret logbook? That’s an intriguing possibility, but I don’t see how that helps us move forwards.” 
 
    Felix doodled JB2 again while he thought things over. 
 
    “Let’s not put the cart before the horse. Did you ask Dubois to bring a photocopy of the original logbook?” 
 
    “No, but he probably will.” 
 
    “To be safe, give him a quick ring and ask him to do that, boss.” 
 
    I did as Felix suggested and Dubois said he saw no harm in granting my wish. 
 
    Felix said, “We must compare the notes in Ben’s agenda with the official logbook. That will tell us if we should take the notes seriously or not.” 
 
    “And then what?” I asked him as he seemed to be the one with all the answers. 
 
    “Perhaps something will strike us as odd or we’ll be hit by a flash of inspiration. We take it one step at a time.” 
 
    A commotion in the street outside the house halted any further discussion. Desjardins had arrived with his team to carry out the make-over of our shambles of a back garden. By the time we had sorted out access for his equipment through the side gate and given his men coffee, it was time for Felix and me to leave for our appointment with Dubois. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Felix and I hurried home with the copy of the official logbook as soon as it was polite to say goodbye to Dubois. The puzzling aspect of these murders was running neck and neck with my driving need for justice for the Marin brothers. 
 
    I took five minutes to check on the progress being made out in the garden, but Desjardins waved me away saying it was far too early for me to visit. He had a point. Two diggers were churning away stripping back the topsoil. 
 
    Felix looked up as I entered the study. 
 
    “I started without you, boss. I checked the first cryptic entry in the agenda against the official logbook. They did go out to sea on that day. It was spring, so they were trawling for baby oysters on the seabed. They had been carrying out this work for ten days according to the logbook before Ben made the first JB2 entry in the agenda.” 
 
    “So something out of the ordinary happened on that particular trip that made Ben make a note in his agenda and, presumably, start keeping JB2. The official logbook details where they sailed, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Should do. But why would Ben feel the need to keep a secret logbook, boss?” 
 
    “To record where they really went. It’s possible the entries in the official logbook are fake to disguise what they were fishing for? To lay a false trail? To hide a destination? Smuggling?” 
 
    “That’s all possible. But we don’t know for sure that we’re right about the second logbook. We’re only guessing.” 
 
    “What worries me, Felix, is we searched Ben’s house and shed and didn’t find anything suspicious. No sign of a secret document.” 
 
    “Maybe Joseph kept it.” 
 
    “That’s unlikely as Ben is the one making the notes in his agenda.” 
 
    Felix began doodling another JB2 logo. I stayed his hand. 
 
    “Please stop doing that and concentrate. If you had to hide something like that, what would you do?” 
 
    “First off, it must be a paper document. If he’d kept a digital record of JB2, I would have found the file on his laptop, and I haven’t. A safe deposit box is a possibility.” 
 
    “Even if he was making one or two entries a week? He’d have to keep visiting the bank. That doesn’t seem likely to me, but find Désirée’s number for me and I’ll ask her.” 
 
    I was lucky enough to catch Désirée in the staff room during her afternoon break. She told me she’d been in contact with her bank manager that morning to begin cataloguing her husband’s estate. The manager had not mentioned a safe deposit box. 
 
    Felix dug me in the side with his elbow. “Ask her if we can go round to her house this evening for another look. I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    Désirée said that would be fine. She and Marcel would be late home because Marcel had a karate class after school. The back door key would be under an ornamental stone snail if we wanted to make ourselves a cup of coffee. 
 
    “So, what’s this idea?” I asked Felix as I laid my phone down on the desk. 
 
    “You asked me what I would do. I would keep the book in something watertight, an old biscuit tin or a polythene food container.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It could be in the attic or in Désirée’s bedroom, boss. We didn’t check there when we searched the house because she was resting. Failing that, perhaps he buried the container in the garden.” 
 
    “And if it’s not in the house, how are we going to find a tin buried in the garden? It’s a hopeless task. We don’t have a metal detector and delivery time is two days.” 
 
    Felix stared at me. 
 
    “You don’t need one. Have you forgotten about your metal finding spell?” 
 
    “Do you know? I have. What was it called again?” I concentrated. Veni metallice, which literally means Come to me, o ye metal. “I’d have to revise it, Felix. I’m not sure I can remember the images.” 
 
    “No time like the present. Fetch your grimoire, and we’ll get the spell right now and then go out to Désirée’s house. It would be best to explore the attic and her room before she gets home.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    We decided to search the bedroom and the attic before we tried the garden. The bedroom was clear. Access to the attic was no simple matter. There was no built-in folding ladder. Felix had to fetch a stepladder from the garage and knock the ceiling panel to the side. 
 
    “There’s no way Ben would have done this once or twice a week, boss. Apart from the difficulty, his family would have seen him and wondered what he was doing.” 
 
    “We should check anyway, just to be sure.” 
 
    The attic proved to be unboarded and after a tricky search involving moving carefully from joist to joist, we gave it up as an unfeasible hiding place. That left the garden. 
 
    We stopped to make a cup of tea and stood looking out over the vast expanse we’d have to search while we drank. The shed stood off to the right at the bottom of the garden and to the left the Marin’s had turned Marcel’s large sandpit into a safe landing area for a swing. 
 
    “I’d better get a spade from the garage,” Felix said. “It’ll take us ages. You’ll be turning up nails and broken garden tools and anything else that was buried here when the house was built.” 
 
    “As long as we find no skeletons, I shall be happy,” I said. 
 
    We washed our cups and set off to check the garden. 
 
    “We’ll leave the front garden to last,” I said. “I don’t see Ben digging holes there when the neighbors could catch him at it.” 
 
    Felix agreed with me. I summoned up the mental energy required for casting a spell and took several deep breaths to fill my brain with oxygen. Once I had the images fixed in my mind, I uttered the magic words veni metallice. Immediately, a tingle ran up my arms. 
 
    “I’m standing on something, Felix. Dig down here and check the spell is working properly.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t bury the book right outside the kitchen door. I can see I’m going to be digging up the whole garden by the time we’ve finished.” 
 
    Although he spoke with ill grace, he dug down a few inches and uncovered an old fork with twisted tines. 
 
    “The spell’s working, boss,” he said as he scuffed the soil and gravel back into position with his foot. “I suggest we start over on the right.” 
 
    For the next two hours, we covered the whole of the back yard, working in a grid pattern. I hoped no one could see us as I had to appear to be mad as I wandered about waving my arms above the ground like a water diviner. Of course, that’s what I was. A diviner of metal objects. We found old nails, tin cans, the business end of a shovel, and even an old handmade horseshoe, but we didn’t find any metal boxes with secret documents. 
 
    As Felix straightened up from filling in the last hole and relaying the turf, I said, “Time for a break before we tackle the front garden.” 
 
    I clicked my fingers to end the spell, not wanting my arms to whirl like a windmill when they sensed all the metal objects in the kitchen. 
 
    “Do you think Désirée would mind if we helped ourselves to a beer?” Felix asked as we entered the kitchen. “After all that hard work, a cup of tea is not going to cut it.” 
 
    I opened the fridge and took out a couple of bottles of lager and held them up to Felix. He nodded, “That’s more like it.” 
 
    I walked over to join him by the kitchen window and looked out over the garden. We’d been careful when carrying out our excavations, but the areas we’d dug up were slightly proud of the surrounding grass. I hoped Désirée wouldn’t notice before they sank back to their original level. Soil unlike sand doesn’t settle straight away. Sand? 
 
    I gripped Felix’s arm and pointed at the swing standing in its bed of sand. 
 
    “We didn’t try the sandpit. That would make more sense when you think about it. Ben wouldn’t have wanted to dig up his garden every time he had to make an entry in his JB2. In the sandpit, it would be easy. Just scoop the sand aside, put in the tin and cover it over again. A couple of minutes.” 
 
    We plonked our half empty beer bottles down on the kitchen counter and rushed outside, driven by the desire to test my theory and spurred on by the rapidly approaching autumn twilight. Off in the distance a police siren ee-awed through the evening air breaking the suburban peace. I closed my mind against the sound as I relaunched the veni metallice spell and stepped into the sandpit. I moved slowly forwards along the right-hand board holding my arms out in front of me. Nothing. The siren grew louder and stopped out front. Spinning red and blue lights strobed past the house and down to the bottom of the garden where I stood poised ready to take my next step. Instinct made me drop my arms to my side and click my fingers to end the spell. 
 
    Two policemen ran round the house down towards us shouting at us to stand still and raise our hands above our heads. I was too startled to signal to Felix who was standing behind me. I hoped he wouldn’t do anything silly. 
 
    One officer stepped towards me and frisked me rapidly making my stomach lurch in unjustified fear and dread. He told me to drop my hands and moved on to Felix. The blood was draining out of my head and I was close to fainting. 
 
    “Let her sit down,” Felix called out to the man in charge. “Can’t you see how you’ve frightened her?” 
 
    For answer the officer patting Felix down grabbed hold of him and hauled him out of the sandpit. The chief said, “She can sit down in our police car on the way to the gendarmerie. We’re taking you both in for questioning.” 
 
    “We haven’t done anything illegal,” Felix said trying to shake off the officer’s hand. 
 
    “If you do not desist, monsieur, I shall cuff you.” 
 
    And with that they dragged us up the garden and pushed us into their patrol car. 
 
    Felix sat upright in the back seat, clenching and unclenching his fists. 
 
    “Don’t you dare, Felix,” I whispered. “Never argue with a man in uniform and certainly not a French gendarme.” 
 
    I jerked my head to point out the guns worn by the officers. 
 
    “Do not provoke them. I’m sure there’s a simple explanation, and they haven’t arrested us.” 
 
    Felix subsided and crossed his arms over his chest as if he couldn’t trust himself not to use them if he didn’t. 
 
    “I don’t like this, boss.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When we reached the gendarmerie, the officers hustled us through to an interview room and closed the door. They had received a report from one of Désirée’s neighbors that two prowlers were up to no good in her house and garden while she was away. 
 
    On the one hand I was glad to hear that her neighbors were looking out for her interests but on the other it left Felix and me in an embarrassing position. I explained to the officers that she had given us permission to walk round her garden, but I had no proof. To be fair, my assertion must have sounded fishy. What would two people be doing that late in the day digging holes in someone’s garden while the house owner was away? 
 
    “Can’t you call Madame Marin and check with her?” I asked. 
 
    “You have her phone number?” the tall one countered. 
 
    “Of course,” said Felix pulling out his phone. “Shall I call her?” 
 
    The officer nodded. Felix made the call, but she didn’t answer. Of course, she would have her phone switched off if she was watching Marcel’s karate class. 
 
    “You’ll have to stay here until we can get hold of her to corroborate your story,” the officer said. 
 
    “Is Inspector Dubois here today?” I asked. I hadn’t mentioned him before because I hadn’t expected us to be held. 
 
    He was about to answer me when the door opened and Madame Fer-de-Lance, the prosecutor who hated my guts, popped her head around. 
 
    She gave a curt nod in my direction. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Madame Munro? I’ve warned you before about interfering in police business.” 
 
    I gulped behind my hand and kicked Felix to keep him quiet. She couldn’t possibly know Felix and I were investigating the Marin brothers’ murders, or could she? We’d been discreet and Dubois wouldn’t have told her. 
 
    Fortunately, the officer answered for me. 
 
    “We’ve brought them in for questioning, Madame le Juge. Someone reported them scurrying about in a neighbor’s garden. They say they had the owner’s permission. We’re waiting on confirmation.” 
 
    I sighed with relief. He hadn’t mentioned whose house. With her quick intelligence, Madame Fer-de-Lance would have put two and two together if he’d said it was Désirée’s garden. 
 
    “Very well,” she said, scowled at us all and ducked her head back banging the door to with unnecessary force. 
 
    The two officers gave me the brief smile of fellow sufferers of the Fer-de-Lance bad temper. 
 
    One of the officers got to his feet. “You asked about Inspector Dubois?” 
 
    “Yes, he knows us well. He will vouch for us.” 
 
    “I’ll find out if he’s here,” he said leaving the room. 
 
    Felix pointed at his watch. Time was running out. Désirée would be home soon. She would probably answer her phone then and clear us, but we’d have lost our chance to search the sandpit. The three of us sat in silence waiting for the officer to return. When he did, he brought Dubois with him. Dubois was all apologies. He was genuinely sorry to hear we’d been brought in for questioning but, of course, he wanted to keep my parallel investigation into the Marin killings a secret. 
 
    “We’re so short of staff with two murders to solve, we have drafted in extra officers from Cognac. That’s why these two gentlemen didn’t know you, Madame Munro. Please accept our apologies.” 
 
    “But, Inspector,” said the officer. “We have to write up our report. We have to confirm that these two had permission to be digging up the garden?” 
 
    Dubois raised his eyebrows. “Digging up the garden, Madame Munro?” 
 
    “That’s an exaggeration, Inspector. We’d been to visit with our dogs and lost their ball. Madame Marin said we could search for it this evening.” 
 
    Dubois gave me a slanted look but didn’t pursue the subject. 
 
    “Give the officers Madame Marin’s number so they can keep trying, but I see no reason to hold you here in the gendarmerie.” He looked at the two officers, “One of you stay and keep trying Madame Marin and the other take Madame Munro and her friend back to Madame Marin’s house to fetch their car.” 
 
    And with that he strode out but not without giving me a quick wink while his officers had their heads down in the notebooks. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We’d wasted over an hour and a half at the police station and night was drawing in fast. We had to hurry if we were to finish our exploration before Désirée returned. I didn’t want to have to explain to her why we were digging up her son’s old sandpit. Armed with our flashlights, Felix and I walked briskly down to the swing area. With all the stress, I hoped I’d be able to remember the metal spell when we reached it. 
 
    I dropped to the ground and sat with my legs crossed for a few minutes to calm my pulse and focus on the job ahead. Felix waited quietly for me to ready myself and gave me a pull to my feet when I nodded at him. I summoned up the energy to cast the spell, concentrating hard on the idea of a metal box. I took a deep breath and stepped back into the sandpit one pace over from the time before. I shuffled through the sand to the other end moving my hands slowly from side to side, palms outstretched. 
 
     I turned round when I hit the end and took a step to the right. This time I’d gone only four paces when my hands began to tingle. My arms shuddered as I advanced one more step. 
 
    Felix joined me, his spade at the ready. I moved aside to give him space to dig. He scraped the first few inches aside before driving his spade downwards. It hit an object with a dull clank. Finding the edge of the object, he dug out all round it in a rectangle. It was a tin of some kind. We crouched down on our hands and knees and loosened the sand from around the edges until Felix could lift the object out. A tin box lay in front of us. A cashbox or a fishing tackle box. A small padlock hung from the hasp but that was no problem for me. I cast the unlock spell. The padlock sprang open with a soft click. I was about to lift the lid when Felix reminded me to put my gloves on. A book with a thick cardboard cover, similar to an invoice book, lay in the box. I took the book out and turned over the pages but, of course, I couldn’t read what was written there, so Felix took over. 
 
    “It looks like Ben’s handwriting,” he said as he flipped through a few pages. “It’s notes of where they sailed. The GPS co-ordinates. So you were right about it being a duplicate logbook, boss.” 
 
    “We’ll need to compare it with the agenda on Ben’s laptop. If the dates and times coincide, this has to be their secret record of where they sailed and what they did.” 
 
    “Only one problem. The entry for the day Joseph was murdered hasn’t been entered, which supports the idea that Ben never returned from that voyage.” 
 
    “And we won’t know where they went?” I asked Felix. 
 
    “No,” said Felix taking his anorak off and using it to wrap up the box and JB2. “We should get out of here before Désirée comes home,” he said. “You carry this while I put the spade away.” 
 
    We met up at the car and turned out of the drive as Désirée turned in. I buzzed my window down and told her we’d finished. She smiled a thank-you. We drove home anxious to find out what information JB2 would yield.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    We compared all three references to the itineraries of the Princesse over the months since April: the notes in Ben’s agenda, the official logbook of which Dubois had given me a copy and our new find, the mysterious JB2. All the entries agreed for date and time but definitely not for the areas of the sea covered by their sailing trips. 
 
    Felix pulled a map from the internet for the area covered by those trips, both fake and real, and zoomed in. He downloaded the resulting image and began to plot the trips from the JB2 logbook to determine a pattern behind the secret voyages. 
 
    The Marin brothers would sail out to sea, anchor and stay on the spot for several hours, and then sail back to port. Each trip took the boat along the same line of latitude and moved them to the west from one degree of longitude to the next. It appeared that they had been systematically covering a large area of the ocean to the west of the Cordouan Lighthouse where the depth was given as thirty feet or about five fathoms. 
 
    “What’s so special about this area?” I asked Felix. 
 
    “I’ll be blowed if I know,” he said. “Let me do a web search and see what I can find out.” 
 
    I left Felix to his task and went to the kitchen to check on Gwinny, Sam and Jimbo. 
 
    “How’d it go with Desjardins today?” I asked Gwinny. 
 
    She pointed out of the window at the dystopian scene of our back garden. Piles of soil had been scraped off and stacked against the back wall. Desjardins’ men had begun to lay the weed-proof film for the lawn. It had to get worse before it got better, but it was a depressing sight. 
 
    When she saw my face Gwinny held up some pictures of flowering plants. “I keep looking at these to keep my spirits up,” she said. “Half an hour’s warning for supper.” 
 
    “Felix and I are working on something in the study. We might be late, so start without us. I’ve come to fetch drinks.” 
 
    I took a couple of tins of lager out of the fridge for Felix and poured myself a long drink of pineau over ice. 
 
    I was on the point of walking out when I remembered Marcel and Désirée. 
 
    “How was it at school today with your teacher back in charge of your class, Jimbo? Did anyone bully Marcel today?” 
 
    “No, Marcel was fine. People were a bit shy of him at first because they felt so bad about the way they treated him, but Madame Marin got us all playing a team game in class and everything changed.” 
 
    “And Madame Marin?” 
 
    “She was brave.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When no one was looking she was a little weepy, like a kid who’s homesick.” 
 
    I gave Jimbo a quick hug and took my booty back to the study. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Felix when I handed him an ice cold beer. “All I’ve found out so far is that this part of the coast is famous for its shifting underwater sandbanks and the violence of the storms, which are aggravated by the tidal race of the River Gironde. There’ve been many shipwrecks over the centuries.” 
 
    “Were they hunting for a wreck?” 
 
    “It’s possible, but it would have been pointless. All the wrecks are marked on the charts.” 
 
    “All the known wrecks, Felix.” 
 
    “True, but these are such busy shipping lanes, I’m sure there aren’t any undiscovered wrecks. And treasure hunters research all missing ships. It’s big business nowadays.” 
 
    “What about smuggling?” 
 
    “People, you mean?” 
 
    I nodded thinking of the misery that drives desperate people to try illegal immigration. I hoped we wouldn’t find Joseph and Ben had been profiteering from the trade. I had liked them too much to find out they were criminals. 
 
    Felix stared at the trips he had marked on the map. 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense. Why would they stop at a slightly different spot on every trip?” 
 
    “To confuse any monitoring systems. Satellites and so on. That’s all too technical for me but I’m sure someone somewhere keeps track of everything.” 
 
    “Boss, it’s late. We should eat. Perhaps we should go to the library tomorrow and get some local knowledge about the area.” 
 
    Felix shut his laptop. He was closing the study door behind me when I remembered something Désirée had said. I hadn’t paid much attention at the time, but now it struck me as pertinent. 
 
    I placed my hand on Felix’s arm to keep him back in the hall. 
 
    “Felix, Désirée told us that when Ben wasn’t working, sailing or out in his shed, he’d be at the library. He’d been spending more and more time there. What did he find so interesting, I wonder?” 
 
    “I’d hazard a guess that his visits were involved with this sailing mystery.  We should make a midnight visit to the library tonight.” 
 
    A sudden wave of fatigue hit me. We’d had a busy day. 
 
    “Tonight? Can’t it wait?” I asked. 
 
    He must have seen how exhausted I was. 
 
    “Sorry, boss. I forget how much it takes it out of you to cast your spells. And we’ll need magic to get into the library if we go at night. How about we have an early night and tackle the library in the early hours, say, four o’clock?” 
 
    “I could do that,” I said, “but I need to spend half an hour going over the spells we’ll need. I don’t want to get all the way to the library and find I’ve forgotten something.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    It was pitch black when I awoke and glanced at my bedside clock—ten to four. I hurried out of bed and drew my drapes to look outside. Not a star in the sky and no moon. Our little town lay blacked out. Our expedition to the library was even less inviting than it’d seemed the evening before. I opened my window and stuck my hand out for it to be wet by a slight drizzle, cold and discouraging. For a moment I was tempted to jump back into bed and go back to sleep, but my burning desire to set our little world to rights took over, and I found myself scrambling into my clothes and crossing the landing to check on Felix. He, too, was up and ready for our adventure. We had a make-do breakfast of muesli and tea, donned our coats and boots and made for the front door. At the last moment I dashed back into the kitchen for a carton of cream as a gift for the library cats whom we hadn’t seen for several weeks. 
 
    Zig and Zag stirred and sat up. Zag climbed out of his bed and accompanied me into the hall but when he saw Felix was there ready to go out with me, he gave a doggy harrumph and said, “Guess I’m not needed. Rather you than me, Penzi,” and returned to his warm basket. 
 
    Felix and I glanced at the sea on the other side of the sea wall. After the storm of the previous weekend all was calm and the force of the sea subdued. I hoped it was the calm after the storm and not the calm before another one. I drove off down our cobbled street to the library and parked out of sight at the back in the service yard. 
 
    “How should we tackle this?” I asked Felix as I switched off the engine and made ready to get out of the car. 
 
    “I’ll go in first through the cat flap as my cat persona. We don’t want to alarm Magnus and Feo if we can help it. You won’t have to use up your magic energy unlocking the door, because I can shift back up to being me, the man, when I’ve spoken to the cats, and unlock the door from the inside. Magnus and Feo should be getting to the end of their shift by now.” 
 
    Right before my eyes Felix morphed down to his Savannah cat form and squeezed his way through the flap in the service door of the library. The pause gave me time to remember the two cats we’d met on an earlier investigation, Magnus and Feo. Tough and macho as they needed to be to patrol a building of such importance to the life of the commune of Beaucoup-sur-Mer, they’d done all they could to help us and we’d enjoyed our last visit. 
 
    The back door opened and Felix the man emerged with Magnus and Feo winding themselves in and out of his legs hampering, his progress over to the car to open the door for me. 
 
    “How’s our favorite witch?” asked Magnus standing on his hind legs to rub his nose against my knees. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” I answered swinging my legs out and standing up only to crouch down and say hello properly to Magnus by giving his ears a good stroking. 
 
    Feo hung back. 
 
    “Feo,” I called. “What’s wrong? Come and say hello.” 
 
    “Madame Munro, we have a bone to pick with you,” he said keeping out of my reach. 
 
    “Let’s get inside before someone reports us to the police again,” said Felix leading the way back into the library and closing the door behind the four of us. “Now, what’s the problem, Feo?” 
 
    “Do you remember promising us you would keep your eyes open for a job for us with a witch so we could leave the library?” he asked with a scowl screwing up his face which was already misshapen by the scars of a hundred fights. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’m working on it.” 
 
    Feo lashed his tail from side to side. “We heard you found a new home for those two cats from the bakery that blew up.” 
 
    Oh dear. Naomi and Brutus had gone to live with Audrey and her two children. 
 
    Felix chuckled. “Over to you, boss.” 
 
    I knelt down on the uncomfortable coconut matting of the basement floor and held out my hand to Feo. He had a chip on his shoulder about being ugly and unwanted. He’d run away from his miserable life in the streets of Barcelona on a vegetable truck and hopped off when he reached Beaucoup-sur-Mer. He was lucky enough to be taken in as part of the feline security patrol keeping the library’s books safe from rodents. I didn’t like him to feel he’d been passed over. 
 
    “Feo, it simply wasn’t like that. Brutus and Naomi had nowhere to live and no one to feed them. The mayor couldn’t keep supplying food for ever from the commune budget if they weren’t working. I found them a home with a young mother and her two children.” 
 
    “So people say,” said Feo. “At The Union Jack, but you promised us.” 
 
    “Audrey isn’t a witch. You said you wanted to work for a witch. The only other witch in Beaucoup-sur-Mer is my mother, and she’s living with us for the time being. If and when she moves out to her own place, I’ll ask her about you.” 
 
    Feo approached me and rubbed his head against my outstretched hand. “I didn’t have the full story. I’ve never seen Audrey, so I didn’t know she wasn’t a witch.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” I said. “I promise I’ll keep you in mind whenever I hear of a vacancy. I haven’t been here long enough to meet any other witches in this town.” 
 
    Felix clapped his hands together. “Enough. We need your help tonight on another of Penzi’s cases.” 
 
    “Shush!” hissed Magnus. “You’ll wake up the security guard and then there’ll be trouble. Come up to the next floor with us quickly and quietly.” 
 
    We scooted past the security guard’s office where he sat slumped down snoring his head off in front of the TV. When we reached the next floor, I showed the cats the carton of cream I’d brought for them. 
 
    “That’s great,” said Magnus. “Perhaps we should keep it until after we’ve helped you. We can’t afford to waste time. It’ll be getting light in a couple of hours. Now what did you want?” 
 
    I took out the photo of Ben Marin. 
 
    “Jump up on that table and have a look at this. Tell me if you recognize this man,” I said to Magnus and Feo who did as I suggested. 
 
    They stared at the picture. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve seen him here often,” said Magnus. “Isn’t he the guy who was found on the beach this weekend?” 
 
    “That’s right. Ben Marin. His wife told us he spent time down here at the library. We wondered if you could help us find out what interested him so much. Felix has his membership number and password, so he can find out what books he’s been taking out, but did he do anything else while he was here?” 
 
    “Like what?” Feo asked. He shuffled closer to have another look. “My eyes aren’t too good, but I’m sure he’s one of the men who’ve been researching amongst our archives down in the floor beneath the basement.” 
 
    “Magnus?” I asked. “So, he was in the archive section?” 
 
    He nodded his head. “But let’s take first things first. Felix, check what books he’s taken out.” 
 
    Felix walked over to the librarian’s desk and switched on her computer. He had all the necessary passwords from our last clandestine visit. I pulled up a chair and sat down to watch Felix do his kind of magic. Feo jumped up onto my lap, turned a circle, lay down and began to knead my thighs, purring as he did so. 
 
    “That’s not fair,” said Magnus pacing round my chair giving little cat hisses of annoyance. 
 
    I pushed Feo over to one side. “Hey guys, stop fighting. Felix and I need you working together, not squabbling. Come and sit on this side, Magnus.” 
 
    Magnus brushed his whiskers back with a paw and sat down on his haunches glaring up at Feo. 
 
    I hated to interrupt Felix while he was working but we needed peace. “Felix, help me out here.” 
 
    “What?” he asked turning his head away from the eerie light shining up on his face from the screen. 
 
    “Pick Magnus up and put him on my knee. He’s playing hard to get.” 
 
    Felix rose from his seat, scooped Magnus up and dumped him on my lap. “Now, chill out, guys. Penzi and I have to get to the bottom of this mystery before the murderer realizes how close we are.” 
 
    “You’re close?” asked Feo. 
 
    I sighed. “Not really. Maybe tonight’s work will give us some of the answers we need. But the murderer knows we’re after him.” And I told them about the chain that had been sent to me by special delivery. 
 
    Magnus jumped down off my lap. “I’m so sorry, Penzi. I had no idea things were so dangerous for you. It’s just that we have no one to love us or appreciate us. It’s so lonely here in the library. The guard only tolerates us because he knows we’re on the payroll and it’s part of his job to feed us.” 
 
    “Doesn’t Madame Blanche, the librarian, pet you?” 
 
    “Sometimes, if she comes across us, but we’re not supposed to be up here during opening hours.” 
 
    Felix coughed. “Sorry to interrupt the sob story, guys, but I’m in and reading down the list of books Ben borrowed.” 
 
    “Call it out then.” 
 
    “As you would expect several books on sailing. Books on shipwrecks and treasure hun—” 
 
    “So we may be on the right track,” I said, unable to keep quiet in my excitement. 
 
    “—ting. But here’s the bit I didn’t expect: five books on the naval history of World War Two.” 
 
    “Did he bring them all back before he was killed?” 
 
    “No, three of them are still out. We should ask Désirée if we can borrow them. And we could take the other two out with us now. That’s as much as we can do up here. Now, for the archive section. Lead the way, guys.” 
 
    Feo jumped down to join Magnus and the two of them hurried away in front of us, tails waving in the air. The archive section was deep down in the bowels of the building, a floor below the security guard’s office. Magnus walked up to a desk facing a bank of monitors that commanded a view of the rows upon rows of precious archives. 
 
    “The archive clerk sits here. Visitors have to sign in, and the clerk makes a note of every document viewed and by whom.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” I asked him. 
 
    “This is the one floor we’re allowed on during the day. Some of these documents are ancient, even made of parchment or vellum. Mice love to eat stuff like that.” 
 
    Felix began clicking the keys on the clerk’s keyboard to bring up the records of visitors and their choice of research. 
 
    “Here we are,” he said. “Benjamin Marin. He’s been looking at the city of Bordeaux’s war archives, or should I say the port of Bordeaux. Some of the records he’s been checking are German war records.” 
 
    That surprised me. “My great-grandfather, who worked with the French Resistance, said the German Occupation Forces had destroyed all their records when they abandoned Bordeaux in August 1944.” 
 
    “Boss, some of them obviously survived. Maybe they didn’t have time to finish the job. More to the point, we don’t have time to search through everything now and at this stage we don’t know what we’re looking for.” 
 
    Magnus meowed for attention. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked him. “You have something to say?” 
 
    “Can either of you read German?” 
 
    I shook my head. “You, Felix?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no.” 
 
    “Ben must have been able to.” 
 
    Now, it was Feo’s turn to pipe up. 
 
    “His German was basic. He spent days on each document, and he had his dictionary at his side the whole time. It was painful to watch.” 
 
    Felix and I exchanged glances of hopelessness. 
 
    “What are we going to do, Felix? It’s a huge task. The French documents will be difficult to read, let alone the ones in German.” 
 
    Felix didn’t answer me for a moment. He turned away and paced up and down while he thought things over. He came to a sudden stop and swung round to the two cats. 
 
    “I can’t believe a library with valuable archives like these has no digital record of them.” 
 
    Magnus and Feo consulted in silent cat language. 
 
    Magnus looked back at Felix and gave a long meow. 
 
    “We missed out that bit. The first stage when visitors come down here is for them to study the digital version of the documents on those terminals over there,” he said pointing to three computers on the other side of the clerk’s desk. “All our micro-fiches were digitalized a couple of years ago. Visitors only get to handle the documents themselves if they have special permission. And they have to wear gloves, of course.” 
 
    Felix strode back to the clerk’s computer and began clicking the keys again. 
 
    “Ah, found them,” he said. “The whole collection is available on the library’s main database. That means that I can hack into the system at home and check out all the documents Ben Marin was interested in. I can also copy and paste to get digital translations. They’re not always accurate but they’ll give us an idea of what’s being said.” 
 
    “That’s good news for you, Felix, but it means you and Penzi won’t be coming here again,” said Feo. 
 
    I picked Feo up and held him close. “Of course, we will. We’ll visit you often. It’s only a few weeks since you saw us the last time.” 
 
    “Ahem!” said Magnus. “You might be interested to learn how popular those particular archives have been recently.” 
 
    I carefully lowered Feo to the floor beside Magnus. 
 
    “Go on, Magnus. Tell us what you’re talking about. It sounds intriguing.” 
 
    “A group of Spaniards came in one day. The clerk was annoyed with them because they were boisterous and disturbed the other readers in here. Ben Marin wasn’t here that day. In fact, I don’t think he’s ever been here when the main Spaniard’s been here.” 
 
    “They’ve been back then?” I asked. 
 
    Feo thrust himself forwards pushing Magnus behind him. 
 
    “Penzi, they weren’t Spanish.” 
 
    “Rubbish,” said Magnus. “All four of them were speaking Spanish or should I say shouting Spanish at each other before the clerk threw them out.” 
 
    Feo took a deep breath and drew himself up to combat height. 
 
    “You are so wrong, Magnus. The other four were Latin American. I should know. I’m Spanish, after all. Can you tell the different Spanish accents?” 
 
    “Latin American? Someone else told us that about the crew of one of the ships in the harbor, the Eva. Felix, check who else looked at the same archives as Ben and find his name and address.” 
 
    Felix gave me a mock salute. “Right, boss.” 
 
    Click, clack went the keys again. 
 
    “Raul Montigo Braun—address: the Eva, Port of Barcelona.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “That’s significant.” 
 
    “Too true. The crew of the Eva are not here for a holiday. They’re engaged in the same research as Ben Marin.” 
 
    I nodded. “What does it all mean?” 
 
    Felix shrugged. “Darned if I know. We need to examine the documents and see if they shed any light on the subject, but we can do that from home.” 
 
    “Time for your treat, guys,” I said picking up the carton of cream. 
 
    We tiptoed back up to the basement floor and past the guard who was still fast asleep. Feo pointed out their food bowls. I emptied the cream into them taking care to make sure each cat was given the same amount. We said goodbye to Magnus and Feo and sped home where we both went back to bed until morning.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    The next morning after the rush of getting Jimbo off to school, Felix and I repaired to the study with a cup of coffee to begin his research into the documents that had occupied so much of Ben’s time. It wasn’t long before Felix began to droop and his eyes glaze over. 
 
    “This is hopeless, boss. I have little general knowledge of the German military occupation of France during World War Two. It was all so long ago. I need an overview. We need someone to give us a summarized history of the period.” 
 
    Felix was supposed to be my bodyguard against the evil in the natural world. He hadn’t signed on to be a master detective or a historian. If he said he was struggling, I had to take him seriously. 
 
    “We need find out who the local historian is and ask for help,” I suggested. 
 
    A screech of brakes drew me to the window. 
 
    “The very person,” I said. “It’s Martine. She’ll know who we need. Come on.” 
 
    I led the way into the hallway meeting Martine as she pushed her bulk through the front door with our mail clasped in her hand. 
 
    She and I did the bise while Felix shook her hand to show his respect and guided her into the kitchen. As soon as she was ensconced in her favorite chair, I asked her if she could suggest anyone who was versed in local history. 
 
    “You already know the best man for the job,” she said with a big smile. “The mayor himself, Monsieur Bonhomie. He’s the president of the Beaucoup-sur-Mer Historical Association. He’d love to help you. During the winter months from January to March he gives a weekly lecture in the Salle des Fêtes. Not many people attend. Most of us prefer television and a warm house at that time of year. So, he’ll welcome the chance to talk about his favorite subject. He specializes in World War Two and the German Occupation.” 
 
    “Thanks, Martine,” I said patting her on the shoulder. 
 
    I towed Felix out of the room with me. As soon as the study door was closed behind us, I rang the mayor and told him we needed his help with the history of his little town and the outlying areas of the commune. 
 
    “I have meetings all morning,” he said, “but I’ll be free after two if you would like to come to the mairie.” 
 
    I thanked him, switched off my phone and looked across at Felix. 
 
    “What now?” I asked. 
 
    “We need a break,” he said. “I suggest we take a long walk with the dogs and blow the cobwebs away. Let our subconscious minds work away at the puzzle while we relax.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Come in, come in,” the mayor called out to us as we arrived at his office that afternoon. “I’m excited to tell you what I know. My grandfather was in the maquis.” 
 
    As I shook his hand, I told him about my great-grandfather and his work as a British advisor to the French Resistance. We wondered together for a few moments whether they had ever met. 
 
    Monsieur Bonhomie smiled. “It was my grandfather’s tales of daring; of the little man fighting the mighty German military machine that drew me into studying that period of our history.” 
 
    We followed him into his office and took our usual places in front of his desk. He asked his secretary to bring us tea and settled himself in his magisterial chair. 
 
    “Now what exactly do you want to know?” he asked us as he leant forward and steepled his fingers as he was wont to do. 
 
    I let Felix answer for us both as he was the one involved in the primary research. 
 
    “Some general background about the events of the time and their impact on the Bordeaux region,” he said. 
 
    The mayor smiled again, sat back in his chair and crossed one chubby leg over the other. 
 
    “Nothing I’d like better. I don’t suppose you can tell me why you’re both suddenly so interested in the war?” 
 
    Felix said, “Not for the moment, monsieur,” and I shook my head. 
 
    “Bien. A quick history lesson is required. When the German army approached Paris in June 1940, the French government moved south to the city of Tours. As the German army continued its advance, the French government withdrew further south to Bordeaux as they’d done in the First World War. When the forced Armistice was signed between France and Germany later on that month, the French government moved to Vichy. Bordeaux was occupied by the German army and placed under military authority.” 
 
    “I suppose they wanted to control one of France’s major ports,” I suggested. 
 
    “Absolument. Bordeaux is an important port, sitting as it does on the Atlantic Ocean. Also, its geography makes it strategically useful. The Gironde estuary is fed by the Garonne and the Dordogne. The River Garonne bends in from the south and it is around this bend that the port of Bordeaux is situated, sixty miles from the sea. Its position shelters it from attack from the sea. What you may not know is that from 1940 to 1943 the Italian Royal Navy set up a submarine base here.” 
 
    “In support of the Germans?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course. The Italians and Germans signed up as fellow members of the Axis Powers in September 1940. It was the Italians who built the gigantic submarine base here. Their submarines took part in the battle of the Atlantic.” 
 
    “I’ve seen photos. The pens are so strong that it’s been impossible to break them up.” 
 
    “That’s so, but we French are a pragmatic people. We’re turning those symbols of oppression and misguided military might into a place of culture and learning.” 
 
    “But there were German submarines, too?” asked Felix. 
 
    Monsieur Bonhomie nodded. “Bordeaux was the home of the powerful 12th U-boat Flotilla.” He smiled. “But much good did it do them. When the tide turned in 1944, the Americans advanced from the north and the French from the south. The German military abandoned Bordeaux in August 1944.” 
 
    He signed deeply and uncrossed his legs. “But not without one last spiteful maneuver.” 
 
    “Yes? What was that?” I asked. 
 
    “They scuttled 200 ships in the River Garonne, blocking the port of Bordeaux: supply ships, submarines, tankers and smaller auxiliary craft. The damage to the city and port would have been worse if a German soldier hadn’t blown up part of the ammunitions and explosives to be used in the complete vandalism of Bordeaux.” 
 
    “Did any of the shipping escape?” I asked him. 
 
    “Not to my knowledge. Nothing significant anyway. Enough of history. Here’s the tea,” the mayor said as his secretary entered. 
 
    It would have been impolite to continue with our questions, so we chatted and drank tea for a few minutes, thanked the mayor and left his office. 
 
    “That wasn’t much help was it?” I said to Felix as I tucked my hand under his arm. “I didn’t pick up any clues, did you?” 
 
    “No. Possibly all the shipping was sunk by the Germans before their departure. Any ship that survived would have been unable to get out of the harbor. But we have to be missing something. Ben didn’t spend all those hours on research for nothing.” 
 
    “And his secret log does show the Princesse going out to sea.” 
 
    “I’ll have to read through the material Ben looked at. Maybe something will strike me as important.” 
 
    “Two heads are better than one, Felix. I’ll use my text to speech app and follow along with you.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We spent the rest of the morning and all the afternoon wading through the mass of documents in the library’s database of archives. Nothing leapt out at me nor at Felix. All we did was fill in the basic background the mayor had given us. Gwinny fetched Jimbo from the school bus to allow us to work through until supper time. When Gwinny called us, I had reached the point where I was drifting off and daydreaming. The unnatural voice of the reading app had become monotonous. Suddenly, an idea sprang from my subconscious to my conscious mind. 
 
    “Felix,” I called out to him, making him jump, so deep was his concentration on the German document he was reading. 
 
    “Yes?” he looked up with hope in his eyes. “You’ve found something?” 
 
    “Not yet. Just an idea.” 
 
    “Well, go on. Spill the beans.” 
 
    “It’s occurred to me that we didn’t finish exploring the sand pit at Désirée’s house.” 
 
    “But, boss, we found the box with the JB2 logbook.” 
 
    “There might be something else there.” 
 
    “Aren’t you clutching at straws again?” 
 
    I flipped the lid of his laptop down almost trapping his fingers. “You’re the one who doesn’t like loose ends. That sandpit is a loose end.” 
 
    Felix sighed long and deep. “Very well. What do you want to do?” 
 
    “Return to the house tonight when everyone’s asleep. We can’t ask Désirée to let us wander round her garden again.” 
 
    Gwinny called us again from the kitchen. 
 
    “All right, we’ll go at midnight. Do you need to brush up on any of your spells?” 
 
    “I’m all right with the one for metals, but we should go over the one for invisibility just in case.” 
 
      
 
    I swerved sharply to miss a fox as we turned into Désirée’s street. Off in the distance a dog barked. Apart from the animal life, all was quiet. Not a light showed in any of the houses as we passed. I pulled to a stop two doors down from Désirée’s. Felix and I had decided to go invisible after all in case the nosy neighbor woke up and looked out of her window. We ducked into a narrow passage way to work the magic, thinking that if anyone spotted us, they would believe we had disappeared because we had carried on walking. Once invisible we emerged onto the street again and walked down to Désirée’s house, opened the gate quietly and made our way round to the back yard and Marcel’s sand pit. 
 
    As I was preparing myself to cast the veni metallice spell, a flurry of white wings swept past me almost brushing against my face. I took a hasty step backwards, but it was only a dame blanche, a white lady—a French barn owl. 
 
    “Did it scare you?” asked Felix in a whisper. 
 
    “Yes, but in a good way. Owls are magic creatures, wise and a source of joy in this world. Perhaps it’s a good portent.” 
 
    “Don’t count your owls, boss,” the annoying man said. “Breathe deeply and say your spell. I don’t want to hang around here any longer than we have to. It’s cold and I’m tired.” 
 
    I tutted back. “It’s your loose end, Felix. You could at least be patient while I steady myself.” 
 
    Down the street near our car, a dog barked. Across the street, another dog took up his warning. If they kept it up, we stood every chance of being discovered. Yes, we were invisible but for how long? We still had no idea how long my spells lasted. And what about our car? I was on the point of cancelling the mission as too dangerous and a long shot, anyway, when a soft wharf followed by a whine came from the fence beside us. We both snapped round. A long wet nose poked through a hole in the fence of Désirée’s kind neighbor’s house. Her cute and friendly cockapoo stood there wagging his tail. 
 
    “Hey, Mpenzi. What are you doing here in the middle of the night?” Coco asked me. 
 
    “How come you can see me?” 
 
    “I’m not blind. My eyesight’s good. Twenty twenty for a dog.” 
 
    “But I’m invisible,” I said unable to keep the squawk out of my voice. This wasn’t going to work if I was still visible. 
 
    I turned to Felix. “Can you see me?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “But you’re forgetting about dogs and the supernatural. They can see many things we human beings can’t see. Like ghosts and fairies. And invisible witches.” 
 
    Coco gave a muffled wuff of amusement. 
 
    “Your friend has it in one, Mpenzi. Anyway, even if I couldn’t see you, I’d be able to recognize the scent of you. The dogs that are barking are too far away to see you or smell you, but they sense you. If they carry on barking like that, they’re going to wake the whole neighborhood. Would you like me to send them a message that all’s quiet and you are friends?” 
 
    I tickled his curly fur above his nose. “That would be a good idea.” 
 
    Coco withdrew his snout from the fence and sat on his haunches. Lifting his head up to stretch his neck, he let out a long howl, dropped his head and uttered three little yelps. 
 
    “That should do the trick,” he said. “You can carry on with whatever you’re up to. I guess it’s something magic and I’m sure you’ll be helping Désirée.” 
 
    “You’re right there, but you must turn away. I have to cast a spell and no one is allowed to watch me. Also, we can’t afford to have a witness to what we’re doing.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” he said and walked off back up to his house. 
 
    Felix whispered, “Where are you, boss? We must hurry.” 
 
    “Over here,” I whispered back from the edge of the sandpit. “I’m casting the spell now.” 
 
    The words and symbols came to my mind easily as it wasn’t long since I’d used the veni metallice spell. 
 
    “Well done,” said Felix. “Start from the point where you left off last time.” 
 
    I stepped into the sand and set off shuffling from one side to the other, waving my arms slowly over the ground like the metal detector I had become. From time to time Felix would call out a whisper to me asking me how far I’d traveled and whether I had any reaction. Each time I had to say I’d found nothing. I stepped across to the last body width of the pit fearing that we’d been wasting our time when my hands began to twitch. The ripples moved up my arms until they were jerking strongly. 
 
    I dug my toes into the sand and called out, “Felix, there’s something buried here.” 
 
    “End the invisible spell so I can help you,” he whispered back. 
 
    I clicked my fingers and Felix sprang into view poised with the spade at the ready. I moved out of the way. He scraped the sand gently away from where I’d been standing. One inch, two inches, three…. Nothing. 
 
    “Wave your arms again, boss, to be sure.” 
 
    I did as he asked. This time the reaction was obvious, and he returned to his task. He had to proceed with care but we were both desperate to uncover what was hidden in the sand. Felix dropped to his hands and knees. I crouched alongside him as he continued to push the sand aside. The white owl flew past us again adding to the suspense. I dug my fingers into the sand and hit something solid. 
 
    “You’ve found something,” Felix asked me. 
 
    I nodded and continued to feel round the edges. 
 
    “But it’s not metal. It feels like polythene.” 
 
    “Here, let me,” he said pushing my hands aside and delving down with his hands to disclose a white plastic container about six inches by four. He levered it out of the sand and placed it on the grass. 
 
    “Moment of truth,” he said as he prized off the lid. 
 
    Polystyrene packing chips filled the space around an object wrapped in black plastic. 
 
    “It looks like a slab of chocolate,” I said. 
 
    “Very heavy chocolate,” he said as he lifted the object out of its protective bed. He hefted it in his hand. “I’d say that weighs at least one and a half pounds, maybe as much as a kilo.” 
 
    “Take the wrapping off.” 
 
    Felix handed it to me while he took his penknife out of his pocket. I almost dropped it. It was heavy, much heavier than it looked. 
 
    A car drew up in front of the house and the headlights shone down into the garden. We didn’t dare hang about to see who it was. I cast the invisible spell. We tiptoed up the garden and past a police patrol vehicle. We made it to our car and climbed in. Once we were both in our seats, I clicked the invisible spell off. As I drove home Felix began to pick at the plastic tape with his penknife, but I warned him he might damage whatever the mysterious object was. We had to wait until we reached home to find out what was so important to Ben he had wrapped it in plastic and buried it in his son’s old sandpit.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    We hurried into the house and made straight for the study. Felix set to work unpicking the tightly bound packing tape while I made us a cup of tea to chase away the autumn chill. 
 
    I returned with the hot drinks to find Felix staring down at the item on my father’s desk, his eyes wide with awe. He shook his head slowly from side to side and covered the object quickly with a sheet of paper as I approached. I put the mugs down and reached out to pull the paper away but he grabbed hold of my wrist to stop me. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Felix? What is it? Something dangerous?” 
 
    “You could say that. Sit down because you aren’t going to believe your eyes. Take a deep breath.” 
 
    I did as he said. Anything to get him to let me see what we’d found, even if it was the knife used to murder Joseph. 
 
    He whisked the paper away. A bar of yellow metal shone up at me in the glow of the desk lamp. I shut my eyes tightly while my mind tried to make sense of what my eyes had seen. I looked down again. Yes, I’d been right the first time. We’d dug up a bar of gold. As if the eagle with outspread wings carrying a swastika wasn’t enough, the bar was stamped with DEUTSCHE REICHSBANK : 1 KILO FEINGOLD : 999.9 and a serial number. 
 
    I had difficulty making my lips move. “Nazi gold?” 
 
    Felix nodded. “Unbelievable, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Is it real?” I asked him. 
 
    “At first glance, yes. The weight is right for the volume, I’d say, but we must carry out further tests.” 
 
    “Can we do that now? In the middle of the night?” 
 
    Felix laughed. “Well, we can’t take it to an official assay office but, if I remember my physics classes correctly, we can try.” 
 
    I sighed. “Good thing you’re here. I was never any good at physics.” 
 
    Felix took down one of the little magnets from the whiteboard in the office and placed it on top of the bar and tipped the bar. To my amazement the magnet slid off. It didn’t stick. 
 
    Felix laughed at my astonishment. “Gold is not magnetic.” 
 
    I stared at the bar for a few seconds. “It could be a mixture of gold and something else with similar properties.” 
 
    “Yes, it could. Possibly tungsten.” 
 
    I pulled a face at my ignorance. 
 
    Felix said, “Tungsten shares many properties with gold and is much cheaper.” 
 
    He held the bar up and hit it with the handle of the metal paper knife and it rang clear and sharp. “Another point in its favor. Tomorrow, we’ll order an acid test kit, but for now we should assume it’s real. I’m sure Ben was savvy enough to test it.” 
 
    I lifted the bar and felt the weight. “Feingold means pure gold. What does the 999.9 mean?” 
 
    “Out of a thousand parts, 999.9 are gold. That’s 24 karat, boss. The real thing. I’ll check the current value.” He opened up his laptop and clicked a few keys. “Just under $40,000.” 
 
    “What?” I gasped nearly dropping the bar on the desk. 
 
    Felix took the gold bar from me and laid it back in its kitchen container. I sat back in my chair trying to process the evidence before my eyes while my tea cooled. 
 
    Felix bent down and took something out of the waste bin. He passed me a sheet of newspaper folded to the shape of the gold bar. 
 
    “This was wrapped around it. Check out the date.” 
 
    “The fifteenth of April this year. Why, that’s the date of the first entry in Ben’s agenda on his laptop.” 
 
    “And the first entry in the duplicate logbook, the JB2,” Felix added. 
 
    “So the gold must have been buried in the sandpit on or after the 15th April. Presumably by Ben Marin as we found it in his garden.” 
 
    “We’ll never be certain of what happened with both Joseph and Ben being dead, so we’ll have to assume they picked up the bar on their trip out to sea that day. Something important happened to make Ben start his secret logbook. I’d say finding a bar of Nazi gold qualifies.” 
 
    I picked up my lukewarm tea and drank slowly while I pondered over what we’d discovered. Not much. It was all guesswork, and I had another guess to add to the mix. 
 
    “Felix, that would be round about the time Joseph and Ben were trawling for baby oysters out in the ocean. What if they picked up the gold bar in their nets?” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. It must have been a stray bar because they began a search, presumably along the line they trawled that day.” 
 
    “Looking for the wreck of a German ship?” 
 
    “Of course, all known wrecks are marked and have been explored. It’s possible this one is still buried in the sand. They may never have found the wreck even if they hadn’t been killed.” 
 
    “So why were they murdered, Felix? Someone else must have been monitoring them and considered them a threat. The two things are connected, surely?” 
 
    “I fear so. And whoever the murderer is he will stop at nothing to protect their interests.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it have been safer for Joseph and Ben to report their find?” 
 
    Felix opened up his laptop again. “I guess they were greedy and hoped to find the rest of the treasure and keep it for themselves.” 
 
    “No wonder Ben wasn’t worried about taking out a new business loan. Joseph being the older more cautious brother must have wanted to wait until they had the bird in the hand.” 
 
    Felix looked up from his search. “They were bound by law to report their find to the mairie within a week. If they’d done so, they’d probably still be alive.” 
 
    “Maybe it wasn’t just greed. Maybe the search had the appeal of an adventure. Diving for treasure is exciting.” 
 
    Felix pushed his laptop away and picked up his mug of cold tea. 
 
    “Yuk,” he said as he tasted the tea. “Stone cold. I’m going to warm it up in the micro wave. I’m starving, anyway. Are you coming with me?” 
 
    “You’d better hide the gold first.” 
 
    “If we use the bar as a paperweight on the desk, it’ll be hidden in plain sight. No one would take it for real.” 
 
    We left the bar of gold on the desk with me hoping Felix was right. 
 
    Zag woke up and stretched. 
 
    “Can’t you folks let sleeping dogs lie? It’s not dawn yet.” 
 
    He settled down again after I’d rubbed his ears and told him everything was fine. Felix sat doodling on the kitchen memo pad while I made us some cheese on toast. Neither of us spoke. The discovery of a bar of Nazi gold in Désirée’s back garden had knocked us both for six. 
 
    I passed Felix his reheated tea, and he drank slowly while he continued with his drawings of balloons and arrows. I ate my snack while I mulled over everything we knew which wasn’t much, but it was enough to know that this case was dangerous. 
 
    I licked my finger and dabbed up the last crumbs of toast before I broke the silence. 
 
    “Felix?” 
 
    “Umm,” he answered without looking up. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    He stabbed his pen into the paper and without looking at me said, “Tell the mayor, of course. Anything else is too dangerous. The murderer has nothing to lose. He’s already killed two people. He won’t stop at knocking us out of his way.” 
 
    “Think for a minute. What have we got to tell the mayor? That we dug up a gold bar in Désirée’s garden? That Ben and Joseph were hunting for Nazi gold? That someone killed off the competition? Monsieur Bonhomie would be happy to take over the gold and pass it up the chain, but he’s not going to swallow the rest of the story. We don’t know who the murderers are. We don’t know where the wreck is or even if one exists.” 
 
    “So you want to go investigating?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I can’t let you do that, boss. If there is a wreck full of gold out there,” he said waving his arm towards the sea, “the value would be astronomical. The murderer won’t hesitate to kill us.” 
 
    “Felix, I love that you look out for me. I truly do. But I need to carry on. My curiosity is piqued. My sense of adventure is aroused. We must establish whether the treasure exists or not, and, if so, where the wreck is. Plus, we have to find out who the murderer is. We owe it to Joseph and Ben, not to mention Désirée and Bella.” 
 
    Felix turned his doodles towards me. He’d been making a mind map of what we’d learned and the possibilities and probabilities that stemmed from that. He’d been thinking along the same lines as me. 
 
    “What’s that bit mean?” I asked him pointing to a strangely drawn double arrow which bent back on itself. 
 
    He flinched. “You caught me out. If we retrace the Marins’s last voyage to see if we can find the wreck, we may flush out the murderer and identify him. That would give us something to report to the authorities.” 
 
    “So it’s only your sense of responsibility for me that’s saying we should report our find to the mayor?” 
 
    Felix had the grace to look abashed at being caught out. 
 
    “Boss, an adventure appeals to me as much as it does to you, but you have to understand such an undertaking will be perilous.” 
 
    “Understood. What do we do next?” 
 
    “We can’t do this alone. We’ll enlist Izzy and Garth to join us. We need people with sailing experience who can scuba dive.” 
 
    “But, Felix, that would mean putting our friends in harm’s way.” 
 
    “We either do that or take the gold bar to Bonhomie.” 
 
    It didn’t take me long to make the choice. Although the murderer was watching us, if we acted quickly and discreetly we could find the wreck before he realized how far along we were. After all, he was unaware we’d found the gold bar. He only guessed I was helping Dubois with his investigation into the murders of Joseph and Ben. 
 
    “I’ll ring Izzy first thing in the morning. For now we should get some sleep. I’d like us to collect Ben’s other library books from Désirée. We should study the photos so we can recognize the wreck if we find it.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Izzy said she and Garth would call round at eleven as she’d planned to go to the market first thing. Felix and I made good use of the waiting time by catching Désirée before she set off for work and borrowing Ben’s library books from her. We trawled through the books and scanned several sites on the internet familiarizing ourselves with the classes and shapes of German World War Two warships. Felix ordered an aqua regia kit to test the gold, so we’d know for sure whether the bar we’d found was gold or not and paid extra for same day delivery. 
 
    Izzy arrived on the dot of eleven closely followed by Garth. She rushed into the house waving a bag of apple beignets. 
 
    “I’m dying for a coffee.” 
 
    I’d warned Gwinny that Izzy and Garth would be coming over so she had the coffee ready. She put the pot and mugs on a tray with some paper napkins and followed us all into the study. I thanked her and asked her to see we were left undisturbed for a while. 
 
    As soon as the door closed behind her, Izzy burst out, “Give. What’s so important? You were so mysterious on the phone.” 
 
    “Sit,” I said pouring the coffee while she shared out the beignets before taking a seat. “Coffee first.” 
 
    Garth drained his coffee in a couple of gulps and placed his mug on the desk right next to the gold bar. 
 
    “Nice paperweight,” he said picking it up and hefting it. 
 
    Felix winked at me but we didn’t say anything. I waited until everyone had finished their elevenses then I pointed to the gold bar Garth was still turning over and over in his hands. 
 
    “That’s why we called you. We’re almost a hundred per cent sure it’s the real thing.” 
 
    Garth dropped it with a thump onto the desk as if it’d burned him. “What?” 
 
    Felix laughed. “You’ve been holding a genuine one kilo bar of 24 karat Nazi gold.” 
 
    “Where the hell did you get it?” 
 
    “We found it buried in Ben Marin’s garden.” 
 
    Izzy leaned forwards and picked up the bar. She ran her fingers over it, feeling the indentations of the eagle and the Deutsche Reichsbank’s markings. 
 
    “There are so many rumors and legends about this gold,” she said. “I can’t believe you found this here in Beaucoup-sur-Mer.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. “This area was under German military occupation for several years. When the Germans left in 1944, they had to get out in a hurry.” 
 
    “You’re not telling us the whole story,” said Garth looking from Felix to me and back again. “Tell us.” 
 
    Between us, Felix and I related all that had happened and all that we surmised. 
 
    “Let me see if I’ve got this right,” said Izzy. “Joseph and Ben Marin found the wreck of a German ship—” 
 
    “Or U-boat,” Garth interjected. 
 
    “They may not have found it but they were looking for it,” Felix said. “But remember Ben drowned. All the signs are that someone drowned him. His breathing hose was cut, and he’d been restrained before he died.” 
 
    Garth continued, “That’s why they were murdered… because the murderer or murderers want the gold for themselves?” 
 
    Felix and I nodded. 
 
    “So what are you thinking of doing?” asked Garth. 
 
    Felix replied. “We want to hire a boat and retrace the route Ben and Joseph were following. From the day they found the gold bar, the 15th April, to the day Joseph was killed was all of five months. From the secret logbook, they were searching fifty to a hundred yards on each trip out to sea. If we pick up the trail from the last entry, the day before the murder or murders, it should take us only one to three days to find out if there is anything down there at the bottom of the sea.” 
 
    It was my turn to speak. “We need you two as extra divers because Felix says I don’t have the experience to dive in the open sea. If you remember, I was to have a lesson on the day we found Joseph dead on the Princesse. Also, we need someone who can handle a boat. We’re guessing that as Garth was in the Special Boat Service, he’d be up for that.” I looked at Garth. 
 
    “You’re right. I have the necessary UK Maritime and Coastguard Agency Certificate of Competency and it’s recognized in France. Anyone we hire a boat from will be able to satisfy their insurers that it’s safe to let me captain their boat. Do you have one in mind?” 
 
    “The fishing captains we met when we made inquiries down at the harbor. Fishing’s slow at the moment. Someone may be glad of the money.” 
 
    “Got a notepad?” asked Garth. 
 
    Felix handed him a pad and a ballpoint. 
 
    Garth began to make notes. He looked up half way down the page. “What about diving equipment?” 
 
    Not my province. “Felix?” 
 
    “We can borrow Ben’s equipment. I suggest Penzi and I visit the harbor to find a boat while you and Izzy go to Désirée’s for permission to borrow the gear and to get the key to Ben’s office from her.” 
 
    “Okay,” agreed Garth, “but we haven’t met Désirée.” 
 
    “Penzi can phone her and make arrangements. Let’s get everything sorted so we can leave early tomorrow morning for our first trip.” 
 
    Garth paused in his writing. “You’re thinking of going out tomorrow? With nothing but standard diving gear?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “We don’t want to lose any time. We need to find out if there is a wreck before the murderers cotton on to what we’re doing.” 
 
    Garth put down his pen. “You do know that trying to find a wreck by diving with nothing but a vague idea of its possible location is an impossible task? We should delay the search and get some modern equipment.” 
 
    “Such as?” asked Felix with an edge in his voice. “This is urgent.” 
 
    Garth sat back in his chair and toyed with his pen for a few seconds before he spoke. He looked up at Felix again and said, “Steady on, old man. I’m suggesting we use sonar equipment. We send out a sonar vehicle, like a mini floating rocket, and it sends back a view of the sea bed to the computer on board. For the depths you’re talking about, that would be adequate.” 
 
    Felix dipped his head. “I bow to your professional knowledge, but what do you think, boss?” he asked me. “Can we afford the delay?” 
 
    I looked from one earnest face to the other. Both men had the success of the mission in mind, but time was of the essence. The longer we waited to start, the more dangerous the search would become. 
 
    “Here’s my compromise. We order the sonar equipment now as back up. However, we’ll go out in the boat tomorrow, and you three will conduct a preliminary search by diving in the target area. We might strike lucky.” 
 
    Garth chuckled. “Pigs might fly, but we’ll give it a go. At the very least, it’ll be fun to spend the day diving. Pass me your laptop, Felix, and I’ll order the sonar.” 
 
    “Just a minute,” said Izzy replacing the gold on the desk and staring round at us. “I can see what you’re all thinking. You want to go on a big adventure and track down this wreck. Don’t you realize how perilous this is going to be? These men have already killed Joseph and Ben. They sent Penzi a warning not to investigate the murders. What are they going to do if and when they find out you know about the gold and are looking for it?” 
 
    Garth smiled and joked. “Not you’re looking for the gold, Izzy, but we’re looking for the gold.” 
 
    Izzy blinked twice at the implication of what Garth had said. “No, Garth. We can’t join in.” 
 
    “Come on, old girl, I mean boss, you’ve done this sort of thing before.” 
 
    Izzy gave an unladylike snort. “Only in make believe. In that dreadful film. I’ve never taken part in an undertaking as dangerous as this one.” 
 
    “Time you lived a little.” 
 
    “Garth, my husband will fire you if he ever finds out.” 
 
    It was time for me to intervene. “Izzy, if you don’t want to come, that’s all right. We could manage with Felix and Garth doing the diving although three would be safer. And we really need Garth to captain the boat. Would that be acceptable? Can you loan him to us?” 
 
    Izzy turned the idea over in her mind for a minute. “What happens if we find the gold? If it’s been there since the end of World War Two, who would have the rights to it?” 
 
    “Good point,” said Felix. “I’ve been so excited by the idea I hadn’t considered that. I’m taking it that if we do find gold, we’ll do the right thing and report the find?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. We waited quietly while Felix carried out a search of the relevant government sites. 
 
    “Well,” he said closing his laptop. “Ben and Joseph were searching within France’s territorial waters. As far as I can see, in normal circumstances the treasure is split between the government and the finder. But these circumstances are not normal. If there is a stash of Nazi gold at the bottom of the sea, it belongs to the countries from which it was stolen in the first place.” 
 
    “Such as?” asked Izzy. 
 
    “Just about any country the Germans occupied. They appropriated $550 million overall in World War Two value, and that doesn’t include what was taken from private citizens. However, it would be impossible to trace anything we find back to the original owners because the Nazis melted everything down to make these bars.” 
 
    I’d been turning it all over in my lawyer’s mind while Felix and Izzy were talking. 
 
    “Guys, if we find anything the outcome would be a finder’s fee. That would have to be negotiated with the French government who would have first lien on the gold in the absence of being able to find the original owners.” 
 
    Garth coughed. “Wait a minute; we’re getting carried away here. Are we doing this for the gold, for the adventure or to flush out whoever killed the Marin brothers?” 
 
    I looked round the faces of my friends. Felix and Izzy had been caught up short by Garth’s question. 
 
    I gave my response. “I want to see the killer or killers brought to justice. I agree it would be fun. If there is any financial reward that would be the icing on the cake for me. And you?” I asked. 
 
    Izzy brushed her long blond hair back from her face and relaxed back in her chair. “I don’t need the money, but I don’t need the danger either. However, I will go along with it out of friendship and a desire to make things right.” 
 
    Garth patted her arm. “Quite right, boss. As for me, the adventure comes first. I’m the cliché of an action man, after all,” he added with a chuckle. “Over to you Felix.” 
 
    “I agree with Penzi, but have to admit that I like the idea of a dangerous adventure at sea. My only fear is that the villains may be stronger than we are. We have to proceed cautiously.” 
 
    “Right,” I said and held my hand out. “Let’s shake on it. Equal shares of whatever we are legally awarded.” 
 
    We thrust our right hands forward and shook. 
 
    Izzy broke away first. “I’ll give whatever I earn to charity.” 
 
    “One more point,” I said. “I’m in charge of strategy and Garth is in charge of the boat. Once we board the boat, what he says goes. Agreed?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. I turned away to call Désirée and arranged for Garth and Izzy to visit her after school to collect the key to Ben’s office at the diving school. I rang off. 
 
    “We’ll meet tomorrow morning at seven down at the harbor. I’ll ring you tonight to confirm we’ve hired a boat and if so which one. Garth you need to email me your Certificate of Competency and be prepared to show your passport tomorrow morning to the owner. Felix and I will be responsible for provisions and paperwork. You for the diving gear. Are we all set?” 
 
    Everyone said yes. We spent the next half hour going over the route we needed to take the next day. Joseph and Ben had been sailing a straight line out into the Atlantic Ocean 46 degrees north plus a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Felix and I had lunch to give the fishing fleet time to return to port before we set off to hire a boat for our adventure. A few stragglers where hurrying through the gap in the protective moles of the harbor as we drew up in the parking area. Felix and I had decided that if possible we would hire the new fishing boat, the Lamartine, which usually tied up in front of the Princesse. We set off at a brisk walking pace along the key passing several fishing boats already moored and deserted, skirted round the police tape marking off the Princesse as a crime scene, and reached the Lamartine. No one was about. We hailed the boat but received no answer. The nice young man we’d met before was absent. We walked on past another five boats, all cleaned up after a morning out at sea and with no crew on board. The next boat along was the Mermaid, the wooden hulled boat with clean lines owned by the British couple, the Merchants. 
 
    Gwen hailed us as we approached. “Hey there. Come aboard.” 
 
    We climbed up the gangplank. 
 
    She called out to her husband, “Visitors. Put the kettle on.” 
 
    After hellos were exchanged all round and Peter had brought out a tray of tea and shortbread, I broached the subject of our visit to the harbor. 
 
    “Perhaps you can help us. We were hoping to find that young man who looks after the Lamartine for his grandfather. Do you know if he’s around today?” 
 
    Gwen looked up from pouring the tea. “He’s gone to Paris. We’re keeping an eye on his boat for him. Why did you want to speak to him? Can we help?” 
 
    Felix accepted the cup she handed him and helped himself to sugar before answering. He glanced at me to see if it was all right for him to tell the Merchants. I nodded. 
 
    “We’re looking for a boat to hire for two to three days, maybe more. The Lamartine is modern with all the newest navigation aids. As his grandfather isn’t using it much at the moment, it seemed like the perfect fit.” 
 
    Gwen gave her husband a nudge. His tea tipped over into the saucer. He hurriedly put the cup down. 
 
    “Would you be interested in hiring our boat? To be honest, we’re running a little low on ready cash. This trip is proving more expensive than we budgeted for.” 
 
    “And a few days in a hotel sound tempting,” said Gwen. 
 
    “You’d need a certified captain, of course,” Peter added. “This boat cost me an arm and a leg. I’d need to know the insurance angle was covered.” 
 
    “Can you give us a moment?” I asked signaling for Felix to join me at the railing. 
 
    Our discussion was brief. The Mermaid was perfect for our use and we’d be giving Gwen the break she wanted. We returned to our seats and told the Merchants the good news. Felix produced the copy of Garth’s Certificate of Competency and a photocopy of his passport. 
 
    “He’s ex-Special Boat Service,” added Felix. “So you needn’t have any worries. He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    Peter studied the passport photo. “Isn’t he the young man who was with you the day you discovered Joseph Marin dead on the Princesse?” 
 
    “That’s right. He’s Isabelle Tointoin’s bodyguard.” 
 
    “Oh,” exclaimed Gwen. “I thought I recognized her. Would she give me a signed photo, do you think?” 
 
    “I’m sure that can be arranged,” I said. 
 
    We agreed that we would take over the Mermaid at seven the next morning, Saturday, when we would sign the lease for the boat and Peter would run over the controls with Garth and Felix. 
 
    We left the Merchants arguing about which hotel they would stay in and arranging a taxi for the next morning at seven thirty. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Our first task when we reached home was to retreat to the study and use the aqua regia acid test on the gold bar. The kit had been delivered while we were down at the harbor. As Felix had expected, the test proved the bar was genuine 24 karat gold. I phoned Izzy to let her know it was all systems go for the next morning. Felix and I made a quick dash to the shopping mall to stock up on provisions for our trip.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Felix 
 
      
 
    Undeterred by the thick sea mist, most of the fishing boats had left the harbor by the time we arrived at ten to seven the next morning. We reached the foot of the gangplank up to the Mermaid as Garth pulled up behind us in his SUV, which was laden with diving equipment and enough air tanks to supply an underwater swim to Antarctica. I’d read through the leasing agreement with Penzi the night before so while Garth and the girls loaded our stuff, I saved time by sorting out the paperwork with the Merchants. Sharp on the dot of seven thirty, they left in their taxi and we were ready to launch ourselves out into the Atlantic Ocean on our maritime adventure. 
 
    I’d been anxious about sailing out into the blanketing sea fog but Garth assured me that the Mermaid’s radar system was top-notch. He said the fog was sure to burn off by the time we reached our destination, the co-ordinates noted in Ben’s last entry in the JB2 secret logbook. Once we were under way, Garth insisted on showing the rest of us how the radio, the GPS and the radar worked. As we sped away from the coast, all around us tiny blobs showed up on the screen illustrating the dispersed fishing fleet. Soon we’d left them behind and the sea was ours in the lifting fog. Our destination lay approximately seven land miles off the coast past the island on which the Cordouan Lighthouse stood. 
 
    An hour later the Mermaid was in position for the first dive. Garth, Izzy and I were to dive. Penzi was to stay on board because she didn’t have the necessary experience. Garth set the anchor and showed her how to monitor the swing of the boat using the GPS to compensate and bring the Mermaid back into position from time to time. Garth was hoping to get two dives in before it was time to return to port. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We couldn’t have picked a better day for our dive. Close as we were to the thrust of the mighty Gironde estuary, the sea could have been rough and the water cloudy, but once the fog cleared the waves settled down to a slight swell. Soon it was time to leave Penzi on her own with the Atlantic Ocean’s grey waves rolling past under the Mermaid lifting her gently from bow to stern. 
 
    The sun shone through the water as Izzy, Garth and I made our way down to the sandy seabed five fathoms below, with me hefting my heavy underwater camera. We agreed to scout in a line from the starboard side of the Mermaid keeping within sight of each other with Izzy in the middle. We swam over the corrugated sand with shoals of curious little fishes for company. Below us stalked the occasional lobster, feelers waving in its daily hunt for food. Although the calm seas had not stirred up the sand, visibility was reduced as we sank down to a depth of thirty feet. Red and orange had disappeared first from the color spectrum and yellow was now dim. As we settled on the bottom, our brightly colored wetsuits turned grey and purple. 
 
    We advanced slowly until our tanks reached a third empty when Garth signaled for us to make our way back to the Mermaid for a rest and something to eat and drink. By means of the GPS strapped to his wrist he directed us towards the anchor chain off the bow. He’d explained we weren’t diving deep enough to need decompression stops, but had said even so he would like us to rise slowly and make a safety stop for three minutes at ten feet if we planned to make more than one dive that day. Penzi had brunch waiting for us. We’d been down a little over fifty minutes and I for one was starving. 
 
    Garth told us to take our time eating as we needed to spend at least an hour on the surface before making our second dive. Garth complimented Penzi on keeping the Mermaid lined up and asked if she’d seen any blips on the radar. 
 
    “A few, but they skirt the edge of the screen and disappear off into the deeper ocean or back towards the coast, so nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Good,” said Garth. “We’ll make one more dive to scan the port side. Then we’ll return home. There’s the possibility of a storm brewing this evening. I’d like us back safe and sound before the wind picks up.” 
 
    “I wish you’d let me go with you,” Penzi said. 
 
    “There’s nothing to see but sand—not even any seaweed or grass. It’s an area blasted by the tug-of-war between the shifting currents that surge out of the largest estuary in Europe and the tidal race that rushes in.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    There was time for a short snooze in the autumn sun before Garth issued instructions for the next dive. Poor old Penzi. She looked so forlorn as the three of us tipped off the deck into the sea again. However, I was happy she was safe on board the Mermaid and not overreaching her learner’s diving skills in the cold Atlantic Ocean. Down we sank to the bottom of the sea where we lined up once more to swim and walk our way out across the sand on the port side of the Mermaid. We’d been going about fifteen minutes when the surrounding sea grew busier with sea grass and scores of tiny fish. Although the sea bed came alive as we advanced the water in front of us darkened. What little light we’d grown used to no longer reflected off the pale sand of the seabed. Garth turned to us both and checked we were all right with carrying on. We both gave the okay sign knowing a good fifteen minutes remained before we had to make our way back. 
 
    I should have been keeping an eye on where I was stepping. Suddenly, my feet went from under me. I slipped over the edge of a trench and somersaulted downwards. By the time I’d righted myself with a furious flailing of my arms and flippers I’d sunk to the bottom of the slope. A huge black shape loomed up ahead of me. I knew at once it wasn’t a rock. For a few moments, my breathing was so fast I thought I’d suffocate. I forced myself to slow down and glanced back. Garth and Izzy had both stopped in time at the top and were staring down at me. I gave the hand signal for I’m okay and followed it up with the one for Be careful, something’s wrong, rocking my hand from side to side palm facing downwards. They both signaled okay back. I gave them the cutthroat signal to warn of danger and held up my hand to say halt. 
 
    I swam back up the slope and waited for them to join me. When they stopped beside me I scratched wreck? in the sand with my flashlight. Izzy kicked off from the bottom to begin the glide down the slope but Garth caught hold of her foot and pulled her back. He pointed at his depth meter and shook his head. Of course, in the excitement I’d forgotten that a diver must never dive deeper on a second dive than on the first. Garth was right. I might be in trouble but there was no reason why the other two had to be. I gave the sign for okay and pointing down to the bottom of the trench, signed that I’d lost hold of my camera in my tumble. 
 
    In spite of the risk of decompression sickness, I had to get my camera and once down there again, I wanted to take some shots of the black shape in front of me. I was so sure it was our wreck. I swam back down the slope. A quick search found my camera lying close by. I picked it up and took a few shots of the monster in front of us from where I was, wasting a couple of precious diving minutes, but we needed proof of our finding. 
 
    I looked back up at Garth who pointed at his watch and held up his hand for twelve minutes. I twirled my finger in a circle in reply meaning I wanted to swim around it and have a look. My attitude was in for a penny in for a pound, as they say. I swam on towards the object thrashing my flippers. As I drew nearer, the outline grew clearer. It was a submarine not a ship, but was it a U-boat? Closer still it loomed up at me like a silhouette from Jane’s Fighting Ships come to life. 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief at the sight of one of the stars of the 12th Flotilla of the Kriegsmarine—home port Bordeaux—an IXC class U-boat. The top of its conning tower was missing. Even with its coating of barnacles and other sea life, evidence of an explosion showed how it’d done so. If the tower hadn’t been blown apart, the submarine would have been found decades earlier as the IXC has a height of thirty-one feet. The combination of the depth of the trench and the explosion must have hidden this relic of World War Two from sight until a freak current washed the sand out of the trench. 
 
    With little diving time left I could do no more than swim halfway along its side for it was nearly as long as a football pitch. It stretched out ahead of me, its stern lost in the dark water ahead. Halfway along, I passed a length of chain hanging off a grasping handle, its purpose all to plain to me with Ben’s demise at the back of my mind. I paused to take photos as I swam. When I reached the stern, I gave up and turned back to join Izzy and Garth at the top of the trench. We were running out of diving time. Exploration of the interior and the hunt for gold were tasks for another day. With reluctance the three of us swam back to the Mermaid. 
 
    The anchor chain appeared out of the gloom and we made for it. I was bursting with excitement and barely able to wait to tell the others what I’d found. While Izzy and Garth pulled themselves up to the surface at a measured pace, I took some shots of them. I was still fiddling with my camera as I watched them out of the corner of my eye swim along the hull to the ladder up to the boat. Garth tugged the rope hanging down from the deck to ring the bell on board warning Penzi we were about to surface. Izzy went first, then Garth. To my astonishment Garth ducked back down into the water, slashed his hand across his throat and pointed upwards. Then he pointed at me and waved his hand up and down meaning stay down before following Izzy up onto the deck. For a few seconds I didn’t know what to make of Garth’s antics, but then I realized he’d been warning me that all was not well up on board the Mermaid. He meant for me to remain hidden. 
 
    I hooked my camera onto the anchor chain and set off along the port side of the boat keeping close to the underside of the hull to make it difficult for anyone on deck to see me. Reaching the transom without finding anything amiss, I swam beneath it to come up on the starboard side of the Mermaid. The bottom of a second boat hove into view above me sending a stab of foreboding shooting through me. From where I was, the unknown vessel was tight up against the Mermaid, its port to our starboard. 
 
    What the hell? Penzi hadn’t given us the signal for visitors. With my heart in my mouth I swam across to its stern to look at the name on the transom, hoping against hope the boat belonged to some innocent holidaymaker in spite of Garth’s warning signal. What I saw took my breath away, and all became clear. The odd niggles buried in my subconscious over the past few weeks rose to my conscious mind in a terrifying realization. Written on the stern was the name Eva, Barcelona. 
 
    Images, snippets of conversation and memories of atavistic sensations flashed through my mind. Spanish speaking Latin Americans… dancing the Argentine tango… a boat called Eva… gold bars… Nazis… the cruising distance of the IXC making crossing the Atlantic an easy stretch. The connections fell into place. A bunch of murdering Argentineans had attacked and taken the Mermaid. Penzi, Garth and Izzy were at their mercy miles away from anywhere in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. I was sure Garth had done what he could to protect the women, but even if the pirates had left one man on board the Eva to keep the boat on position that left four against our party of one man and two women. What use was my diver’s knife? The situation up above me was unknown. I needed Penzi and her invisible spell. I decided surprise was my only chance. 
 
    I swam round to the far side of the Eva and climbed stealthily up the ladder onto the deck keeping an eye out for the watchman I was sure the Argentineans would have left on board. He was leaning over the railing of the Eva which was separated from the Mermaid by only the sausage-shaped fenders slung alongside both vessels. I drew my knife from its sheath but second thoughts made me slot it back in. What if I couldn’t disable him before he called out? I didn’t want to kill him unless I had to. I looked around for something with which to clout him but found nothing. I would have to rely on my knowledge of anatomy. I tiptoed towards him. Pressing the fingers of my right hand together I focused their force to make a knife edge. Left arm round his neck, I struck a lightning blow across his carotid artery and caught his body as he fell heavily to the deck. A quick glance across to the Mermaid showed me no one had heard him fall. There and then I decided to shift into my leopard form. The Argentineans would not be expecting an attack from a leopard, so I would have the element of surprise in my favor. For bonus points, I used my strong jaws to drag the unconscious pirate down to the cabin where I locked him in. One down, four to go. 
 
    I sprang up onto the railing of the Eva and dropped down onto the deck of the Mermaid, my pads falling silently on the wooden decking. No sound reached me apart from the quiet lapping of the sea against the hull. The silence worried me. Had the Argentineans already disposed of my friends? I hadn’t heard the splash of bodies being thrown overboard. I slunk along to the stern end of the raised cabin, noting in passing that the cabin was empty. Where was everyone? I jumped up onto the roof of the cabin, the pads on my paws softening the sound of my landing.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    As I watched Garth, Felix and Izzy swim away from the Mermaid I felt like the only school kid not invited to the birthday party. Of course, I understood Felix’s reasons for excluding me from their underwater exploration. Someone had to stay on board and it made sense that it was me as I didn’t have any experience diving in the open sea. The soft gray swell rolled up to the boat, lifted her and lowered her as it passed on. Gentle as the movement was, a touch of nausea tightened my stomach. It wouldn’t do for me to become seasick when I was in charge of the brand new Mermaid, the love of the Merchants’ hearts. Seeking distraction, I hurried to the wheelhouse and spent a good fifteen minutes familiarizing myself with all the controls Garth had explained to me. Even so, being alone on a boat miles out to sea unsettled me. Maybe there were other ships in the vicinity. I made myself a cup of tea and sat drinking it in front of the radar as it scanned the surrounding ocean. From time to time a small blip would dip through the circumference for a short while and then sail out of reach of our radar again. Garth had asked me to prepare a meal for the divers. I took my time over this simple task. Once everything was ready, I wandered around the deck, inspected the cabin below, marveling at its nifty seamanlike appointments. The Merchants owned a beautiful boat. I was dreaming of a long sea voyage around tropical islands when the bell at the top of the comm line tinkled. 
 
    With much splashing of water and slapping of rubber flippers on the deck, the three explorers were back with nothing to report. Maybe the whole thing was a wild goose chase, and we’d let our imaginations run away with us. 
 
    After a leisurely meal, a nap and a change of air cylinders, they were ready for a second dive—another fifty minutes at the bottom of the sea while I kicked my heels up above. 
 
    No sooner had they disappeared from sight than a heavy footstep sounded behind me. I spun round but too late to escape the burly man who grabbed hold of me and dragged me over to the wooden deck bench at the end of the cabin. I was so startled it took me a couple of seconds to realize what was happening and to start fighting back. By that time he had a good hold of me and made short work of my puny efforts to free myself. 
 
    “What the hell?” I gasped as he flung me down on the bench knocking the breath out of me. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Don’t you recognize me?” he asked in bad French, standing back to give me the room to look at him. 
 
    I lurched to the side and made it half way off the bench before he pushed me back down. 
 
    “Don’t do that again or I shall have to knock you out,” he snarled at me. 
 
    This time I looked him in the face and my sick stomach plummeted. How could we have been so stupid? He and his gang had been staring us in the face for the past couple of weeks. Right under our noses and the penny hadn’t dropped, but it did now with an almighty clang. He was one of the Latin Americans from the Eva. Eva… the tango… gold… Nazis. It all made sense in a nanosecond of enlightenment. 
 
    “You’re Argentineans?” I asked him unable to keep a note of astonishment out of my voice. 
 
    “Thought we were Spanish?” he asked with a sneer. 
 
    I shrugged. This wasn’t a conversation that was going anywhere, or was it? 
 
    “How did you get here?” I asked without thinking it through. 
 
    “I hid of course. In the rope locker. We’ve been following your antics for days. You all think you’re so clever but you don’t stand a chance against us.” 
 
    With me alone on the deck at his mercy and my three friends on the seabed unaware of what was going on above them, he had a point. But why had he stowed away? To attack the others when they surfaced? As I turned it over in my mind I didn’t see him winning in a fight single handedly against both Garth and Felix. 
 
    He pulled a set of metal handcuffs out of his pocket. He wrenched my arms behind me and locked the cuffs around my wrists. 
 
    “Move,” he said gesturing at me with a gun he drew from a holster behind his back. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “To the wheelhouse. I have business there.” 
 
    I took my time, walking as slowly as I dared. Anything to give me time to come up with a plan. If he wanted me dead, he would have killed me already. What did one man hope to do against the four of us, even with a gun? He had underestimated us badly. With a lighter heart I stepped into the wheelhouse with him close on my heels. I still had a chance to come up with something before the other three were due back at the boat. He closed the door behind us. The flickering of the radar screen caught my eye. The beam flipped over a blip at the edge of the circle. Round and round the beam went, each time the blip was closer. It was making a beeline for the Mermaid. My assailant wasn’t so stupid after all. It had to be the Eva. Now I knew why he was on board—to stop me from seeing the approach of the other vessel in time to do something about it. 
 
    He laughed when he saw I’d realized what was happening. “Thought you’d steal the gold from us?” 
 
    “If there is any gold, it’s already stolen—from the countries of Europe—and it’s not yours.” 
 
    “The gold’s there all right. And it does belong to us—to the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei—the National Socialist German Worker's Party. The U-9999 left port in August 1944—” 
 
    “Chased out of Bordeaux by the Allies, I bet.” 
 
    He shrugged and continued. “It was on its way to Buenos Aires. Had surfaced to radio when a mighty explosion was heard and the call died.” 
 
    “So it’s in bits all over the seafloor surrounded by gold bars?” I scoffed. 
 
    “Not quite. It’s lost its conning tower and there’s a small hole in the port stern, but otherwise it sank whole.” 
 
    His story convinced me they’d found the sub, but had they really found the gold? 
 
    “Have you seen the gold with your own eyes?” I asked him. 
 
    He turned away and looked out over the ocean, ignoring my question. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    He looked back at me. “For a young woman at the mercy of my strength and my gun you have a lot to say for yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose I’ve anything to lose, have I? You have to kill us to keep your secret.” 
 
    He pointed out at the Eva. She’d be alongside in ten minutes, but still I had no idea what I could do against five men. His colleagues needed him to help tie the Eva to the Mermaid. Before leaving he broke the glass on the casing for the fire ax and smashed up all the instruments, the radio and radar included. I flinched as a shard of flying glass hit me in the temple. I managed to pull it out and was trying to stem the stream of blood on the hem of my T-shirt when he grabbed me from behind and unlocked my handcuffs. Was he going to give me first aid? Some hope. 
 
    He looped the cufflinks from my left hand round the metal leg of the chart table and locked them onto my right hand again. 
 
    “Don’t bother shouting,” he said as he shut the door on me, leaving me alone on the floor of the wheelhouse. “There’s no one to hear you except the gulls and they’ll be sizing you up for their next meal.” 
 
    At first, I couldn’t get my mind straight. My heart was racing, my breath coming in short gasps. With my tendency to faint, it was lucky I was sitting down. My thoughts whirled every which way, driving what little sense I had right out of my mind. I sat there for several minutes like a stranded jelly fish until the Eva bumped up against the Mermaid and jarred me back to rationality. I scrambled to my feet sliding the handcuffs up the leg of the table. Turning to look over my shoulder from my awkward semi-crouched position, I watched my captor greet his colleagues, only three of them. They had left the genuine Spaniard behind. He’d be too dangerous a witness I guessed for what they planned for us. One man stayed on the Eva and the other two newcomers climbed over the railings onto the Mermaid. That made three of them against us four. They must have decided the odds were still in their favor with me out of action and Garth, Felix and Izzy all unknowing thirty feet below us on the seafloor. 
 
    With much shouting in Spanish and German they argued about who was to do what. Good. The less organized they were the better for us. Eventually, the least rugged of the three ducked through the cabin door and disappeared from sight, leaving the two stronger men on deck. They made themselves comfortable at our brunch table and helped themselves to a glass of wine each. It was clear they were waiting for my friends to surface from their dive. 
 
    I kept watch on the men until the trickle of blood from my temple collected on my eyelash. Each time this blurred my vision I bent double to rest my wound on the thigh of my jeans in an effort to staunch the flow. Meanwhile, I said a silent prayer of thanks my captor hadn’t chosen to use electrical ties. I bided my time, thinking it best to wait and use the element of surprise because at any moment I could have used the unlock spell to free my hands and open the door to the wheelhouse. 
 
    The bell at the top of the comm line tinkled. The two men rose from their seats and took up their battle ready stance close to the top of the ladder but far enough back not to be seen until Izzy’s head appeared level with the deck. They darted forward and one on either side of her manhandled her up onto the deck and threw her down. She fell heavily face first, the air cylinders on her back increasing the force of the fall. She lay still. 
 
    My moment had come. I cast the two spells I’d chosen to use. First, the unlock spell the easier of the two. Concern for Izzy’s treatment had raised my stress levels. I needed to calm myself down to remember the other more complicated spell. I closed my eyes and imagined Zig and Zag and my little brother Jimbo. I summoned a vision of Garth and his special service skills. Those images stilled my panic, but then my captor pulled his gun and stood over Izzy pointing it at her head. I looked sideways and saw why. Garth was at the top of the ladder. He swayed backwards as he took in the scene. He ducked back into the water for a moment. Was he going to swim away? He didn’t. Garth came on up the ladder and allowed the second man to haul him out the rest of the way and half-nelson him across the deck. The man handcuffed Garth to the wooden bench. With a gun pointed at Izzy’s head, Garth could do nothing. 
 
    Felix would be the next up the ladder and he had no idea what was waiting for him. Apart from the fact that I’d grown fond of him, I was in his debt for the times he’d rescued me. If the two men put Felix out of action as well, there would be no hope for any of us. The gang would shoot us and throw us overboard or lock us in the cabin, open the sea cocks and sink the Mermaid. I was the only one of the four of us who could do anything. 
 
    I had to get the spell right now—before Felix reached the top of the ladder. I had to save us all. 
 
    Drawing deep breaths down into my lungs to flush my brain with oxygen, I cast the invisible spell and picked up the discarded fire ax.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Felix 
 
      
 
    I lowered myself down to a stalking position and padded forwards to the edge of the cabin roof and looked over. It was as I’d feared. Penzi was nowhere to be seen. I guessed they’d locked her up down below. I hoped that was all they’d done. Izzy lay unconscious on the deck with one of the Argentineans standing over her pointing his gun at her head. Garth they’d handcuffed to the deck bench. A second man was waiting near the top of the ladder for me to appear. Good luck with that. Counting the man I’d knocked out on the Eva that was three. Where were the other two? I didn’t know but I couldn’t afford to waste any time. I had to strike before they appeared, possibly from below decks. 
 
    The man waiting in ambush for me was beyond the reach of even my most athletic pounce. My target had to be the man holding the gun on Izzy. Yes, a bullet might hit her as I struck him, but I judged the risk lower than the certainty that the men planned to kill us all. I tensed my powerful hind leg muscles ready to launch myself at him when out of the corner of my eye, the door of the wheelhouse opened and a fire ax shot out at shoulder height. It didn’t tumble or spin. It tomahawked straight for the gun-wielding thug. It swung sideways. The butt struck the side of his head felling him with a knock-out blow. Penzi! It had to be. 
 
    In a flash I changed my target, leaping off the roof to bounce on the deck and then launch myself at my would-be ambusher waiting at the top of the ladder, catching him as he turned to identify the disturbance behind him. I knocked him clear off his feet with my head and he flew over the side into the sea. So, one locked up on the Eva, plus one down to Penzi, one down to me. Where were the other two? 
 
    I spun round and whispered, “Penzi?” 
 
    Even as I did so, Izzy’s air tanks were unfastened. I padded up to where Penzi had to be and asked where the other two men were. 
 
    “They didn’t bring the Spaniard. The small one went below—” 
 
    Garth called out to us in a shaky voice, “He’s gone to open the sea cocks. I bet they planned to sink the Mermaid with our four corpses on board.” He took a deep breath and asked, “What are you people, anyway? Are you even human?” 
 
    Penzi cut in. “We don’t have time for explanations. Trust us. We’re on the side of right.” 
 
    “I didn’t doubt that for a moment but….” 
 
    Penzi interrupted again. “Felix, put Izzy in the recovery position while I free Garth. We have to disable the fourth pirate before he gets us or sinks the Mermaid.” 
 
    I shifted from leopard to man and crouched down to help Izzy. Behind me Penzi cast the unlock spell. Garth unclasped the handcuffs and jumped up putting them in his pocket. He made for the cabin door. 
 
    “I’ll handle this one. Boats are my specialty.” 
 
    “Shout if you need help,” Felix said before turning to me and saying, “If I could see you I’d give you a big hug. I was afraid they’d killed you.” 
 
    I snuck up behind him and put my arms around his waist. “I’m here. I’m safe. I’ll stay invisible until we’ve got them all.” 
 
    Felix covered my hands with his and gave them a squeeze. “What next, boss?” 
 
    “Keep an eye out for the man who fell overboard. If he’s still alive, he’ll try to get back on board one of the boats. When Garth returns, ask him to help Izzy. He’ll have done basic first aid as part of his survival training.” 
 
    “We need to get help for her.” 
 
    “That’s my job. I’m going over to the Eva to call everyone I can think of.” 
 
    “Do you know what to do?” Felix asked me as he disengaged my hands. 
 
    “Garth showed me how to use the panic button to call the Coast Guard, the Gendarmerie Maritime. I can ask them to contact Dubois and Monsieur Bonhomie.” 
 
    “Go then, but don’t forget to make yourself visible before help arrives.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Felix accompanied me to the railings between the two boats and gave me a hoist up and over onto the deck of the Eva. A few minutes later I was giving our details to the Gendarmerie Maritime, France’s military Coast Guard, and asking for a medical helicopter evacuation for Izzy. A scuffle on board the Mermaid caught my attention. Garth was hauling the fourth pirate out onto the deck. 
 
    He took his prisoner round the corner of the cabin and out of my sight. Felix called out to ask me what was happening. 
 
    “The Gendarmerie Maritime is in charge. A medevac ’copter will be here within minutes for Izzy,” I called back. 
 
    Garth disappeared round the cabin. I returned to the wheelhouse of the Eva in time to catch a call coming through to check on our GPS reading. As I confirmed the address, the sound of a helicopter drowned out the conversation and the helicopter appeared overhead. They radioed down that the decks were too small for a landing. They would have to winch Izzy up. 
 
    I climbed back over the railings to give Felix and Garth the message, but they’d already seen the winch man descending and were standing ready to help with Izzy’s evacuation. Only two of the three pirates sat fastened to the wooden bench. I guessed that the third man hadn’t made it back to the boat when he fell overboard. 
 
    The winch man told us they’d flown over the Gendarmerie Maritime patrol boat on its way to us at the mouth of the Gironde. It would be alongside within the hour. The medical helicopter disappeared towards the coast with Izzy safely on board, only to be replaced by a naval helicopter which circled over us continually until the Gendarmerie vessel appeared off to our stern. Whereupon it flew to meet the ship and alighted on its helipad. 
 
    A Zodiac brought the colonel, the officer in charge, and two of his men across to the Mermaid to talk to us. He wanted all the details and asked what proof we had that we’d found the wreck of a U-boat. His attitude was one of skepticism until Garth introduced himself as ex-Special Boat Service whereupon he thawed out and became quite genial. 
 
    “So, proof? Did any of you have an underwater camera with you on your dive by any chance?” 
 
    Felix tore off his T-shirt and sweater saying, “Hell, I left my camera attached to the anchor chain. I’ll go fetch it.” 
 
    Stripped down to his boxers, he dived into the uninviting water of the Atlantic Ocean. 
 
    “Yikes, it’s cold without my suit,” he shouted as he resurfaced. 
 
    Ten icy minutes later he was back on board rubbing himself down with the towel I’d fetched for him. The colonel waited until Felix was dressed again before asking him to email the photos to him. Felix showed the colonel the vandalized wheelhouse. The two of them climbed over the railings to use the Eva’s computer. 
 
    Back on board the Mermaid, the colonel said he would keep us posted and ordered his two officers to take charge of the three prisoners. He’d lock them in the brig for the time being, he said. We expected them to sail back to port immediately, but the colonel told us he’d been instructed to stand guard until the Louis XIV arrived from the naval base at Brest. 
 
    “The Louis XIV?” I asked in astonishment, “but that’s an aircraft carrier.” 
 
    The colonel nodded and went on, “The Government is taking the discovery of this wreck and the possibility of gold very seriously. They’ve ordered the Louis down here on spec. Your photos will lend credibility to the order. At the very least, the wreck is a war grave and needs protecting. At best, it houses a fortune.” 
 
    With a sudden burst of sound, a couple of fighters flew overhead, disappeared into the distance and came roaring past again. 
 
    “See,” the colonel said pointing to the planes fast vanishing over the coast. “They’re the advance guard from the Louis. I understand she’ll stay on duty close to this spot until the wreck has been explored and the gold, if any, is recovered. And she is, of course, fitted with the derricks that will be needed. We’re lucky that she’s been on exercises in the Atlantic and is not in her home port of Toulon in the Mediterranean.” 
 
    Felix and Garth said, “Wow!” 
 
    It made sense to me. If the U-boat had been carrying a full load of gold, its cargo would be worth billions. Once word got out, everyone would be after it. 
 
    As if he’d read my thoughts, the colonel added, “We’ve a complete news blackout on all this. So, no calls home to family or friends about the U-boat you’ve found.” 
 
    We were to stay on board the Mermaid for the time being while arrangements were finalized. The colonel sent us over a hot meal and a couple of bottles of wine. The three of us relaxed at last. 
 
    Garth spoke first. “Don’t think that in all this excitement I’ve forgotten that Felix here appeared as a leopard and that you, Penzi, didn’t appear at all. You were invisible. I’m a hardheaded ex-Special Boat Serviceman, and I’m struggling to get my head around all this.” 
 
    Felix nodded at me to speak. 
 
    “It’s been difficult for me to come to terms with, too. You see, I’m a white witch and as such I have special magic powers. I’m only a novice but I’m expanding my repertoire of spells. The unlock and the invisible spells I learned a few weeks ago.” 
 
    Garth raised his eyebrows at me. “Pull the other one,” he said. 
 
    I shrugged his remark off and turned to Felix, “You go next.” 
 
    “Forget reason, Garth. Accept Penzi and me as supernatural beings. You’ll find that easier.” 
 
    “So, you’re a witch, too?” 
 
    “No, not me. My supernatural ability is limited to shifting my shape from cat to man to leopard in any order. For example, I can’t see Penzi when she’s invisible.” 
 
    Garth gave a disbelieving snort and poured himself another glass of wine. “Good thing Izzy didn’t see any of this. It would have blown her mind.” 
 
    “It’s a secret. No one knows except Penzi’s family. We have to keep it that way if Penzi is to carry on her fight against evil as a white witch.” 
 
    Garth put down his glass and laid his hand on my knee. “Don’t worry, Penzi. If there’s one thing I can do, it’s keep secrets. Don’t forget I had to sign the Official Secrets Act.” 
 
    With that the conversation passed on to the events of the day. 
 
    My main concern was the Merchants. “How are we going to break the news to them about the damage done by the pirates to their wheelhouse and their brand new navigation equipment?” I asked. 
 
    “They’ll be covered by insurance,” said Garth. “Felix should take some photos to give them an idea of the vandalism.” 
 
    Felix suggested the French Government would award the Merchants part of the prize money. I hoped so. The temperature was falling and a slight mist was blowing in from far out in the ocean. We retreated to the cabin to keep warm and played cards while we waited for further instructions. 
 
    Towards teatime, the Zodiac set off from the Gendarmerie Maritime boat on another trip to us. They had a message from the colonel. The carrier was not expected until the early hours of the morning. The colonel had sent over a crew of three to sail the now confiscated Eva back to Bordeaux. We were to wait on board the Mermaid for the arrival of the Louis XIV so we could brief the contre-amiral, the rear admiral, on our findings. 
 
    The officer in charge also had a message for us that Izzy had arrived safely at the hospital outside the walls of Beaucoup-sur-Mer. She was no longer concussed, but they were keeping her in under observation for forty-eight hours to be sure. Garth heaved a sigh of relief. He’d been trying to find out what had happened to Izzy but with the news blackout, the hospitals he’d called had refused to speak to him. The Eva sailed off towards the coast. Time dragged past and it grew dark. The gendarmerie boat dimmed all lights except its riding lights, in keeping with a low profile I assumed. Garth switched our lights on; the last thing we needed was a collision at sea. The kind colonel sent us over dinner and another couple of bottles of wine. Still, we waited. Eventually, we decided to make the best of it and get some sleep. We hadn’t contracted with the Merchants to sleep on board their boat but I was sure they would forgive us in the circumstances. Tired out as we were after a long and eventful day, the three of us fell asleep in minutes cradled by the gentle swell rolling from bow to stern. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The Mermaid rocked violently from side to side in the early hours of the morning waking me up with a start. I switched on the bunk head light. 
 
    “What the hell?” asked Felix. 
 
    “It’s the Louis XIV. She’s on station,” I replied. “Wake up.” 
 
    Garth replied, “I’m already awake. Glad that was the carrier and not a storm brewing.” 
 
    I’d scrambled to the porthole while the guys were coming to. Outside in the pitch black night about fifty yards away the carrier rode at anchor. Three illuminated football pitches long it blotted out the horizon and lit the sea around for miles. 
 
    Felix and Garth crowded in around me to get a first look at the monster. Right on time: 4 a.m. 
 
    We didn’t need any prompting. We threw on our warm clothes and hurried onto the deck. I couldn’t believe my eyes. They really had sent an aircraft carrier to protect the wreck of the U-boat. 
 
    We were going to look awfully silly if there was no gold. 
 
    Felix must have read my mind. “Fingers crossed, boss. I’ll go make us some tea.” 
 
    Unable to tear ourselves away from the sight of the mighty ship going about its business so close to us, we stayed leaning over the railing drinking our tea and eating the biscuits Felix had brought us. As night faded and dawn broke away over to the east, a tender left the carrier and made its way over to the Mermaid. 
 
    The rear admiral had sent them to fetch us. 
 
    “Bring all your belongings with you—not forgetting your camera. You’ll be ferried back to the mainland from the Louis later on today.” 
 
    “What about the Mermaid?” asked Felix. 
 
    “I’m leaving two men on board until the navigation equipment is fixed,” the officer in charge said. “Then they’ll sail her back to port.” 
 
    We hurried below to fetch our stuff, not that we had much apart from Ben’s diving equipment and a change of clothes. We made the choppy ride over to the carrier where another officer greeted us and took us straight down to the officers’ mess for coffee and freshly baked croissants. 
 
    Felix whispered to me, “I need a slap-up English breakfast.” 
 
    I love French cuisine but I had to agree that I could have done justice to a plate of sausage, egg and bacon with all the frills. 
 
    After our snack, the officer took us up to the bridge to meet Rear Admiral Colin who interviewed us at length. We had to tell him the whole story starting from the finding the Joseph’s body on the Princesse and explaining to him how Felix and I had deduced the Nazi gold scenario, leaving out the magic, of course. 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” he said at last. “This is an expensive exercise. We need to find gold to make it worth it.” 
 
    That’s the moment I realized I had a stick with which to beat Felix. If they’d taken me with them on their walk along the seabed, I would have used my veni metallice spell on the U-boat’s hull specifying gold. I remembered how my arms had nearly flown out of their sockets when we found that first gold bar in the sandpit. Tons of gold bars hidden away on the U-boat could have left me limbless. There was so much I didn’t know about the strength and duration of the spells I’d been learning. 
 
    Our story over, Colin arranged for us to be flown back to Beaucoup-sur-Mer by naval helicopter. Before we left, he cautioned us that information about the discovery of the U-boat and the possibility of its cargo of Nazi gold was protected by law. 
 
    That was all very well and practical but it left us with a dilemma. 
 
    “How are we to explain our absence, the missing Mermaid and our being dropped on the Esplanade at Beaucoup-sur-Mer by a French naval helicopter, sir?” I asked him. 
 
    He replied, “I suggest you mention trouble at sea and your rescue by the Gendarmerie Maritime.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Felix. “But is this the last we hear of everything? We’ve put our lives on the line to find the wreck, not to mention identify the murderers of our two friends, Joseph and Ben Marin.” 
 
    Colin smiled. “Steady on, young man. We’ll keep you posted about our progress. If and when we do find the gold, we’ll fly you out to watch it coming aboard. And maybe we can have a big party. How’s that?” 
 
    Garth held out his hand for a parting handshake. “That’ll do fine, sir.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    We landed on the Esplanade in time for lunch to find Monsieur Bonhomie and Inspector Dubois waiting for us. As we walked out from under the blades, Dubois rushed forwards and clasped me in his arms. 
 
    “Oh, Penzi. I was so worried. Such an extraordinary and dangerous adventure you’ve been on. Are you quite all right?” he asked leaning back to look at my face with an expression of mixed joy and relief. 
 
    “Of course, she is,” growled Felix pulling Dubois’s right arm away from me. “She was with me. Leave her alone. She’s exhausted.” 
 
    “Now, now, guys,” said Garth winking at me. “All in good time. I suggest we move away so the pilot can get back to his ship.” 
 
    So with Felix on one side of me and Dubois on the other, I was almost frog marched to the side of the Esplanade well out of reach of the downdraft. 
 
    “What next?” asked Felix as the helicopter disappeared out over the sea on its way back to the Louis. 
 
    Garth stepped up to Dubois. “I must visit Mrs Tointon to check on her condition. Any chance you can provide me with transport, Dubois?” 
 
    “Bien sûr. There’s a car standing by for you.” He waved over at the end of the Esplanade where a blue gendarmerie vehicle stood waiting, its lights flashing. 
 
    “That was thoughtful of you, Xavier,” I said to Dubois. 
 
    “Penzi, I’ve received instructions from the highest level to co-operate with you all in any way I can. I must tell you that the contre amiral has sent me a detailed report of everything you told him.” 
 
    “So quickly?” 
 
    “He understands that apart from my concern for your safety, I have my duty as an inspector of the gendarmerie to prepare the case against the five Nazi conspirators for presentation to Madame Fer-de-Lance.” 
 
    We all turned to wave Garth off as the police car drove past us and off to the hospital outside the walls of our little town. 
 
    Monsieur Bonhomie who’d been standing to the side, now walked up to our group. “I’ve arranged for lunch at my house. Dubois and I need to discuss this whole affair with you both before we can allow you to return to your family.” 
 
    On the trip over, I’d phoned home as soon as my phone picked up a signal to let my brothers and my mother know that Felix and I were safe and the navy was delivering us to the Esplanade. When they heard the helicopter landing on the Esplanade, they must have guessed it was us. Sam pulling Jimbo by the hand, with Gwinny in the rear, came running up to us before the mayor had the chance to sweep us away in his car. 
 
    I had to tear myself away from all the hugs and kisses, telling my family that Felix and I had to make a report at once on the accident we’d suffered at sea. It was one of those times when being a witch was difficult. More than anything I wanted to relax back into the love of my family after the nasty experience on board the Mermaid, but I had to put the legal pursuit of the evil pirates first. 
 
    “I’ll be home soon, I promise,” I said. “Look after your mother.” 
 
    The mayor ushered Felix and me into his car and we took off for his house on the side opposite the bay from Les Dragons, with Dubois following along behind in his official vehicle. It was fortunate there were few spectators, Sunday being the day when the French hold their big family lunch. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    From the questions put to us over a lunch from which Bonhomie’s children had been excluded, it was clear that the rear admiral’s report had been comprehensive. He had involved Monsieur Bonhomie because in France the mayor has to be informed of the discovery of treasure, and the possibility of Nazi gold qualified as that. Dubois was not only the most senior inspector in the Beaucoup-sur-Mer gendarmerie, but he had a direct interest in the case because he was responsible for finding the murderers of Joseph and Ben Marin. 
 
    “This is a difficult case, Penzi,” he said over the coffee. “We’ve already detained the Spaniard for questioning. One of the murdering pirates is missing overboard as I understand it?” 
 
    Felix nodded. “It was unfortunate that he fell backwards into the sea when I tackled him. I couldn’t waste time saving him because Penzi needed my help with Mrs Tointon and with freeing her bodyguard.” 
 
    “The loss of a human life is always a grave concern,” said Dubois. “We must do the paperwork even so.” 
 
    “Felix didn’t mean to knock him overboard,” I said. “And it was self defense. The man was waiting to ambush Felix as he came up the ladder. He didn’t know Felix was already on board.” 
 
    Dubois grunted. “As I said, paperwork. But we’ll leave it at that. My concern is we have enough evidence to prosecute the other three men for piracy and assault and the Spaniard for aiding and abetting, but there isn’t enough to charge them with the murders of Joseph and Benjamin Marin. It’s all too circumstantial.” 
 
    “Maybe the DNA evidence you picked up on the Princesse will prove they were on board,” I suggested. 
 
     “Even if we can prove they were on board, it doesn’t prove they were there to murder Joseph. They could have visited at any time.” 
 
    “What about the chain hanging from the U-boat? Felix took photos of it. When it’s detached, can’t it be linked to the injury on Ben’s ankle and the piece of chain I received in the post? And the diatom test? Won’t that match the water around the submarine?” 
 
    Dubois shook his head. “It’s much too vague. We can’t prove the pirates ever found the U-boat. We may be able to prove Ben was drowned there, but we can’t prove the Argentineans did it. It’s all conjecture.” 
 
    Felix who’d been listening to this exchange with narrowing eyes broke in, “So they get away with it after all?” 
 
    Dubois’s shoulders slumped. He sank down in his chair sighing heavily. “Unless we can find something directly linking them to either of the murders, and that seems unlikely. Motive isn’t enough. Any murder trial with what we have would be long and costly. You can be sure their sponsors back in Argentina will not bilk at paying for an expensive defense.” 
 
    I held my coffee cup out for a refill scarcely looking at Madame Bonhomie as she poured it. I drank a few sips and put my cup down. This was not the result Felix and I had anticipated as we’d worked our way through the clues and the interviews, not to mention our escape from death by a hair’s breadth. I abstractedly selected an almond petit four and nibbled it while my mind churned over all that had happened. My sense of justice would not let the Nazis get away with piracy when the sentence for murder would be so much more severe. We couldn’t even prove attempted murder of our group because we had prevented the pirates from reaching that point. 
 
    “Dubois,” I said as I swallowed the last crumbs, “it’s all up to you. You must get a confession. With four guilty men involved, you could work on them one by one and try to get one of them to give the others away. Try the Spaniard first. He may not be so loyal to the group’s objectives.” 
 
    “From what I’ve heard so far, these men are dedicated Nazis. I can’t see them giving each other up.” 
 
    I reached out and touched his hand. “Dubois, you can do it. I know you can.” 
 
    He straightened his spine and put his hand over mine. “You really think I can?” 
 
    “Dubois, you have to. It’s your duty. You are a skilled interrogator. I’m relying on you to nail these killers.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Dubois called us into the gendarmerie early the next morning. The Coast Guard vessel had returned to port late on Sunday afternoon bringing with it the remaining three Argentineans. After the boat docked, they’d been delivered to Dubois’s station where they’d been locked up awaiting questioning. 
 
    Dubois escorted us through to his office. 
 
    “I interviewed the Spaniard last night. We aren’t going to get anywhere with him. The conspirators didn’t involve him in their secret work. We’ve checked him out and what he says appears to be true at this stage. He was their maintenance man and procuring agent—general dogsbody, if you will.” 
 
    “You’ll have to split the three Argentineans. Do you know who’s in charge?” I asked. 
 
    “They’ve been kept separate, of course, but the man you knocked out, Penzi, appears to be the boss, because the other two refused to say anything until they’d talked to him, and I wasn’t going to allow that. His name’s Raul Montigo Braun.” 
 
    “Well then, go for Braun. Tell him the other two have been spilling the beans. See if you can rile him. You’re good at that, Xavier.” 
 
    “Are you going to watch?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I answered as Madame Fer-de-Lance popped her head around the door. 
 
    For once she was smiling. I supposed the promise of gold did that to everyone. 
 
    “Come with me,” she said. 
 
    She settled us in the room with the two-way mirror and took a seat beside us. We watched through the glass as two gendarmes brought Montigo Braun into the interview room next door. 
 
    I flinched at the memory of him standing over Izzy with his gun pointed at her head as she lay unconscious on the deck of the Mermaid. In spite of the orange prison suit and the handcuffs, his bearing was that of a conqueror, a member of the master race. With his back rigid and his head held high, he refused Dubois’s instruction to take a seat. It took two officers to manhandle him into a chair where he sat up straight and glared at Dubois. 
 
    Without proof that the man was a modern day Nazi who had murdered Joseph and Ben Marin, Dubois had charged him with piracy and with the assault on Izzy. Dubois had only our deductions to go on and our reports of what had been said to us on board the two boats. However, as we’d discussed, the only way to get him for the murder of the Marin brothers was to manipulate him into confessing. So far, he’d refused to answer any questions. Montigo Braun was keeping stumm. His only contribution to the interview was to ask for the Argentinean ambassador. 
 
    When Dubois told him his colleagues were singing their hearts out, Montigo Braun smiled with tight lips and looked down his long nose at the inspector. Faced with such an impassive and uncooperative suspect, Dubois had to admit defeat and have Montigo Braun escorted back to his cell. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance left saying she had a meeting. We met up with Dubois in the canteen for a cup of horrible police coffee. 
 
    Dubois drained his in one mouthful, force of habit I guessed. Mine, I sipped and abandoned. 
 
    “What next, Xavier?” I asked him. 
 
    He sighed and picked up my cup and drained that, too. 
 
    Felix pushed his cup over to Dubois. “Here, take mine. But all the caffeine in the world is not going to help you get through to these three men. Their actions and beliefs may be evil, but they have a strict code of honor.” 
 
    Dubois sighed again and shook his head. “It may take months but I am determined to prove these men guilty of murder, if only to pay them back for what they did to Penzi… and you others, of course.” 
 
    “Xavier,” I said, “maybe you’re rushing things. You have them locked up for piracy. If you can’t get them to talk, you’ll have to do things the long way: prove they were on the Princesse, prove they sent the chain to me, prove the chain ties in with Ben’s injuries and the chain still hanging from U-boat 9999, and prove they were shadowing the Princesse.” 
 
    “Yes,” Felix agreed. “You’ll have the diatom report and access to GPS tracking of their movements.” 
 
    Dubois banged his fist down on the table making the china jump into the air. “You’re good friends, you two, and you’re right. I’m so angry I want a quick result, but if it takes months then it has to take months.” He gave us a weak smile. “But I’m not giving up on getting one of Montigo Braun’s underlings to give them all away. Come, let’s go back. I’ll have the next one brought in.” 
 
    The second man, the one who’d been left on board the Eva, gave his name and citizenship when asked–Heinrich Weber. 
 
    I nudged Felix. “He didn’t see what the other two did to Izzy.” 
 
    Felix scowled. “No, but he must have been complicit in the murders of Joseph and Ben even if he didn’t wield the knife or tie Ben up.” 
 
     We turned our attention back to the interview room where Dubois was asking Weber for the purpose of his visit to the coastal waters of France. 
 
    Weber replied, “For a cruising holiday.” 
 
    When Dubois remarked that he was a long way from home, Weber answered, “There’s no law against that. My visa is in order. Speaking of which, I’m not saying another word until I’ve seen my ambassador.” 
 
    And with that he refused to answer any more of Dubois’s questions. When Dubois told him his colleagues had admitted their stay in France was for more than a holiday, he merely grinned. 
 
    Dubois tried every which way to disconcert the man but without success. Eventually, he had to end the interview. Two down, one to go. Would Dubois be able to engineer a confession from the third man, the one who’d gone down below decks to open up the sea cocks on the Princesse? At only five six, he didn’t have the stature to carry off Montigo Braun’s arrogant swagger. He took the place indicated and answered Dubois’s standard opening questions about his name—Miguel Gonzales—and his citizenship. 
 
    Dubois asked a few questions circling round the main subject of the interview. Gonzales hooked a finger in the neck of his prison suit and ran it round and round as if he was finding it difficult to swallow, but he didn’t answer. Dubois pressed on, his voice rising as he tried to damp down his frustration. His haranguing caused beads of sweat to appear on Gonzales’s forehead. At Dubois’s next question, Gonzales bit his lip as if to stop himself from speaking. 
 
    “It will go better for you, if you help me out here,” Dubois said. “You don’t want to go down with your two colleagues, do you? Spend years in a French prison for murders you probably didn’t commit?” 
 
    Gonzales shot a quick glance at the door to the room. Someone was knocking. 
 
    “Yes, yes, come in,” Dubois called out, frowning in irritation at the interruption just when it looked as if Gonzales was going to break. 
 
    An officer entered and told Dubois he was needed urgently. Dubois rose from his chair, saying to Gonzales, “We’re not finished. I’ll be back. Keep him here,” he added to the two officers in the room. 
 
    As Dubois stepped out into the corridor, my phone rang. It was Rear Admiral Colin. 
 
    “Penzi, I wanted you to be one of the first to know. We’ve found the gold. Tons and tons of it.” 
 
    “That’s fantastic,” I said. 
 
    “What? What?” asked Felix, trying to snatch my phone off me. 
 
    “It’s Colin. The navy’s found the gold.” 
 
    Felix grabbed my arms and danced me in a mad jig around the room, shouting, “The gold. The gold.” 
 
    The door burst open and Dubois hurried in, a wide smile beaming across his face. “Oh you’ve heard?” he said when he saw our antics. “This changes everything. Just you watch and see.” 
 
    He hurried out. 
 
    When I got my breath back, I sat down again. “Felix, thank goodness. Can you imagine how difficult it would have been to live our story down if there’d been no gold?” 
 
    “Shush,” he said. “Watch Dubois.” 
 
    The door to the interview room had opened. An exuberant Dubois entered and walked up to the desk where he stood and gloated down at Gonzales. 
 
    “We’ve found the gold, Monsieur Gonzales. Your precious Nazi gold. All the crimes you’ve committed were for nothing.” 
 
    Gonzales’s face crumpled up and with a loud wail he dropped his head forwards onto his chest. Before anyone knew what was happening, he jumped to his feet and backed away into a corner, holding up his handcuffed hands in front of him. 
 
    “I knew this would happen,” he cried out as the officers tried to get him back into his seat. “I told that idiot Montigo Braun that we should find the gold and remove it as soon as we could, but he said no. He said we had to let things cool down after we discovered that meddling sailor exploring the wreck. He said it was dangerous to carry on while the police were investigating the murders. Now we’ve lost everything.” 
 
    “What murders?” asked Dubois. 
 
    “The two Frenchmen, of course. Off the Princesse.” 
 
    Gonzales allowed the officers to push him back down into his chair. “All our work and planning for nothing. We’ve lost the funds we need for our glorious movement.” 
 
    Dubois turned to the mirror and sent a smile our way. He’d got his confession. It didn’t take long for Gonzales to realize that helping the police with the case could work in mitigation of any sentence he might receive. 
 
    In all the excitement I had cut off the Rear Admiral’s call. Felix and I almost skipped down the steps of the gendarmerie. I drove home as fast as I could with the good news for the rest of the family. I called the Rear Admiral back and apologized for ending his call. 
 
    “Good thing you called me back, Penzi. I’m making arrangements for the gold to be brought up from the depths of the Atlantic Ocean. I promised you could be here to watch. Who else do you think should be involved? I don’t know enough about the people who have contributed to the success of this mission.” 
 
    “I’ll send you a list by email, Amiral.” 
 
    “Bien. I’ll get my adjutant to phone everyone. I’ll be sending a couple of helicopters to the Esplanade to pick you all up in two hours. You’re all invited to lunch on board the Louis XIV.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We were an excited group waiting for the pickup: Felix and I; Izzy and Garth; Gwinny, Jimbo and Sam; Désirée and Marcel; Bella and her two sons, and Gwen and Peter Merchant. Monsieur Bonhomie, the mayor, was to travel out to the Louis XIV in a police helicopter with Dubois and Madame Fer-de-Lance. Izzy who had left hospital that morning was pale but smiling.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Our helicopter flew out over the Atlantic heading for the Louis XIV. Some distance from the coast the carrier hove into sight—a dark blob on the rolling gray waves. As we drew nearer its elegant lines became more defined until we had the sleek military monster close enough to see the crew. Bright shafts of light blinded us as the sun reflected off the stacks of gold bars on deck. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the pilot said when we gasped at the sight of so much of the precious metal. “We may have started without you, but there’s plenty more to come. Look over there.” 
 
    He pointed across the sea to a naval supply ship anchored about fifty yards from the carrier. 
 
    “We’re using that ship as a diving station. Every time she loads five tonnes she sails across to the Louis and unloads her haul. The experts reckon there’s about a hundred tonnes on board the U-9999.” 
 
    This was more Felix’s realm of expertise than mine, so I gave him a nudge. “Ask him to explain how that’s possible.” 
 
    Felix gave me a superior look. “I can do that, boss. A tonne is a metric measure, exactly one thousand kilos.” 
 
    “I know that,” I said through my teeth. “I mean the amount. How could a submarine carry that much gold?” 
 
    “If I remember correctly from my research, the IXC could carry over two hundred tonnes of fuel and over twenty torpedoes. U-9999 would have had to set off without torpedoes and with only half the normal fuel supply.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said the pilot. “The experts reckon the crew planned to refuel mid-Atlantic. Without torpedoes and half their fuel, they had well over a hundred tonnes of spare loading capacity for the gold.” 
 
    I stared down at the gold bars. The pallets on which they’d been stacked with precision were visible now. “After all, that was their goal, wasn’t it? To deliver the gold to Argentina to finance the Fourth Reich?” 
 
    Felix nodded. “Spare a moment to wonder what would have happened if the gold had reached its destination.” 
 
    It didn’t bear thinking about. Four billion dollars would have gone a long way in financing such a project. 
 
    The pilot nursed his craft down onto the gently swaying deck and we disembarked. Everyone rushed to the mountains of gold bars to touch them, count the rows and run their fingers over the Deutsche Reichsbank moldings. Felix and I made for the rail to gaze at the supply ship and wait for it to make its next trip back to the carrier. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    It made one trip back to the mother ship before lunch. The Louis’s derricks swung into action lifting the precious cargo onto her deck. The bars had been stacked on pallets on board the supply vessel, so it was a simple transfer but awe inspiring, nonetheless. Beautiful as the gold was as it shone in the bright morning sunlight, at the back of my mind was the thought that it represented a large chunk of the wealth of Europe, resources post-war Europe could have used to repair the ravages of a war they had not initiated. 
 
    As the supply vessel sailed back to take up station above U-9999 again, Rear Admiral Colin joined us on the deck and led us down to the officers’ mess for lunch. Our party’s excitement at the events brightened up my mood. At the end of the lunch, Colin gave a speech paying tribute to everyone who’d been involved in the finding and the recovery of the gold. He acknowledged the price Bella and Désirée and their children had paid with the loss of their husbands and fathers. When the applause had died down, he announced that Father Pedro and the German ambassador would be arriving after lunch for a memorial service. 
 
    We all fell silent and waited for Colin to explain. 
 
    “The supply vessel will collect all interested parties at three o’clock and take you across to the wreck of U-9999. Father Pedro will say mass in French for Joseph and Ben Marin, and for all the German sailors who perished when the submarine sank all those years ago.” 
 
    Désirée and Bella clasped hands. Both of them had tears in their eyes. “That’s wonderful,” Désirée said. “Thank you for arranging this.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    At half past three we were all on board the supply vessel with Father Pedro, the German ambassador and Rear Admiral Colin. Colin surprised me with his forethought. He had provided wreaths for Désirée, Bella and their sons to throw into the sea over the presumed place of Ben’s death. The German ambassador tossed in a wreath for his compatriots. They may have been Nazis, part of his country’s unfortunate history, but they had been human beings. As the ambassador said in his speech, no man deserves to die in a submarine. 
 
    Rear Admiral Colin closed the ceremony by reading out a presidential decree proclaiming the wreck of U-boat 9999 an official war grave, stating that as such the French government would protect it. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    It was a tired and emotionally drained group of friends who returned to Beaucoup-sur-Mer that evening as the sun sank in the west behind the Louis XIV and her multi-billion cargo of stolen bullion. 
 
    Izzy and Gwen Merchant had made friends during the day and the last thing I heard from Izzy was a promise to Gwen to send her a signed photograph. 
 
    When the front door of Les Dragons closed behind us, Felix called me into the study saying he had something important to say to me. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “Here,” he said and smiled. He handed me a velvet jewelry box. “A little memento of our golden adventure.” 
 
    My heart did a little flip as I raised the lid, but the gift wasn’t quite what I expected. Lovely for all that, but it wasn’t a ring. Nestling in the blue velvet lay my pearl. Felix eased it out of its bed and held it up for me to see he’d had it covered in a filigree of fine gold and attached to a gold chain. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I whispered, overcome by his thoughtfulness. 
 
    I pushed my split second of disappointment away. In the absence of anything deeper, I could settle for kindness. It’s not every girl has a friend like Felix in her life. 
 
    “Let me,” he said undoing the clasp and fastening the necklace around my neck. 
 
    I let my hair fall back. 
 
    “Thank you, Felix,” I said and stepped forwards to give him a kiss. 
 
    “That’s all right, boss,” he said, not quite meeting my eyes. 
 
    That’s when I wondered if he called me boss to keep a safe distance between us. He took my father’s instructions so seriously. 
 
    “Okay,” I said and laughed to break the tension. “This adventure’s not over yet. There’s still a job to do.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows at me. “Do tell.” 
 
    “Finding homes for fifteen kittens. We promised Neptune.” 
 
    Felix relaxed with a smile. “Is that all? I can do that. How about two for us? I can’t police the house and garden here as Felix the cat when I spend so much time as Felix the man?” 
 
    “Won’t Magnus and Feo be hurt and annoyed when they find out?” 
 
    “We’ll remind them how important they are to the library.” 
 
    “All right. Two kittens it is. That still leaves thirteen.” 
 
    “Child’s play.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    If you are wondering what happened to the murdering pirates, the Spaniard received five years in prison and the three surviving Argentineans received the maximum custodial sentence for murder. They may have lost their chance to finance the Fourth Reich, but I’m sure they were glad the death penalty had been abolished in France in 1981 so they didn’t face the guillotine. 
 
    As to the gold? The Merchants’ boat was repaired, and they received a modest payment in recognition of their contribution to the successful operation. Bella and Désirée Marin also received undisclosed amounts. The finder’s fee went to Izzy, Garth, Felix and me in equal shares. How much? Well, that’s a secret, of course. And it wasn’t until weeks later that Felix and I realized the significance of the U-boat’s number: U-boat 9999 for the gold of a purity of 999.9 per thousand. 
 
      
 
    END OF BOOK FOUR 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 BOOK FIVE 
 
    THE WITCH WHO SAVED CHRISTMAS 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    A sudden strong whiff of fish wafted past my nose, cutting through the incense of the Midnight Mass. All around me the congregation of the Roman Catholic church of Beaucoup-sur-Mer knelt in devotion as Father Pedro conducted the Mass on Christmas Eve. I raised my head and glanced around me to trace the source of what was becoming more pungent by the second. Far over on the other side of the aisle a group of fishermen from the port at Darennes offered the only explanation, but surely they were too far away? 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    My family and I had moved to the Atlantic seaside town of Beaucoup-sur-Mer five months earlier after the news of my father’s death. I’m Mpenzi Munro; my friends call me Penzi. My father, Sir Archibald Munro, had been a world famous anthropologist. He’d disappeared while researching the cannibal Wazini tribe in the Middle Congo. Rumor had it that he’d got too close to the subject of his research and they’d eaten him. His will had stipulated that we should sell up our house in Notting Hill Gate, London, and move to France, to his holiday home which sat on the tip of the left-hand side of a perfect crescent bay, much loved by both French and British tourists. 
 
    Our mother had gone walkabout with a band of druids seven years earlier, leaving me to bring up my then eleven-year-old brother, Sam, and my two-year-old brother, Jimbo. So, when my father’s will left no alternative I packed up the family and moved us with our two German shepherds, Zig and Zag, to Les Dragons in Beaucoup-sur-Mer. I had to give up my newly established practice as a barrister, but with years of schooling still to go for Jimbo, we needed a roof over our heads and the revenue from the trust fund my father had set up. 
 
    When we eventually arrived in the town aboard a tow truck, we found our long lost mother, Gwinny, staying in our hotel. She told us our father had left instructions and funds for her to renovate Les Dragons and turn it into a suitable dwelling for his three children. Jimbo was thrilled to bits to rediscover his mother while Sam and I treated her sudden reappearance in our lives with polite skepticism. Gwinny was repentant and lonely. What else could I do but invite her to share our home with us, at least until our lives settled down? 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    For the past few months we’d made friends with the local townspeople and done our best to follow the adage of When in Rome. That’s why Sam, Jimbo, Felix and I were attending mass at the local church although our family is not Roman Catholic. Gwinny had opted to stay home and prepare for Christmas Day. Oh, I haven’t explained who Felix is. Felix was one of the two big surprises my father threw at me when he died. Felix arrived out of the blue as a beautiful Savannah cat. My father had sent him by special animal delivery from the Middle Congo. A few days after his arrival I walked into the kitchen at Les Dragons to find a handsome but unknown young man with tawny shoulder length hair and peridot colored eyes sitting at the kitchen table. It was Felix in human form. When he’d had a chance to reassure me, he explained that he was a shape shifter. I’d never met one before and wasn’t even sure I believed in them. He tried my belief even further when he shifted into leopard form. Sir Archibald had sent me a shape shifting man-cat-leopard to be my bodyguard against all things evil in the natural world. 
 
    On to the second surprise left me by my father — the natural as opposed to the supernatural world. Apparently, I was a witch, a white witch, the genes coming down to me from my mother in her mitochondrial DNA. Over time we learned that Gwinny had been a feckless witch, but even so she gave me important advice from time to time. She had put me in touch with the High Council of the Guild of White Witches who were now supervising my training in witchiness. The Council had kindly made an exception for me. I’m dyslexic and so learning my craft from my mother’s old Book of Spells was impossible. They had granted Felix permission to act as my helper. We made a good team, Felix and I. He taught me the spells as and when we needed them to fight evil and restore good, and I cast them. To date that had involved solving several murders and bringing the perpetrators to justice. 
 
    Along the way we’d established a sometimes rocky relationship with the mayor, Monsieur Bonhomie. Tonight, he’d invited us to share his family’s Christmas dinner after the Mass. Sam and the mayor’s daughter, Emmanuelle, were good friends, so Sam was looking forward to spending the Christmas celebration with the Bonhomie family. 
 
      
 
    I wrinkled my nose as the fishy pong grew in pungency. What could it be?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Sam hadn’t noticed the odor, but Jimbo had. 
 
    “Penzi, what’s that stink?” he asked me. 
 
    “Shush,” I replied. “You mustn’t talk in church.” 
 
    Jimbo shuffled about on his seat and gave Felix a nudge. Felix gave me a sideways look and raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Fish?” he whispered to me. “Here in church?” 
 
    I shushed him and tucked my head back down on my hands on the back of the pew in front of us. 
 
    As I did so, I caught a movement out of the corner of my eye. Instead of closing my eyes in prayer again, I opened them wide and looked about me under the row of chairs. 
 
    A scruffy and mottled tabby cat, his large head crisscrossed with scars, was slinking his way forwards under the chairs. At that moment the prayer ended and the congregation as one rose from their hassocks and sat back on their seats.  A tentative claw raked down the back of my calf, catching for a moment in the denim of my jeans. I jerked my leg aside and flapped my hand under the chair to shoo the cat away. He changed tactics and squeezed himself out between my legs and Felix’s. He turned round and sat back on his haunches looking up at me from his position beside my feet. Felix nudged me and I gave my shoulders a polite shrug. The cat rubbed himself against my knee and mewed softly. 
 
    “Shush,” I said to him, patting his head. 
 
    That’s when I recognized him. It was Neptune, the king of the cats down at the fishing port of Darennes. He ran the security patrol for the fish market and the warehouses, keeping the rats away. We hadn’t seen each other for some time which is why I hadn’t known who he was straight away. That and the incongruous context of this meeting — at Midnight Mass several miles away from the harbor. 
 
    Felix whispered, “It won’t be much longer. See, everyone’s going up for communion.” 
 
    We waited quietly for the service to finish, Neptune watching me all the time through slit eyes as if he wanted to make sure I didn’t escape before he had the chance to make his business known. The good citizens of Beaucoup-sur-Mer poured out of the church sweeping us along with them. The first snow of the winter had fallen during the service. As I stamped my feet and rubbed my hands together, Neptune hooked his claw in the hem of my jeans and gestured with his head round to the side of the church. Once we were out of sight, I picked him up and asked him why he wanted to talk to me. We had to make sure no one was watching or within hearing because only supernatural beings can talk to animals, and no one in Beaucoup-sur-Mer knew I was a white witch, apart from my mother Gwinny and my two brothers. 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you, Penzi, but you did say that if I ever needed you, I had only to ask,” he began. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Well, we need you now — urgently — down at the harbor.” 
 
    “Can’t it wait? It’s Christmas Eve. The mayor is expecting us for Le Réveillon at his house. We shouldn’t offend him by not turning up or by being late.” 
 
    Le Réveillon is what the French call their Christmas dinner. It usually takes place late on Christmas Eve to early Christmas morning. In our case after the Midnight Mass. Being invited to the mayor’s house for such an important family feast was a great honor and it wouldn’t do to disappoint him. 
 
    Neptune stroked his whiskers with his paw and shook his head. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t a matter of the direst import,” he said. “You could say the happiness of the world depends upon your helping us tonight.” 
 
    “Can you tell me what it’s about so I can judge for myself whether tomorrow would do or not?” I asked him. 
 
    He pushed himself out of my arms and landed on the ground with a muffled meow of protest. 
 
    “Absolutely not. I’m honor bound not to speak of it outside our warehouse down at the harbor. It’s a matter of such secrecy that if the news got out—” 
 
    Felix bent down to talk to Neptune at his level. “Will it take long?” 
 
    Neptune rolled his front haunches and began to lash his tail from side to side as cats do when put under pressure. 
 
    I crouched down beside Neptune and stroked him from head to tail until his fur lay flat again. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Penzi. It’s impossible to know how long it will take you to fix this problem… or if you can. It might simply be without a solution and then heaven knows what’s going to happen to us all.” 
 
    Felix gave me hand to help me to my feet. 
 
    “What do you think, boss?” he asked me. 
 
    I looked down at Neptune. “Would you say it’s a matter of good against evil?” 
 
    This time Neptune arched his back and hissed at some invisible peril behind him. 
 
    “Most definitely,” he said. “Please come with me now.” 
 
    “Felix?” 
 
    “We have to go. It’s your duty as a white witch to fight evil whenever called upon to do so.” 
 
    I sighed. “I know, but I was hoping for a quiet family Christmas with no disruption.” 
 
    Felix chuckled. “A witch has to do what a witch has to do, boss.” 
 
    “You don’t have to remind me. The situation calls for the obliviscere or forget spell. I’ll have to make everyone forget the passage of time while we attend to Neptune’s emergency. When it’s over we can hurry across to the Bonhomie’s house and join in the dinner with no one being any the wiser.” 
 
    “Can you remember the spell?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “What about me?” Sam called out from behind us. 
 
    “And me?” Jimbo asked. 
 
    I’d forgotten about Sam and Jimbo. They were both gawping at us as if they couldn’t believe their eyes or ears. 
 
    “Shall I ask the Bonhomies for a lift and take Jimbo with me?” Sam asked. 
 
    Felix looked down at Neptune. “Do we need an extra man?” 
 
    Neptune pussyfooted through the snow to Sam and looked him up and down. 
 
    “He’s part of your family, Penzi? He knows you’re a witch and that you can talk to animals?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s my brother Sam.” 
 
    Neptune’s tail swished while he weighed up the danger of a security breach against the bonus of an additional strong human being. 
 
    “He comes with us,” he said and walked back to Felix and me. 
 
    “And Jimbo? We can’t leave him here on his own, Neptune,” I said. 
 
    Neptune looked back over his shoulder at Jimbo who was doing his best to look tough. 
 
    Beckoning my brothers with a claw, the bossy cat said, “I suppose the little one could come in useful.” 
 
    Sam and Jimbo hurried across to join us. It was forbidden for them to see me cast a spell so I asked them to close their eyes. 
 
    “Cross your fingers, too, both of you. Felix, you know what to do. And pick Neptune up and cross his paws. We don’t want the spell to work on you four as well.” 
 
    As soon as they were ready, I summoned up the mental energy to cast the spell, took a deep breath to flood my brain with oxygen. I uttered the magic words and envisioned the magic symbols. 
 
    With Felix carrying Neptune we rushed to the car park and jumped into our car. I drove as fast as I dared at that time of night on roads covered with fresh snow.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    When we reached the harbor at Darennes, I switched off the engine. Our car stood alone in the car park at the end of the key, its engine steaming in the cold air. Anyone who didn’t have to work on Christmas Eve was at home with their family. Neptune meowed to be let out of the car. He jumped down into the snow which came up to his elbows as he high stepped over to the wall of the warehouse. 
 
    “Come along,” he called back. “Every second counts.” 
 
    Jimbo and Sam followed him over to the darkened building. 
 
    Felix pulled me out of the car. As he shut my door behind me a sudden gust of wind blew my knitted cap off my head. I struggled to maintain my balance, and my cap flew over to the edge of the key. I chased after it and lost my footing in the fresh snow. I skidded forwards and would have fallen into the icy cold waters of the Atlantic if Felix hadn’t caught hold of me in the nick of time. As we stood teetering on the brink gulping in the wintry air, something brushed against my face gusting a foul stench. 
 
    Felix drew me away from the edge. 
 
    “Did you feel that?” he asked me. 
 
    “And the smell. What was it?” 
 
    Felix shook his head. “No idea. Something rotten floating in the harbor, perhaps.” 
 
    Over against the warehouse twenty yards away, Neptune let out an earsplitting caterwaul and flinched, flattening himself against the wall. With Felix holding my arm to keep me on my feet, we struggled through the snow to join him. 
 
    “We must hurry,” Neptune said. 
 
    He sidled along the wall towards the giant doors leading into the fish market, shrinking his usual macho posture down to the ground. 
 
    “Too slow,” said Felix, letting go of my arm and picking Neptune up. “Phew,” he said. “Now I’ll stink of fish, too.” 
 
    Neptune squirmed in Felix’s arms. “This is no time for joking or insults, sir.” 
 
    As we made our gingerly approach to the man way cut into the main gates, I imagined all the possible reasons for Neptune’s anxiety and his appeal to us for assistance. Maybe one of the female cats in Neptune’s gang was having difficulty delivering her litter of kittens. Maybe the gang had been badly beaten up by a rival gang. Maybe the rats were back in unmanageable numbers. Maybe someone had attacked and abused one of his team, and he wanted us to help find the culprit. Nothing I imagined prepared me for the strange scene that met my eyes as I stepped through the man way into the warehouse and snapped on my flashlight. 
 
    For a few seconds my mind stopped working, and I rocked backwards in shock. Sam and Jimbo gasped. Felix, who was a step behind me, grabbed hold of me to steady me. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Perhaps I was hallucinating after all the incense in the church. 
 
    But no. When I opened them again, they were still there. A group of reindeer. Reindeer in the fish market? They stood in defensive formation with two of their number facing outwards to ward off attack, typical herd behavior when threatened. A sleigh with golden runners and scarlet panels, its seats piled high with packages and parcels of all shapes and sizes came next. I blinked and looked further along. An old man sat on an upturned wooden fish crate his head cradled in his hands and bowed low over his knees. Was I dreaming? In his ermine trimmed red coat and hat, he had to be Santa Claus. 
 
    So deep was his dejection, he didn’t raise his head until I tapped him gently on the shoulder. He swept his face up to look at me. Gone was his famous twinkle. Unshed tears glistened in his eyes. 
 
    Before I had a chance to speak Neptune ran forwards and rubbed himself against Santa’s worn black leather boots. 
 
    “Your Lordship, this is the young witch I told you about, Mpenzi Munro. She’s here to help you, sir.” 
 
    Santa pushed his hood back and ran his hands through his sparse snowy white hair, shaking his head from side to side as he did so. 
 
    “No one can help,” he moaned. “My magic isn’t strong enough this time. I’m defeated.” 
 
    Over to the left the reindeer jostled each other, their winter hardened hooves clicking on the concrete floor. Their sentries blew out a harrumphing grunt of warning. The smallest deer bleated and pushed her way into the middle of the group. Our entrance had disturbed them. Were we friend or foe? 
 
    Santa caught me watching his reindeer, and he gave a heavy sigh. 
 
    “That’s my problem. It’s never happened before. They’re on strike. My reindeer have gone on strike. They refuse to take another step outside this warehouse. How am I going to deliver Christmas presents to the children?” 
 
    “Why have they gone on strike, sir?” I asked him. 
 
    He ran his hand down his long white beard as he gazed over towards his precious team. 
 
    “They’re terrified about what’s been happening to us, but they won’t discuss it with me.” 
 
    “Let me see what I can do,” I said standing up from my crouch beside the old man. 
 
    Felix began to follow me, but I stopped him. “No, Felix, not this time. Reindeer are prey animals and you’re a carnivorous hunter. You’ll only scare them more.” 
 
    Felix shook my hand off his arm. “Boss, I’m only a carnivore when I’m in my leopard mode and even then not a practicing one. I never eat when I’m a leopard. When have you ever seen me chase and hunt down a prey animal?” 
 
    I had to admit I hadn’t. Felix the leopard had threatened and even on occasions attacked the murderers we had come across in our investigations, but he had never killed and eaten an animal or a human being to my knowledge. 
 
    “That’s as may be, Felix, but this time please hold back. You’d be better off giving your support to Santa. How about some of your Laphroaig?” I asked him and patted his pocket where he kept his trusty silver hunting flask. 
 
    Felix went nowhere without his favorite tipple, the peaty single malt from the Isle of Islay. 
 
    He turned back to Santa and drew out his flask. I watched him pour a generous tot for Santa who accepted it gratefully and drank it down in a flash. Sam and Jimbo hadn’t left the doorway, too awed to make a move. I waved at them to accompany me and carried on towards the reindeer who were now crowding into the corner of the warehouse fronted by their sentries, one of whom had a large shiny red nose. 
 
    Jimbo hurried to catch up with me, brushing snow off his copper hair as he ran. He tugged at my sleeve. “It’s Rudolf. You know Santa’s famous reindeer – from the song.” 
 
    “Gently, Jimbo. You’ll startle them all. Stand quietly.” 
 
    I walked up to the deer with the red shiny nose. “You must be Rudolf,” I said holding out my hand for him to sniff before I stroked him between his ears and down towards his shoulders. “I’m Mpenzi Munro. I’m a white witch, and I’ve come to see if I can help you all.” 
 
    “We can see you’re a witch,” he snorted, “but this may be way beyond your powers.” 
 
    “Why don’t you introduce the rest of your team to me and then we can talk things over?” 
 
    One by one Rudolf called the others forward, eight in all. Donner, the second sentry, was the leader of the team. 
 
    “My mate, Blitzen,” Donner said encouraging one of the shivering females to approach me. 
 
    After I’d stroked her nose, four males came up to me and said hello: Dasher, Prancer, Comet and Cupid. That left the last two girls. Vixen skipped up to me, but Dancer hung back. No amount of coaxing from Rudolf would make her leave her corner. She pushed herself back into the walls as if trying to disappear. 
 
    “Is it all right for me to approach her?” I asked Rudolf. 
 
    He nodded his head and the bells on his antlers tinkled. “You’ll see why she’s so scared when you get up close.” 
 
    I gestured to Sam and Jimbo to stay where they were. 
 
    Rudolf and Donner kept up their vigil to the front, eyeing the two boys but deciding they posed no threat. The others turned to watch me as I began my oblique approach towards Dancer with my hand held out palm up. For my first couple of steps she followed my progress, but suddenly she took fright, tossing her head making her bells ring. I took a step closer. She snorted, showing me the whites of her eyes in warning. I halted and waited for her to calm down. When she’d settled, I moved slowly forwards and held out my hand to her. 
 
    “I’m Mpenzi Munro,” I said. “A white witch called in to help sort out your team’s problems, so you can fulfill your destiny and make the children of the world happy when they wake up tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “My name’s Dancer,” she said. “I’m glad you’re here, but there’s nothing you can do. Look,” she said turning her right flank towards me.
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    A claw had gouged deep into Dancer’s flesh, all the way down from her spine to her knee joint. An attempt had been made to clean the wound. I guessed Santa was used to doctoring his animals, but what alarmed me was that the striations had to have been made by an animal with nine claws on one foot, a giant foot at that. 
 
    I glanced back at Rudolf who’d turned from his sentry duty to watch Dancer’s reaction to me. 
 
    “You see,” he said. “The Snarl did that.” 
 
    “And this,” Dasher called out, bobbing his head to show me something had torn away half of one of his antlers. “The Snarl did that when I tried to defend Dancer.” 
 
    Cupid pushed through his colleagues and lifted up his hind hoof for me to see. Something had bitten a chunk of flesh away from his leg. 
 
    “The Snarl again?” I asked. 
 
    They all nodded their heads settings their bells a-jingling, the joyful Christmas carillon at odds with the evidence of the Snarl’s attacks on their team. 
 
    “Who or what is the Snarl?” I asked. 
 
    At my repeated utterance of the name, they shrank back into their defensive positions muttering and bleating amongst themselves. 
 
    “Rudolf?” I asked again as he was the boldest of the team. 
 
    He shook his head and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “We don’t know. We’ve never come across it before. We call it the Snarl because it prefaces its attacks with a great snarling and growling, but we can’t see anything. It’s all around us enveloping us in a miasma of unbelievable stench.” 
 
    Prancer inched forwards to join Rudolf. 
 
    “Sometimes we catch a glimpse of black swirling wings as it swoops down on us, then it’s off again tossing us about in the vortex of its passage, blowing us off course.” 
 
    “And the attacks are increasing,” added Rudolf. “We’ve lost our faith in Santa’s ability to protect us while we work. Of course, we want to deliver the Christmas presents to the children, but not at the cost of our lives.” 
 
    Donner rubbed up against Blitzen. 
 
    “We have a new calf this year, our first. He’s back in Lapland with Mrs Claus. We don’t want him to be an orphan. Carrying on with tonight’s delivery while the Snarl dogs our every move is a risk we’re not willing to take.” 
 
    Dancer edged out of her corner and bleated for attention. 
 
    “You can have no idea how scary the Snarl is. It creeps up on us. The first hint of an attack is the smell, but we can’t tell what direction it’s coming from.  A whirling blast tumbles us all about. I’m frightened that it’s going to spin us away in a tornado.” 
 
    I rubbed her nose and stroked her back, taking care not to touch the seeping wound on her flank. She’d been brave to leave her corner to talk to me. 
 
    “Well, guys and girls,” I said stepping back away from the team. “You stay here and keep safe while I talk to Santa. My friend Felix and I will do everything in our power to help you through this.” 
 
    Santa’s face brightened as I walked past the sleigh towards him with Sam and Jimbo following along behind me. The Laphroaig had worked its own particular magic and cheered the old gentleman up. Felix told Sam and Jimbo to fetch some empty fish crates to use as seats and to stay quietly by the sleigh without interrupting while I talked things over with Santa. Felix kicked a crate over to me. I sat down facing the old gentleman. 
 
    “Well, sir,” I said, taking his gnarled hands in mine. “They’ve told me about the Snarl and its attacks.” 
 
    “So that’s what they’re calling the monster?” He bobbed his head in agreement. “A good name. It comes out of nowhere making the most fearsome noise, blows us all about and lashes out at my reindeer whenever it can.” 
 
    Felix crouched down on his heels. 
 
    “I guess it’s a new phenomenon, sir?” 
 
    Santa nodded. 
 
    “It first appeared somewhere between Asia and Arabia. I didn’t pay much attention at first. We often encounter strange gusts of wind on our travels.” He broke off and glanced from Felix to me. “How much do you know about my job?” he asked. 
 
    Felix nodded at me. “Over to you, boss. This is more your field than mine.” 
 
    “Every Christmas Eve you and your reindeer visit the homes of all the children who’ve been g—” 
 
    “Not all children,” he said. “But we can talk about that later.” 
 
    “Who’ve been good,” I continued. “All year long your factories in Lapland make the toys you’ll deliver on Christmas Eve.” 
 
    “And my elves work in the factories,” Santa said. 
 
    “And your reindeer are magic on this special night of the year, so magic they can fly through the skies.” I let go of his hands. “But I’ve never understood how you can visit everywhere in a couple of hours.” 
 
    For the first time since we’d come upon him, Santa smiled. 
 
    “Ah, Mpenzi Munro, you’re forgetting about the rotation of our planet around the sun. We set off after midnight on Christmas Eve, flying down the International Date Line in the Pacific Ocean just east of New Zealand and Russia. We work our way through the homes of the children who live to the west of the line. We fly up and down the lines of longitude, gradually moving west as the planet turns to the east.” 
 
    “So, you are always travelling at the same time of the night, in the hours between midnight and dawn?” Felix asked. 
 
    Santa smiled again. “Exactly. We have twenty-four hours to complete our trip.” 
 
    He fell silent and his shoulders slumped again. “But not this year. My team is stuck here in the South West of France. We’ve covered only half the world, give or take a degree or two. If I can’t persuade my reindeer to continue, I shall disappoint all the children living in the west of the United Kingdom, on the islands of the Atlantic Ocean, in the countries of South America, the United States, Canada, and those who live on islands in the Pacific Ocean east of the date line.” 
 
    He groaned and dropped his head into his hands again. 
 
    I jumped to my feet. 
 
    “There’s no time to lose. We have to tackle this dreaded Snarl and stop it from sabotaging your important work.” I sank back down onto my crate again. “But how are we going to do that? I’m all out of ideas.” 
 
    Felix put his arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “You’ll think of something, boss. How about your Book of Spells? Perhaps there’s something suitable in there.” 
 
    “Oh Felix. If only— but it’s back at home. We don’t have time to drive all the way back there, fetch the book and then for you to teach me a new spell. And we don’t even know if the spell would work.” 
 
    “Next best solution: ask the High Council of the Guild of White Witches for help. If ever we needed their powers of good magic over evil, it’s tonight.”
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    “Why didn’t I think of that?” I asked and checked my watch, catching sight of my brothers’ faces as I did so. 
 
    “Remember,” I said to them. “This is all top secret. Not a word to anyone when this is all over.” 
 
    “I promise,” said Jimbo. 
 
    “As if,” said Sam giving me an eye roll. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the time. “It’s too late to summon the High Council. We have to do it at midnight, and we were at Mass then.” 
 
    “If the reindeer would agree, they could fly us west until we hit midnight again,” suggested Felix. 
 
    Donner let out a loud grunt. “We heard that. There’s no way we’re moving from here until you get rid of the Snarl.” 
 
    “So many if’s, and time is passing,” I said. “I vote we go for it and try to summon the Council even though it’s past midnight. Have either of you got a better idea?” 
 
    Both Santa and Felix shook their heads. Rudolf called out that the reindeer were so scared they couldn’t put two thoughts together. 
 
    “Right,” I said, taking charge of the situation. “To summon the High Council of the Guild of White Witches we need: cognac—” 
 
    “We don’t have any,” said Felix. 
 
    “I drank all mine before you arrived,” Santa said. “What we need is a St. Bernard to come strolling through the door.” 
 
    Felix laughed. “The way the snow is falling, one may come along any minute. But there again,” he added as he turned serious again, “we’ve only been using cognac because we’re in France. Witches in other countries must use their local spirit. Tequila in Mexico and—” 
 
    “—Scotch in Scotland,” I finished. 
 
    “Exactly,” he said fishing his flask out of his pocket and shaking it. “There’s just enough left for the summoning ceremony.” 
 
    “Where are we going to find a sprig of bay leaves?” I asked. 
 
    Neptune stepped forwards. “I can help there. I’ll send one of my minions round to the back of the warehouse, to the bay tree that grows there.” 
 
    “Fine. Do it now and hurry him up.” 
 
    “A silver goblet for the whisky,” added Felix. 
 
    “Done,” said Neptune. “There’s a football trophy in the Harbor Master’s Office. I’ll send a couple of my team to fetch it. They can get in through the cat flap.” 
 
    I clapped my hands, forgetting in my excitement that I’d frighten the reindeer who started bleating and making soft little grunts of alarm. Santa called out to them that there was nothing to be afraid of, and they settled down again. 
 
    Felix took out his mobile phone, saying, “I’ll find the nearest dolmen. There’s got to be one close by. The countryside is littered with them.” 
 
    “Why do you need a dolmen?” asked Santa. 
 
    I shrugged. “Just one of those things. We have to perform the ceremony at a dolmen. My mother, Gwinny, who is also a witch though not a very effective one, says it’s because they’re ancient monuments dating back to pre-history, and they represent the portals between this world and others, such as the realm of magical possibility.” 
 
    Felix swiped his phone off. “Found one. Only ten minutes away. It’s do-able even against the ticking clock.” 
 
    “Oh heavens,” I slapped my hand to my forehead. “We’ve forgotten the most important ingredient, and we don’t have time to go home and search for one.” 
 
    “The diamond,” said Felix. 
 
    “Yes, I forgot about that. Where are we going to find a diamond at this time of night? We’re in a fish market, for heaven’s sake,” I said as my euphoria at finding a solution gave way to a feeling of hopelessness. 
 
    A deep voice spoke from behind me. Santa was back from calming down his team of reindeer. “Perhaps I can help there.” 
 
    “Yes?” asked Felix, barely keeping the skepticism out of his voice. He glanced down at Santa’s hand. “You’re not wearing a ring I see.” 
 
    “No,” admitted Santa, “but I’m sure to have a piece of diamond jewelry in amongst all the gifts piled up in my sleigh. It’s just a question of finding one.” 
 
    Felix gave me a nudge. “Penzi can use her veni metallice spell. The spell works like a metal detector. Any piece of diamond jewelry will be set in a precious metal.” 
 
    I found myself jumping up and down. “Felix, you’re brilliant. That would never have occurred to me.” 
 
    “You make a good team,” said Santa leading me over to the sleigh. 
 
    “Everyone shut your eyes,” Felix called out. “No one’s allowed to watch Penzi cast her spell.” 
 
    I hoped I’d remember it. I took a couple of deep breaths. My brain needed the oxygen to boost my magic energy. The symbols surfaced in my memory and the magic words rose to my tongue. I cast the spell and hurried over to the sleigh anxious to find a diamond as quickly as possible. I waved my arms slowly over the piled up gifts, but it soon became clear that such a mountain of possibilities was confusing the workings of the spell. My arms twirled so madly they were in danger of shooting out of their sockets. 
 
    Felix provided a practical and speedy solution. He organized Santa, Sam and Jimbo into unloading the sleigh and setting the packages out in a line along the floor of the market. I started divining for precious metal at the end nearest the sleigh. Several objects were turned up: gold watches, but they were all digital so no diamonds, gold earrings, bracelets, silver tableware and so it went on. Halfway down the line my hands took on a life of their own. We’d found a 24 carat necklace with a solitaire diamond pendant the size of a robin’s egg. 
 
    “Quick,” said Felix picking it up. “Anyone got a knife. We have to prize the gem out of its setting.” 
 
    “Let me,” said Sam taking the jewelry from Felix and unhooking his knife from his belt. 
 
    The cat who’d been sent to fetch the bay leaves had returned during our hunt for the diamond, but we still awaited the couple who’d been dispatched to fetch the silver cup. 
 
    Felix took the diamond from Sam. “Go down to the Harbor Master’s Office. I suspect the cats are having trouble carrying the cup back here.” 
 
    Sam raised his eyebrows. “Where is it?” 
 
    “Out the door and down to the last building. You can’t miss it. The tricouleur will be rolled up on the flagpole above the front door ready to be unfurled tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Felix, Jimbo and I sat down on our fish crates again while we waited for Sam and the silver cup to arrive. 
 
    “Who exactly are you taking with you to summon the High Council, boss?” Felix asked. 
 
    “Santa should come with us. He’ll be able to make his case better than us,” I replied. 
 
    Santa gasped. “I can’t leave the reindeer alone. They’re frightened, and the Snarl might manage to find a way in here.” 
 
    I looked at Felix. “It would be best if you stayed behind to guard the reindeer.” 
 
    Felix shook his head with vigor. “More than my life’s worth. I’m your bodyguard, boss. I stick with you come hell or high water.” 
 
    “You’re my protection against the dangers of the mortal world, not the supernatural world. You wouldn’t be any good against the Snarl. It can’t be a natural creature. The more I hear about it, the more I’m convinced it’s a force for evil sent to destroy the joy children experience on Christmas morning.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” said Santa. 
 
    “Felix, surely nothing in the natural world is going to attack me between here and the dolmen, and back?” 
 
    “I’m not prepared to take the risk, and that’s final,” he said. 
 
    The three of us could take Jimbo with us and leave Sam to guard the fish market, but I doubted whether he’d be able to mount much of a defense against the Snarl. I tried once more to get Felix to stay behind reminding him that I was protected from supernatural evil by the semper tuens spell which cast an apricot colored aura around me as a cone of protection. The High Council of the White Witches had given me permission to learn the Level Four spell when the witch doctor of the Wazini had made attempts to attack me. 
 
    Felix wouldn’t budge. “Boss, you know very well that spell hasn’t been working properly recently. It’s due for its weekly repetition. I’m coming with you and that’s that.” 
 
    After discussion we decided that Sam should stay and bar the doors while we were gone. Santa coaxed his reindeer into a circle behind the sleigh, their antlers pointing outwards. Neptune called his cats together and positioned them in a magic ring around the reindeer as reinforcement. 
 
    Scarcely had we arranged all this than Sam walked through the door with the two cats in his arms and the silver cup poking out of his coat pocket. We gave him his instructions, packed the ingredients for the summoning of the High Council of the Guild of White Witches into one of Santa’s empty sacks and left the warehouse. Holding Jimbo’s hand I slipped and slid my way through the now freezing snow to our car. Santa was too big to sit in the back, so he took the passenger seat while Felix and Jimbo sat behind me with the sack between them. We turned out of the car park onto the road and had gone an icy hundred yards when Felix cried out, “We’ve forgotten something.” 
 
    “No we haven’t,” I said. 
 
    “Boss, we don’t have a natural creature with us.” 
 
    “Won’t I do?” asked Santa. 
 
    Felix and I looked at each other for a moment before shaking our heads. “I’m not sure,” I said. “Aren’t you a supernatural?” 
 
    “Oh yes, I forgot about that.” 
 
    “What about me?” asked Jimbo. 
 
    “No good,” answered Felix. “You’re a human being. It has to be a creature from the animal kingdom.” 
 
    There was no help for it. We had to turn round and drive back the way we’d come. This time I risked driving along the icy key right up to the doors of the fish market. Felix rushed inside and came out with one of Neptune’s tribe tucked into his coat, saying that Neptune himself had to stay and look after his gang. I made a dicey K-turn on the frozen key and tore off onto the road. A flash of movement caught my eye in the rear view mirror. The cat Neptune had deputized to accompany us poked his head out of the Felix’s coat. Hardly a cat. He was the tiniest kitten, pure black save for a splash of white between his ears. 
 
    “Keep your eyes on the road, boss,” Felix called out in alarm as the car threatened to skid into the ditch. 
 
    “But he’s such a cute little thing,” I said as I switched my attention back to the road in front of us. 
 
    A high pitched voice from behind me said, “My name is Martin, madame, and I’m strong. I want to help Le Père Noël.” 
 
    Santa turned round to the back seat and tickled the little fellow under the chin. “Thank you.  I’m glad to have you on my side. You’re a brave cat. As for me, I’m apprehensive about meeting the High Council.” 
 
    Felix held the kitten up to the window to watch the countryside whizz past. To Santa Felix said, “They are scary, I grant you, but as long as you mind your P’s and Q’s, you’ll be all right.”
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    Exactly ten minutes later we drew up outside a darkened service station where only the brand sign shone down on the pumps. 
 
    Santa peered out at the oil smeared forecourt. “It can’t be here,” he said. “How could a portal to other worlds be in such a dingy place?” 
 
    Felix checked his phone and the GPS on the dashboard. “It’s here all right. Drive round the back, boss.” 
 
    The car bounced over the uneven surface bobbing the headlights up and down until we turned the rear corner and the tarmac evened out. The now steady beams of light picked up the dolmen set diagonally across the far rear corner of the property, up tight against the security fence. 
 
    Santa leaned forwards in his seat to get a better view. “It doesn’t look promising, Penzi. Quite insalubrious, in fact.” 
 
    Santa had a point. The staff had been using the dolmen as their smoking area. Cigarette ends and snack bar wrappers lay inches deep at the foot of the dolmen’s two upright stones. Someone had built a pyramid of beer cans on the topping stone.  
 
    I switched off the engine, leaving the headlights on to light the scene. “We don’t have the time to be fussy, sir. And would you mind taking the sack of magic ingredients? Felix has Martin to look after.” 
 
    Jimbo climbed out of the car after Santa, his eyes wide with excitement at staying up so late and finding himself in the middle of a magic adventure. I considered telling him to stay in the car, but couldn’t bring myself to spoil his fun. I hoped the High Council would forgive me for introducing another natural human being to witness their appearance in our world. They’d been angry about Felix the first time the two of us had met them. 
 
    “Jimbo?” I called back to him. “Please stay close to Santa and don’t speak whatever happens.” 
 
    “Oh I won’t,” he said and held onto Santa’s coat until we reached the dolmen. 
 
    Santa helped me place the bay leaves, the diamond and the silver cup on the top stone. Felix passed me Martin, took his flask out of his pocket and poured what was left of his precious Laphroaig into the cup. 
 
    “Ready everyone?” he asked. 
 
     Santa hoisted up his bulky red coat, planted his feet apart and hooked his thumbs into his belt. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Penzi and I will light the whisky and then walk three times round the dolmen in a clockwise direction. You might want to close your eyes on our third lap, sir.” 
 
    Santa screwed up his eyes, looked from Felix to the dolmen and back again. “How are you going to get round that thing? In case you haven’t noticed whoever put up the fence has left you no room. You won’t be able to get past the corners.” 
 
    True. The problem had flashed across my mind as we walked towards the dolmen, but in the muddle of preparation, it had disappeared. Now, I examined the fit of the dolmen against the property division. 
 
    Looking back at the others, I pointed to the way the top stone overhung the sides. “We’re lucky. We can squeeze through under the overhang at the side. So, are we good to go?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. I passed Martin to Santa who stowed the little fellow away in the voluminous folds of his coat and wrapped his spare arm round Jimbo’s shoulders. Felix warmed the sides of the silver cup with his lighter before tipping it over to light the surface of the whisky. The blue flame flickered and danced. 
 
    “Quick before it dies down,” he said, grabbing my hand and pulling me along after him under and around the first corner, round the back and under the second overhang to the front again. Three times we performed the circuit. As we finished the third, a loud crack sounded through the cold night air and a flash of eye-dazzling brightness illuminated the scene.  Santa jumped back and in the silence following the commotion I heard little Martin mew with fright. We all blinked to recover our sight and stared at the space in front of us. 
 
    But… it was still empty. There was no one there. Our summons had not been answered. 
 
    “Oh Felix. It’s too late,” I said. “They won’t come. It’s half past one in the morning. What are we going to do now?” 
 
    The anti-climax overwhelmed me. Seconds earlier I had anticipated a quick solution to Santa’s problem. Now we had nothing left to try. 
 
    Santa put his arms around me and gave me a bear hug, almost squashing poor little Martin who meowed in protest. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Penzi. You did your best.” 
 
    “But all those children are going to be so disappointed. And what’s more,” I said stamping my foot. “That nasty Snarl and its master have won. I hate that. I hate to see evil win over good.” A sob of anger broke free. “And we wasted a diamond. Makes me furious.” 
 
    Felix paused as he collected the silver cup to stow it away again. 
 
    “Boss, have you considered asking your mother for advice?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Jimbo. “You could ask Mum. She’s wiser than you think.” 
 
    Oh, not again. My relationship with my mother had not been an easy one since she reappeared in our lives after an absence of seven years during which it was left to me to bring up my two younger brothers. I bore a grudge against her for robbing me of my youth even though I knew she was desperate for us to be friends again. Nowadays, we coasted along living in the same house but without any depth of affection. 
 
    “Penzi,” said Felix again, pulling me out of Santa’s reassuring embrace. “Phone Gwinny… now! You have to put your childish hurt aside if you want the children of the world to have the Christmas they’re expecting tomorrow.” 
 
    “How’s she going to help?” 
 
    “She’s been a witch for longer than you. She may know something you don’t. After all, it was Gwinny who first put you in touch with the High Council.” 
 
    I wasted another half a minute thinking over what Felix had suggested. “What if she minds being woken up at this time of night?” 
 
    Felix’s reply was a snort of exasperation. “Boss, don’t disappoint me.” 
 
    Santa joined in saying, “It’s the season of goodwill to all men. That includes wayward mothers, Penzi.” 
 
    I had to try. I took out my phone, swiped it open and called my mother. Of course, I woke her up. It took me some time to explain the situation to her. It’s not every night a mother gets woken up by a daughter who’s trying to save Santa’s reindeer from an invisible monster. 
 
    “I get the picture, Penzi,” she said. “It’s an emergency of the utmost urgency. You have to call the High Council’s hotline.” 
 
    “What? They have a hotline?” 
 
    “Of course. This is the twenty-first century. If you call 000-000-HECATE, you’ll get through to their emergency answering service. There’s always someone on duty to ensure the fight goes on against the evil in the world.” She paused. “And Penzi?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “You are looking after Jimbo, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Of course, I am.” 
 
    I nearly said I’d done it well enough for seven years, but I bit my tongue. As Santa had said, it was the season of good will. 
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    The answering service put me straight through to the secretary of the High Council. It took me a few precious minutes to persuade her to report my call for help to the other members of the High Council. 
 
    “It’s Christmas night,” she said with a whine in her voice. 
 
    “You’ve hit the nail on the head,” I replied. “It’s now or never. We can’t have a Christmas Day with no presents for the children.” 
 
    “Very well,” she said. “We’ll be with you as soon as I can arrange it.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to know where I am?” 
 
    “No. I have your GPS co-ordinates.” 
 
    And with that she closed off the call. 
 
    “Well?” asked Santa, Felix and Jimbo together. 
 
    Before I had time to answer, a great whoosh of colored light closed in on us, blinding us for the second time that night. When our eyes settled down, we saw before us floating above the dolmen the seven witches of the High Council of the Guild of White Witches seated around their conference table. 
 
    “Who dares to call us out on this cold Christmas Eve?” asked the Head Witch in a disgruntled tone. “It had better be serious.” 
 
    Jimbo flinched against Santa’s side. 
 
    I took a step forward and looked up, making eye contact. “It’s Mpenzi Munro, your Ladyship.” 
 
    “What is it this time? Not more trouble with that meddlesome witch doctor?” 
 
    “No. This time the problem has worldwide implications, your Ladyship.” 
 
    I waved Santa forwards to stand beside me. The Head Witch did a double take as she gazed down at him. 
 
    “Is that Santa Claus?” 
 
    Santa bowed his head just a tad, enough to show respect but no more. “It is, your Ladyship.” 
 
    “From one supernatural to another, I bid you welcome, sir,” she said. “But I’m puzzled as to why you’re not circling the globe with your team of magic reindeer on this Christmas night.” 
 
    “Perhaps I could explain,” I began. 
 
    “Let the old gentleman speak for himself, Mpenzi.” 
 
    Santa bridled at the epithet of old. I took hold of his hand quickly and tugged it to warn him to mind his P’s and Q’s. 
 
    The secretary took a sheaf of papers out of her briefcase and passed a page out to each of the other six witches. 
 
    “I’ve consulted the latest intelligence reports and summarized the problem here, your Ladyship,” she said. 
 
    The Head Witch held up a finger. “Just a second Santa Claus, while we read these notes.” 
 
    Santa turned to me and shrugged. I shrugged back. We couldn’t risk hurrying them if we wanted them to help in time. 
 
    The furrows on the Head Witch’s forehead deepened as she read down the page. The other witches tutted and fussed with their cloaks. At last the Head Witch raised her head and looked down at us. 
 
    “This is truly an unprecedented problem, not only for tonight but for the power of good in the long term. We shall have to get to the bottom of who or what has let this monster — the Snarl you call it? — free on the world. And tonight of all nights. The perpetrator has to be the most evil spoilsport the world has ever known.” 
 
    Santa nodded. “He wants to destroy the joy and happiness of children all over the world on Christmas morning.” 
 
    Martin who’d stayed snuggled against Santa’s chest chose that moment to pop his little head out of Santa’s coat. The Head Witch spotted him and pointed down at him. He shrank back for a moment, but then stuck his head out again and mewed. 
 
    “That’s your natural?” the Head Witch asked. 
 
    Santa tried to push Martin back into his coat and said, “Yes, your Ladyship. He’s only a kitten and doesn’t know how to behave on solemn occasions like this.” 
 
    “Pass him up here,” she said, giving the secretary a nudge. 
 
    That meant climbing up onto the dolmen and handing the kitten up to the secretary of the High Council. Poor old Santa was much too portly to manage such an athletic feat, so it fell to Felix to take Martin from him and climb up onto the dolmen’s top stone. As the secretary accepted the little cat, the witches all began to ooh and coo. 
 
    “Cute little fella.” 
 
    “What a darling.” 
 
    “How I love black cats.” 
 
    And other remarks of the same ilk drifted down to us. 
 
    Martin lapped up the attention. He sashayed up and down their table purring his little head off. 
 
    That’s when Felix nearly upset the proceedings. He took a step towards the dolmen. “Ladies, please may I remind you how urgent this matter is? The clock is ticking away. Santa has only this one night to complete his task. We have to find a way to neutralize the Snarl so the reindeer will break their strike and return to work.” 
 
    The Head Witch jerked her head up and scowled down at Felix. “I’ve warned you before, young man, about speaking before you are spoken to. Don’t presume to tell me what to do. What you don’t know is that all the time my colleagues and I have been petting little Martin here, we’ve been consulting telepathically on the best way forward.” 
 
    Felix bowed low. “I beg your pardon, your Ladyship. Please take my temerity in speaking to you uninvited as a token of my deep commitment to helping Santa and his reindeer combat the evil of the Snarl.” 
 
    The Head Witch allowed the hint of a smile to reach her eyes. “Apology accepted.” 
 
    She looked round the table and each witch nodded in turn. 
 
    “We have made our decision,” she said. “Listen carefully for time is short. Come closer so I don’t have to shout and place your hands on the stone. Not the boy.” 
 
    So she had noticed Jimbo who was doing his best to hide behind Santa. 
 
    “Don’t be frightened, child,” the High Witch said to Jimbo. “We don’t bite. I’m sure your sister had a good reason for bringing you along with her. Stand there quietly while we get on with our magic business.”  
 
    “Shall we approach now, your Ladyship?” I asked. 
 
    “The quicker the better. You’re fighting the clock, aren’t you?” 
 
    I nodded and the three of us edged forwards. As we came up against the dolmen a surge of energy like pins and needles pulsed from the stone through my fingers and up my arms. Santa and Felix let out a small gasp at the same time, so I guessed the same thing had happened to them. 
 
    The Head Witch laughed. “Did you feel the magic power?” 
 
    We all said, “Yes, your Ladyship.” 
 
    “Good. Here’s what’s going to happen. You’ll return Santa to his reindeer,” and she smiled down at Santa. “We are not able to destroy the Snarl for you now. The fight against evil has to be fought if the fruits of the struggle are to be worth anything.” 
 
    Santa sagged against me. I gave him a sideways push, and he straightened up. 
 
    “Wait for it,” I whispered. 
 
    The Head Witch continued, “We have endowed Felix with magic powers to enable him to champion the safety of Santa and his team against this monster. Felix will have to fight, make no mistake about it, but it will now be an even fight. Felix is to shape shift into his leopard form and fly escort alongside the reindeer team. To keep him warm, when you pass over the colder countries, he will grow a snow leopard’s coat. You, Penzi, will ride the lead reindeer — Rudolf?” 
 
    Santa nodded. 
 
    “Penzi, your aura will keep you warm. Your part in all of this is to show the reindeers there is nothing to be afraid of. Do you understand all that?” 
 
    “Yes,” we three said in unison. 
 
    The Head Witch held out her hand to the secretary who passed her a box. 
 
    The Head Witch took out a jar of ointment and passed it down to Santa. “This is a magic unguent to smooth on the reindeers’ wounds.” 
 
    Santa thanked her. She drew out a bundle of ribbons and handed them down to me. 
 
    “Mpenzi Munro. Here is a medallion for you to tie round each reindeer’s neck. You must tell them it is magic and will ward off evil. That isn’t true, of course. If it was there would be no need to fight evil; everyone would simply wear a charm. However, you will find the placebo effect will take place, and they will become less fearful.” 
 
    She turned to Santa again. 
 
    “I leave it to you, sir, to make sure that they all get home safely when all this is over.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” said Santa with a beaming smile. 
 
    “Mpenzi Munro, I expect the full story of the night’s events from you along with your apprentice’s weekly email report.” 
 
    I curtsied and turned to leave, remembering Martin at the last moment. 
 
    The Head Witch smiled. “Here you are,” she said. “He’ll make a witch a good cat some day. Take care of him. Now, good luck with your venture. I expect our intelligence reports to mention happy smiles all round tomorrow.” 
 
    And with that the seven witches of the High Council vanished in a puff of smoke. 
 
    “Phew,” said Santa. “They’re scary ladies, but their hearts are in the right place. Do you think we can do everything they said, especially you, Felix?” 
 
    Felix held his hand across his heart. “I will do my best.” 
 
    “Forwards, everyone,” I said. “We have everything we need to make Christmas work.” 
 
    It wasn’t until we reached the car that I realized the headlights were no longer shining. 
 
    I halted mid stride as my stomach somersaulted. 
 
    “Oh no,” I cried as I opened my door and threw myself into the seat. I turned on the ignition. The engine didn’t respond. As I feared, the battery was flat. 
 
    I raised my hands in despair. 
 
    “Hey guys, it’s flat. What now?” 
 
    Poor old Santa who was half in and half out of the car, jumped all the way out again. “Nothing to it. Felix and I’ll push you.” 
 
    Felix handed Martin to Jimbo and joined Santa at the rear of the car. My car was a heavy old family station wagon. I glanced back as I put the car in gear. Santa’s face grew redder with every yard. I hoped the car would start before he had a heart attack. As soon as we picked up speed, I let in the clutch and the engine sputtered in the cold night air but held. 
 
    Felix and Santa piled into the car and we roared off back to the fish market hoping nothing untoward had happened while we’d been away.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Once again I drove up to the warehouse, stopping just short of the doors. 
 
    We hurried up to the man way, Felix carrying little Martin and Jimbo holding my hand. We stopped at the sight of giant scratches in the wood. The Snarl had raked the doors in its attempt to gain access. Chunks of wood lay on the ground where it had spat them out as it ripped at the doors with its teeth. 
 
    Misgiving clutched at my heart. Apart from concern for the reindeer and the cats, Sam was my brother. Only one way to find out. I knocked on the door and called out. The door creaked open and Sam stood there. In one piece. Thank goodness. The cats broke their enclave and clowdered around us. Even the reindeer took a few paces away from their refuge behind the sleigh. 
 
    “Well?” they all chorused. 
 
    “Sorted,” I said, while Santa gave the thumbs up. 
 
    With Santa and Felix interrupting me from time to time, I explained the plan to the reindeer, leaving out the bit about the medallions being only placebos. Sam and I tied them round the reindeers’ necks while Santa anointed their wounds with the magic unguent. We had one item left to explain: Felix’s role for the rest of the night. 
 
    “My friend Felix is a shape shifter,” I told them as they gathered round me and stared at me with their round anxious eyes. 
 
    “So?” said Rudolf. “We’ve met them before?” 
 
    “Not like this. You mustn’t be afraid. You realize we have to have something strong and fierce to combat the Snarl?” 
 
    They nodded their heads and their bells jingled. 
 
    “What is the fiercest animal you can think of?” I asked them. 
 
     “A lion… A polar bear…  A tiger,” came the answers. 
 
     “Two big cats and a bear. He’s not one of those. What about a spotted big cat?” 
 
    “Oh no,” said Dancer shrinking back behind the others. “He isn’t a leopard, is he?” 
 
    Felix stepped forwards and bowed. 
 
    “I’m afraid so. But tonight I’m here to use the power of my claws and fangs in your defense against the Snarl. I’m going to thwart its every move and kill it if I can.” 
 
    The reindeer looked at Santa for reassurance. He nodded. They turned to Donner, the leader of their team. 
 
    Donner winked at me. “I trust Mpenzi Munro,” he said. “She wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble just to let her friend eat us up.” 
 
    “I see why you’re their leader, Donner,” I said and stroked him. “Is everyone agreed? We really don’t have time to waste.” 
 
    A full carillon of bells met my question. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “While Santa and I harness you to the sleigh, Felix will shift into his leopard form. The High Council of the White Witches have given him the magic power for tonight to fly alongside your sleigh as a defensive escort.” 
 
    “What about me?” asked Sam. 
 
    “Your job is to pick up the presents and put them back in the sleigh. Jimbo will help. Then drive the car to the mayor’s house and wait for us to join you for dinner there. If anything happens to delay us, you’ll still be able to have Christmas dinner with Emmanuelle. Jimbo’s coming with us.” 
 
    “I am?” Jimbo asked as if he couldn’t believe his good luck. “In Santa’s sleigh?” 
 
    Santa pulled him into a hug. “Couldn’t do without you, young man.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    In no time Felix, the reindeer, the presents and Santa were ready. We said goodbye to Neptune and his tribe. Sam and I opened the main doors to make way for the sleigh and the reindeer. Felix padded out into the snow to guard the front of the warehouse. 
 
    Santa called out, “We’ll have to fly the sleigh out. The runners won’t slide on the rough concrete floor. I need you to warn me about the height clearance, Penzi.” 
 
    I hastened across to join Felix. He scanned away from the building while I looked towards the doors. Santa climbed into his sleigh and clicked his tongue. Rudolf rose into the air first, followed by the four pairs of reindeer in harness. Last to leave the floor was the heavy sleigh. Santa held his magic rig at the hover for a few seconds while he lined the sleigh up with the doors, then with a great whoosh it swept out into the open air with Santa’s head clearing the top of the doorway by an inch. 
 
    I climbed onto Felix’s back and he shrugged his leopard’s shoulders to boost me up onto Rudolf. We were ready for the next 180 degrees of Santa’s journey around the world. 
 
    “Ho, ho, ho!” cried Santa. 
 
    Off we soared up into the night sky until Sam was a tiny little figure way below us in the snow.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    For the rest of the night we flew up and down the degrees of longitude, landing on roofs of all shapes and sizes, visiting families, orphanages, hospitals and juvenile detention centers. Every time we returned to the Arctic Circle we filled up with presents in Lapland. Felix did his part fending off repeated assaults by the invisible Snarl as it swooped in from unexpected directions. Over Nova Scotia, we ran into a heavy sea fog and would have been in difficulty without Rudolf’s red nose to show us the way. 
 
    Santa had to drive his team hard to make up for the time we’d lost. With all the magic in the world we couldn’t slow the rotation of the Earth. By half past four in the morning we were flying northwards, returning from our last trip. The Snarl hadn’t attacked for several degrees of latitude now. We’d covered the stretch of the Pacific where the International Date Line zigzags round far flung islands and were approaching the most westerly offshoots of Alaska, thinking ourselves home safe when the unthinkable happened. 
 
    Felix had been flying along our left flank. He suddenly tucked in his legs, swung around until he was pointing south and performed a perfect victory roll with his long tail streaming out behind him. He flew behind the sleigh and executed another victory roll along our right flank. And that did it. 
 
      
 
    Felix 
 
      
 
    To this day, I don’t know what got into me. A mixture of self-congratulatory over confidence that our mission had ended successfully with all the presents delivered and relief that the Snarl had given up? 
 
    But, of course, it hadn’t. I still can’t work out whether it found my victory rolls provocative — a challenge it couldn’t refuse — or whether it was my widdershins flight around the sleigh that called down the evil again. Looking back, I should have realized how dangerous any anti-clockwise movement would be. Gwinny had warned us that all magic had to be performed clockwise, but I hadn’t wanted to fly across the front of the reindeer in case I startled them and made Rudolf throw Penzi. I paid dearly for my mistake. 
 
    The Snarl came out of nowhere, drenching me in its foul vapors. I tried to avoid it, but it dived on me with a great flapping of invisible wings and an earsplitting screech. It assailed me with its full arsenal: claws, tentacles, fangs, barbed tails, beaks; all of which I only sensed. I fought desperately knowing that if it won this battle, there would never be another Christmas for the children of the world, but I’d been caught unawares and was exhausted. 
 
    Some part of its fearful anatomy seized me by my scruff. I struggled to withstand the involuntary reflex built into all cats to curl up and submit to being carried, but my muscles wouldn’t respond and I hung slackly in its grasp. The monster soared higher and higher, spiraling upwards towards the clouds. The coastline appeared below me and as the Snarl flew ever higher, Mount Hesperus came into view. The air at nine thousand feet was breathable by me in my snow leopard form, but the situation was dire. I began to struggle against my cub like behavior. I wriggled and shrugged in an effort to dislodge the Snarl’s hold on me. To no avail. On the Snarl climbed. In the distance over to my right, the peak of Mount Denali, the highest mountain in the Alaska Range rose above us, its snowy slopes tinged pink as the Earth turned towards the sun. My breath was coming harsh and disjointed, my lungs straining for oxygen. Seventeen thousand feet is the natural habitat of snow leopards. Anything over that would kill me and leave the Snarl free to attack Santa’s sleigh. I had to do something. As a last resort I did what many prey animals do, I feigned death. I ceased fighting back and let myself go limp. I slowed my breathing down as much as I dared without passing out. 
 
    The Snarl let out a jubilant screech and dropped me. Down I plummeted, falling fast through many thousands of feet until I got my wits about me again. I splayed out my legs and my tail and summoned up my faith in the magic of the High Council of the Guild of White Witches. They had told me I could fly for this one night, so fly I did. My descent slowed as the magic began to work against the power of gravity. Below me growing larger by the second, Santa’s sleigh was flying round in slow circles, marking the spot where I’d disappeared. I spiraled down until I was alongside Penzi and Rudolf once more. 
 
    The reindeers gave me little grunts of welcome. Penzi let go of Rudolf’s reins to clap her hands. Santa called out, “Homeward bound. Ho, ho, ho!” and clicked his team onwards. 
 
    The Snarl’s plan to kill me by depriving me of oxygen had failed and it had flown off. A problem for another day, I said to myself as I gulped down the life-giving oxygen all around me. Santa turned his team to the east to set Penzi and me back down in Beaucoup-sur-Mer for our Christmas dinner with the mayor. All’s well that ends well, but I had reckoned without the evil power behind the Snarl. 
 
    The Snarl dive-bombed me as we were flying over the Atlantic. Although its attack was unexpected, I was familiar with its tactics by now. As I fought it, I twisted and squirmed this way and that doing anything to stop it taking hold of my scruff again. This time I launched the offensive. Waiting until I sensed it swooping about below me, I jumped down through the air landing on it with all the force of my four mighty paws. My long claws latched onto something, I know not what part of the beast, and I held on with all my strength. 
 
    Then I took a risk. I shut down my magic ability to fly. Down we fell, spiraling out of control as gravity took us down to the ocean. The Snarl strove to fight the force of the earth’s pull and gain height but my weight was too much for it. We plunged into the icy cold waves of the Northern Atlantic. Down we sank our combined weight and the force of our fall taking us through several fathoms. I’d taken a deep breath as we hit the water and I held it for my life’s sake.  As our dive tailed off, I slowly let my breath out to achieve neutral buoyancy and hung there deep in the sea until I felt the Snarl collapse in on itself. When I was sure there was no life left in it, I kicked sharply with my hind legs and rose up through the water. We, leopards, are strong swimmers. I paddled about until my lungs had recovered, then I summoned up the magic power to fly again and spiraled upwards matching the route of my descent. 
 
    “The Snarl is dead,” I shouted out as Santa’s sleigh came into view. 
 
    All the way back to France, the reindeer sang, “The Snarl is dead. Long live Felix.” 
 
    Santa insisted I join him and Jimbo. Penzi hadn’t come prepared with her broomstick, and so she couldn’t fly to the sleigh. She unharnessed Rudolf who carried her over to us and she climbed in. Rudolf flew alongside us all the way back to the mayor’s house.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Two things come to mind about that last leg of the journey. I asked Felix how he’d known what to do to kill the Snarl. 
 
    “I didn’t know. I guessed and took a risk. It was all to do with oxygen. The Snarl tried to fly me so high I’d die from oxygen starvation. It could breathe at those heights. That was its biological specialty. I thought it unlikely it had a second one. So I dragged it down under the sea.” 
 
    “So you were lucky that it worked?” 
 
    Felix answered with a chuckle. “Absolument, as the mayor would say. When you’re in a situation like that, anything you try is better than accepting death.” 
 
    The second thing was to do with a remark Santa had made before we started off on our delivery round. It had niggled me all night. He’d said he and his reindeer didn’t visit all children on Christmas Eve. When I’d asked him what he meant, he said he’d tell me later. So I asked him what he’d meant. 
 
    “I don’t mean the children who celebrate Christmas on other dates, such as Boxing Day or Twelfth Night for example. And I don’t mean children whose families don’t celebrate Christmas but celebrate other religious or seasonal holidays. I mean children who never receive gifts at all because they’re living in poverty or caught up in situations beyond their control. You must have noticed we didn’t visit all children tonight?” 
 
    “Yes, I did, but I suppose I’m conditioned to accept that some children miss out at Christmas.” 
 
    Santa frowned down at me. “Is that right?” 
 
    “Of course not. Anyway, why don’t you take presents to every child? You’re the one with the toy factories.” I said rather more sharply than I should have done. 
 
    “It’s simple economics. Parents with enough money buy shares in my toy factories. Their children receive presents as a dividend. If a child has no parents or his or her parents are too poor, I can’t deliver a present to them. There are many aid and charitable agencies who help to fill in the gap, but it’s nowhere near enough.” 
 
    We’d over flown many areas without stopping to make a delivery: refugee camps, war zones, inner cities and impoverished villages. What Santa said was true. Thousands of children would go without a present on Christmas morning. 
 
    “It’s an impossible situation, Santa. What can an ordinary person do about it?” 
 
    Santa smiled and looked at Felix. 
 
    “Felix?” 
 
    “We could teach our children to give as well as receive.” 
 
    “Good answer. What else can we do, Penzi?” 
 
    “The answer’s obvious: raise the standard of living in the world, but I don’t see how an ordinary person can do that.” 
 
    “As long as the ordinary person accepts that it needs to be done, one day I shall be delivering presents to every child. It’s that hope that gets me up in the morning. Now, you are not to get depressed about this. You have both worked hard tonight to make sure that many of the world’s children have presents tomorrow. That’s a great achievement.” 
 
    We didn’t speak for the rest of the journey and soon the coast of France lay before us. Santa homed in on the sleepy little town of Beaucoup-sur-Mer and guided his team gently down to the road in front of the mayor’s house. Felix and I said goodbye to the reindeer while Santa gave Jimbo a big hug. 
 
    We stood back as Santa called out, “Ho, ho, ho!” He clicked his tongue and the reindeers rose into the air and headed north for Lapland. We watched them till they were out of sight. 
 
    Felix sighed. “What a magical night. No one would believe it.” 
 
    I looked at the time. “One o’clock. Time to release the forget spell.” 
 
    I snapped my fingers and our time was once more in synch with the rest of the town of Beaucoup-sur-Mer. 
 
    Felix, Jimbo and I hurried up the drive to find Sam just arriving in our car. 
 
    “Merry Christmas,” he said, jumping out to join in a group hug. “Did all the children receive their presents?” 
 
    I nodded. “It was fun rescuing Santa, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Fun isn’t the word I’d use, boss,” said Felix. “It was touch and go for a moment there, you know.” 
 
    “Felix was awfully brave,” Jimbo said. “You should have seen him fighting the Snarl. That monster was the scariest thing in the world. I hope it’s really dead.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be so dreary, you two. It’s Christmas.” 
 
    The four of us linked arms and walked up to the front door to join the Bonhomie family for a French Christmas dinner. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    END OF BOOK FIVE 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 BOOK SIX 
 
    THE WITCH WHO FOILED THE PLOT 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Five months without a murder… and counting. Here we were in mid-March with the spring bursting out in our new garden. No sign of evil anywhere. Birds singing, trees burgeoning into leaf and bees busy with the first flowers.  Over the winter Beaucoup-sur-Mer had recovered from the spate of killings that had rocked our little French seaside town in the late summer and early autumn after our arrival in our new home at Les Dragons. 
 
    Our father’s will had laid down that we had to move from our then home in Notting Hill Gate in London, England, to his second home in France. It had been an unwelcome upheaval for all three of us: for my brother Jimbo, who was only nine and had to start school in France without being able to speak French, for my brother Sam, who at eighteen had wanted to go off and do his thing but now had to stay with the family and help us adapt our lives to living in France, and for me, a new barrister with my first portfolio of clients. The only members of the family who didn’t seem to mind the move were our two German shepherds, Zig and Zag. 
 
    Arriving in France, we had come upon our long lost mother Gwinny who had deserted us all seven years previously. Jimbo had been ecstatic; Sam and I less so, forgiveness being good for the soul but hard to come by. 
 
    Along the way, the three of us had gained a friend in Felix who’d been sent from the Middle Congo by my father, Sir Archibald Munro, to be my bodyguard. I needed one. The wicked witch doctor of the Wazini back in Africa was out to kill me in revenge against my father’s support of the government there, in their campaign to stamp out the murderous Leopardmen. 
 
    Thereby hangs a tale as they say. When delivered at our door in Beaucoup-sur-Mer, Felix was a handsome Savannah cat, but he was a shifter who could morph from cat to leopard to man in any order. He had taken me by surprise the first time I came upon his human form. But as he said, as a supernatural myself it was time I got used to such strange happenings. 
 
    After seven months I was coming to terms with finding out I was a white witch. At first I’d been rebellious, thinking all that magic stuff was nonsense. As a barrister with a mind trained to analyze facts and nuances of the law, it took me some time to come to an understanding that I had been called; that using magic in the fight of good against evil was my vocation in life. At first, it had been difficult for me. At twenty-five, I was a late starter and had a lot of catching up to do. Being dyslexic had only added to the difficulty of learning the spells I needed. My father had sent me my mother’s Book of Spells along with his will. Faced with such a vast amount of material to learn, I’d been advised by Felix to tackle the spells as and when they were needed. So far, the High Council of the Guild of White Witches, who monitored my progress, had been happy with that approach. I hadn’t needed to learn a new spell since our adventure at Christmastime when we’d given Santa a helping hand. However, with a performance review due any day from the High Council, I might have to up the pace of my studying. 
 
    All this was running through my mind as I sat in the kitchen with Felix having a mid-morning cup of tea and one of my favorite chocolate éclairs. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts,” said Felix. 
 
    “Shouldn’t it be a Euro or a centime?” I replied. 
 
    “Some things don’t translate. Go on. Tell me what’s giving you that far-away look.” 
 
    “I was thinking about how far we’ve come since our family moved over here to France. The money spent on the garden is beginning to pay off. Look out of the window as it comes alive with the onset of spring. Jimbo’s doing well at school and will soon speak a more colloquial French than either of us. Life is peaceful at last. That monsoon of evil that swept over Beaucoup-sur-Mer after our arrival here has blown itself out.” 
 
    “Sam’s not too happy and you, yourself, still have to find a means of earning a living.” 
 
    “Sam’s time will come. This year is giving him a chance to decide what he wants to do with his life. Although the gap year was forced on him by my father’s will, it has been good for Sam.” 
 
    “And you, boss? What are you going to do with yourself for the rest of your life?” 
 
    “I’ve been giving it a lot of thought recently. Should I stick with a life in the law, undertake the necessary study to qualify as an advocate in France? The whole philosophy of the law here is so different from the Anglo-Saxon model. I’m not sure I could get my head or my heart around it. Then there’s the antiques business.” 
 
    “How about private investigator?” asked Felix with a wink. 
 
    I rolled my eyes before I could stop myself. “That was forced on me, I didn’t choose it. I don’t want to spend my life peering into the worst aspects of people’s actions.” 
 
    “You can’t deny you sought and found justice for the victims.” 
 
    I sighed. Felix was right, but it was dirty work even so. 
 
    Felix put his hand over mine. “Don’t sweat it, Penzi. It will come to you. There’s no harm in taking a few months off after all the hard years of study you’ve put in while bringing up your two brothers.” 
 
    I turned my head to look at Gwinny who was standing at the sink peeling potatoes for lunch. I was sure I’d heard her sniffle. 
 
    “Gwinny,” I called out, “Felix wasn’t getting at you.” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at us and wiped her eyes with her spare hand. “Don’t you worry about me. It’s these onions.” 
 
    Felix and I exchanged a glance. My mother had been waiting for us in Beaucoup-sur-Mer when we’d arrived the previous summer. She’d been the one to renovate the house for us and since then she’d been living with us, much to Jimbo’s joy. Felix had rebuked me several times in the past for being so unforgiving towards her for the seven years she’d left me to care for my siblings. 
 
    She dropped the paring knife in the sink with a splash, pulled out the chair at the end of the table and sat down drying her hands on her apron. She put out a hand to cover mine and Felix’s. 
 
    “Penzi, take your time,” she said. “The universe will give you the answer when you’re ready. I wish I could take back the last seven years and start over, but I can’t.” 
 
    To my dismay I’d flinched before I could stop myself when she placed her hand on mine. I quickly covered our three hands with my other one and gave hers a squeeze, hoping she hadn’t noticed my reaction. My heart was still closed to her, but I didn’t want to cause her pain. My coldness was my problem, not hers. I had to work on forgiveness. 
 
    “Thanks Gwinny,” I said. “I hope you know how much we value your help now that you’re living with us.” 
 
    She gave me a faint smile, withdrew her hand and returned to the sink. 
 
    “Oh,” she said as she looked out of the window. “Martine’s here. Right on time for her morning coffee.” 
 
    Martine Courier was our postwoman and something of a family friend. She’d proved invaluable on many occasions with her knowledge of local gossip and personalities. In France, postmen have a duty to report if they consider anyone needs assistance. That makes them inquisitive by nature and a useful resource for a private investigator. 
 
    She rapped on the front door and bustled into the kitchen taking the seat vacated by Gwinny only a few moments before. It took her a few seconds to throw our mail down on the table and settle her large bulk into the chair. 
 
    Gwinny placed a cup of hot coffee before her and signaled to Felix to pass her the box of éclairs. 
 
    Martine wriggled to get comfortable, pulled down her tunic and reached for one saying, “I really shouldn’t but I can’t resist.” 
 
    She took a bite. “Good. Not as good as Tidot’s were, but not bad.” 
 
    On top of the usual Monday morning pile of publicity catalogs lay an A4 manila envelope, an official looking missive. I raised my eyebrows at Felix and he nodded back. Recent history had made me wary of such letters. I waited with impatience for Martine to push the mail towards me, but she carried on munching her éclair quite oblivious of my anxiety. The pastry demolished, she downed her cup of coffee in a couple of mouthfuls. At last she raised her eyes and caught mine. 
 
    She gave an embarrassed titter and pushed the pile towards me. “I’m sorry, Penzi. I’m such a gourmande. Forgive me.” 
 
    I was no closer to knowing what the envelope said. I could make out my name but that was all. I extracted the sheaf of publicity papers from the bottom and passed them to Gwinny. The letters, half a dozen or so, I handed to Felix to read noticing as I did so that there were two large manila envelopes, not one. 
 
    Felix picked up the two envelopes. “The first one’s for you, Penzi, but the other one’s addressed to me. Who could know I’m living here with you? The postmarks are French.” 
 
    “Well, open them then,” I said as I reached behind me for a knife with which to slit them open and passed it to him. 
 
    I waited with my stomach muscles tightening. Official letters never brought good news. Were the authorities checking up on Felix? He had no legal standing as far as I knew. He had immigrated into France as a cat, not a human being, and we had faked his application for a UK passport. 
 
    Felix pulled out the letter and scanned it quickly, the furrow between his eyes deepening as he read down the page. He flipped over to the second without looking up at me. It had to be bad. I dug my nails into my tightly wrapped palms. 
 
    He flicked the first page back over the second and stared down at the letter while he gathered his thoughts. 
 
    “What is it, Felix? You’re scaring me,” I asked him unable to keep the note of apprehension out of my voice. 
 
    At last, he glanced across at me. “It’s from the Ministry.” 
 
    “What do they want?” 
 
    “It’s about our last case.” 
 
    “Are we in trouble? Did we break a law?” 
 
    Felix relaxed enough to chuckle. “You know we did, but that’s not it. Let me check the one addressed to me before I tell you anything.” 
 
    Martine held her cup out to Gwinny for a refill. In my anxiety I’d forgotten she was still sitting there enjoying her usual break from her postal delivery routine. I wanted to warn Felix not to say anything in front of her. Pas devant les enfants came to mind, but that wouldn’t work because Martine was French, so I gave Felix a hefty kick under the table. 
 
    “Ouch!” he said rubbing his shin and glaring at me. “There’s no need for that. I’m taking my time because I want to be sure I understand all this legal French properly.” 
 
    Martine was reaching back to take her refill from Gwinny, so I risked a jerk of my head in her direction and put my finger to my mouth to say watch it. 
 
    Felix took the hint, rising to his feet and saying, “We need a dictionary for this. Let’s go into the study, Penzi.” 
 
    I pushed back my chair and made it to the kitchen door before Felix, tossing off a quick au’voir to Martine over my shoulder on the way out. 
 
    As soon as the study door was closed, I turned round to Felix and punched him on the arm. “Stop being such a rotter and tell me what the letters say. I’m getting more and more anxious.” 
 
    “Chill, boss. I want to be sure about this before I tell you what they say.” 
 
    I hurried across to my father’s chair and sat down. Felix pulled a French-English dictionary down from the bookshelf and spent a few minutes rifling through the pages, giving a slight grunt every time he found the word he wanted and scribbling it down above the typed French. 
 
    Satisfied at last that he understood the content of the letters, he put down his pen, shut the dictionary with a thump and shot me a beaming smile. 
 
    “You’ll never guess,” he said. 
 
    “Of course, I won’t. Tell me what they say. I can’t stand the suspense. Good news or bad?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be smiling if it was bad news, would I?” he said reaching across the desk for my hands and holding them tightly. 
 
    He stared deep into my eyes and said, “Mpenzi Munro, you are now officially a millionaire.” 
 
    “What?” I gasped. “What on earth are you talking about?” 
 
    “The letters are from the Ministry informing us of our share of the reward for solving the case of the oyster farmers. The four of us, Izzy, Garth, you and I, are granted over two million Euros each.” 
 
    I blinked and blinked again while the import of Felix’s news sank in. No more money problems. 
 
    “For real?” I whispered as the breath whooshed out of me. 
 
    Felix nodded. “Both of us. We’re set up for life.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it. I can make sure Sam and Jimbo get the education and training they want. I’ll be able to take care of Gwinny as she grows older… and help other people. It’s magic.” 
 
    I snatched my hands away and leapt to my feet. Throwing my arms in the air I did a victory dance whooping, “Yes, yes. Maaaaaagic.” 
 
    The door to the study opened and Gwinny stepped in with Martine peering over her shoulder. 
 
    “What’s going on in here? Are you all right?” she asked. 
 
    “Never better,” I answered not breaking off from my jig of happiness. 
 
    “Well?” she asked. 
 
    Felix put his finger to his lips. I didn’t need his warning. There was no way I wanted Martine to know about our exotic windfall. It would be all round the town and we’d be besieged by demands for financial help. And Gwinny shouldn’t know either. But what to say? I had to think of something. 
 
    I stopped prancing about. 
 
    “Izzy has managed to persuade her friend who works in the Louvre to come and appraise all those paintings in the brocante. He’s coming next month.” 
 
    “Your reaction seems a bit over the top, but I suppose it’s progress. It’s time you started earning some money,” Gwinny said as she left the room pushing Martine backwards into the hall. 
 
    “Phew!” said Felix stifling a laugh. “We nearly gave the game away there.” 
 
    I took my seat again. “We can’t let anyone know. We’ll never have a moment’s peace.” 
 
    “I agree with you there. But we have a more serious problem than keeping all this secret.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked him. 
 
    “What are we going to do with the rest of our lives if we don’t need to earn a living?” 
 
    As usual, Felix had put his finger right on the crux of the matter. What indeed?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Felix and I spent the rest of the morning brainstorming our future careers, our ideas growing more and more fantastic as lunchtime approached. Felix would train to be a trapeze artist saying he would be the only swinging leopard in the world.  I would run for parliament and become prime minister. We were both drunk with the idea of being millionaires and never having to worry about money again. When Gwinny knocked on the door to call us to eat, she found two adults worn out with laughing and joking. After lunch, Felix returned to the study to work on his portfolio of clients, who still required him to fulfill his current contracts whatever he might decide to do in the future. In working mode, Felix was an ethical hacker. I lay on my bed and listened to an audio book until it was time to meet Jimbo off his school bus at four o’clock. 
 
    On my way down the cobbled street with the seawall on my left I passed my neighbors’ houses all tricked out with tubs of daffodils and tulips, their bright yellow and red blooms giving new life to the drab gray stone of the buildings after the bleak winter. 
 
    Our friend Audrey lived next to the school bus stop at the end of the street in the flat above The Union Jack, a shop catering to the more eccentric needs of British ex-pats. I’d first come across Audrey shortly after we arrived in Beaucoup-sur-Mer. We’d crashed into each other on a roundabout. Audrey had been in a state of physical and emotional disarray. She was fleeing from her abusive husband with her two children, Simone and Wilfred. The sight of her had taken away my annoyance and anger. I’d taken her home with me and given her temporary shelter until we could find some way for her to act independently. When The Union Jack fell vacant, I’d arranged with the property owner for Audrey to take over the premises. Felix had helped her set herself up in business. Seven months down the line, the shop was the go-to destination for all Brits looking for their favorite treats. 
 
    As I reached the stop, she ran out and took hold of my arm. Her color was high and her breathing rapid. 
 
    “Can you spare me five minutes, Penzi?” she asked me. 
 
    “Of course. Whatever’s the matter?” 
 
    “I’ve received notice that the Tribunal is to hear my request for a restraining order against my husband at long last. Can you come in and go over it all with me after we collect the children?” 
 
    She thrust the document into my hands. I looked down at it blankly and turned it over and over. It was double-Dutch to me. She’d forgotten I couldn’t read well enough to cope with a document of that importance or complexity. 
 
    I passed it back to her. She mistook my action and her face fell. 
 
    “It won’t take you long, Penzi. Please help me. I’m not clever enough to deal with official documents.” 
 
    “You don’t give yourself enough credit,” I replied. “Anyway, that’s not it. I need Felix to read these papers to me. Why don’t you come up to our house now with the kids? Close the shop for a couple of hours. Felix and I will do all we can to help you, you know that.” 
 
    She threw her arms around me. “Oh, thank you, thank you. Would you meet Wilfred off the bus while I close up the shop?” 
 
    She handed Simone to me and dashed back into the shop. The bus pulled up. Jimbo and Wilfred tumbled down the steps with the other children, all shrieking and laughing, glad to be out of school for the day. 
 
    Audrey returned from locking up the shop with a file of papers in the crook of one arm and with her other hand holding onto Piffle’s lead. Piffle was Audrey’s cute little dachshund. She kissed Wilfred on both cheeks and handed Piffle off to him. She took Simone back from me, and we set off up the cobbled street to our house, Les Dragons. 
 
    Gwinny swept the children and Piffle into the kitchen with her. Audrey and I went into the study to find Felix deep in his work with his ear buds in. So engrossed was he in his work that he didn’t notice us until I tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Oh great,” he said jumping up with a beaming smile to greet Audrey and give her the bise on both cheeks. “I need a break. I’ve hit the law of diminishing returns, so I’m not progressing at all.” 
 
    I pulled up a chair for Audrey, and I sat in my father’s old armchair. 
 
    I held out my hand to Audrey for the documents and passed them to Felix. 
 
    “Audrey needs our help. She’s been called to the Tribunal and wants us to go over the documents with her.” 
 
    Felix scanned the print quickly and looked back up. “It’s not complicated. You have to present yourself to the Tribunal on Friday such-and-such a date and at such-and-such a time.” 
 
    Audrey took the paper back from Felix and returned it to her purse. 
 
    “I gathered that much. What should I take with me, Penzi?” 
 
    “We’ll compile a file together with your reasons for asking for the order, together with the doctor’s report from the day I found you and brought you home. Do you have any other evidence of assault?” 
 
    “No. I never reported him before. He always promised he would change, and I believed him until that last time.” 
 
    I reached out to reassure her with a pat of my hand. “I’m sure we have enough, please don’t worry.” 
 
    I turned to Felix and asked him to fetch us a pot of tea and some of Gwinny’s excellent cookies. 
 
    It didn’t take long for me to organize Audrey’s case with Felix’s help. We had time to play a game of catch in the garden with the children before dusk fell. 
 
    Gwinny had made an early supper for the three children. When Simone came into the kitchen in answer to Gwinny’s call, she made straight for Zig’s dog basket. Our two new kittens whom we’d named Slinky and Floss were curled up against Zig, who’d adopted them when we’d brought them home from the harbor during our last case. Before long Simone was curled up with them. I looked around for Piffle thinking he might be possessive of Simone but he was happy having boy time with Wilfred. 
 
    Gwinny tutted. “It’s time Zig had puppies of her own, Penzi.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking that. I’ll have to ask around to find a suitable mate for her. She’ll be coming on heat soon. Do you know of anyone, Audrey?” 
 
    Audrey shook her head. At that moment the phone rang in the hall. Jimbo dashed off to answer it. He came running back in with the phone. 
 
    “Penzi, it’s Monsieur Bonhomie on the line. He wants to speak to you.” 
 
    Monsieur Bonhomie was our mayor. Felix and I had an up-and-down relationship with him. We’d helped him by solving a series of murders the previous year, but he could be prickly if he thought he was being sidelined. 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll take it,” I said reaching for the phone. 
 
    “Bonsoir, Monsieur le Maire. It’s a bit late for you to be calling. Are you all right? No crisis?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’ve been trying to reach you all day on your cell phone. In desperation, I’m trying your land line.” 
 
    I apologized for having my phone off all day. Felix and I had been preoccupied with the news of our magnificent windfall. 
 
    “So, monsieur, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’d like you to come into my office. I have something important to discuss with you. Can you make it tomorrow?” 
 
    I glanced at Felix, “Tomorrow? The mayor’s office?” 
 
    Felix shook his head. He reminded me we’d planned to do some work in the brocante. 
 
    I returned to the mayor. “We can manage Wednesday, monsieur. Will that do?” 
 
    “Non, let’s make it Thursday. Ten o’clock. I look forward to it, young lady.” 
 
    I swished the call off. 
 
    “It’s shaping up for another busy week,” I said slotting my phone away in my pocket. 
 
    Audrey stood and thanked us for our help. She gathered up Simone, Wilfred and Piffle, and left. 
 
    Felix stretched his legs out and leaned back to unkink his spine after sitting at his laptop all afternoon. 
 
    “Peace at last,” he said. 
 
    Jimbo had been watching Audrey and her kids walk off down the road. He turned round and said, “I don’t think so. That dove is here again. It’s sitting on the sea wall looking at me.” 
 
    Felix and I scrambled to our feet and rushed over to see. Jimbo was right. It was the same dove. Even from that distance its note-carrier was obvious on its leg. It was hopping up and down and coo-cooing raucously, calling out for attention. 
 
    I hurried out of the front door, down the steps and across to the wall. 
 
    “Did you want me?” I asked him. 
 
    He bobbed his head and bent his beak down to tap a letter affixed to his leg. “It’s another invitation from the High Council, Ms Mpenzi.” 
 
    Felix snorted behind me. “Invitation? More like a summons.” 
 
    “That, too,” said the dove. “It never does to take anything the Chief Witch says lightly. She’s strict with us messengers, too.” 
 
    “Hold still,” said Felix to the dove. “I can’t get hold of the letter if you keep hopping up and down like that.” 
 
    The dove settled, looked at me and cooed, more melodiously this time. “I get excited when I see Mpenzi Munro. She’s clocked up so many wins against evil in such a short time. The witches on the High Council are running a sweepstake on the year’s most effective witch. My bet’s on Mpenzi here.” 
 
    I stroked the pretty mauve feathers on his chest and he puffed up with importance. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” I said, “but evil seems to have been scared off in Beaucoup-sur-Mer. I don’t anticipate having to face any more challenges. Last summer and autumn brought an uncharacteristic batch of murders. Our little town has recovered its customary tranquility. Everyone’s behaving again.” 
 
    Felix pried the latest missive from the High Council out of the tiny satchel strapped to the dove’s leg. “What now?” he said as he opened it up. 
 
    “Well?” I asked leaning over his shoulder and trying to read. 
 
    “You are summoned—” 
 
    “Invited,” interrupted the dove. 
 
    “Summoned,” Felix continued, “to the High Council of the Guild of White Witches for your mid-year assessment.” 
 
    I sighed as my spirits sank. “When?” I asked, conscious of the fact I hadn’t yet filled in my half yearly progress report and would have to give up precious family time to get it done, with Felix’s help, of course. 
 
    “Midnight on Friday.” 
 
    I sighed again. “That’s not much notice. We’ll be busy all week with the brocante. We’ll need a break by Saturday, but we’ll get back home in the early hours of the morning and will be too tired to enjoy the weekend. I wish they would consider how busy my life is before they demand my presence.” 
 
    The dove looked up from his preening. “I wouldn’t complain too much if I were you. You don’t want to be turned into a toad, do you?” 
 
    “Witches don’t do silly things like that nowadays,” I said, hoping my assessment of modern day witchcraft was correct. 
 
    The dove flapped his wings and launched himself off the wall. I swear he said, “Don’t count on it,” as he jumped into the air. 
 
    He flew out over the sea before turning inland again. Felix and I shrugged our shoulders at each other. 
 
    Felix took my arm. “As you said, boss, it’s going to be a busy week.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    We were late for our appointment with the mayor on the Thursday morning. We’d lost one of the new kittens, the little tortoiseshell one, the female called Floss. Felix and I had been planning on taking them both to the vet for their second round of inoculations after our trip to the mayor. In the end we had to cancel the appointment with the vet and rush off for fear of annoying Monsieur Bonhomie. We left a distraught Gwinny behind searching for the little mite. 
 
    It was another glorious day in early spring, the air fresh and crisp but with the sun shining down out of a clear blue sky. Not a cloud anywhere. I considered that a good omen as we took the steps up to the mairie and walked in the front door beneath the tricolore. The mayor’s secretary showed us straight in to Monsieur Bonhomie’s office and left to fetch us a tray of English tea and madeleines. 
 
    Monsieur Bonhomie pushed himself up from his chair which was a tight squeeze round his ever increasing girth. 
 
    “Ah, my friends,” he said as he held out his hand to shake mine and then Felix’s. “Good of you to come even if you are late.” 
 
    “Our apologies, Monsieur le Maire,” I said taking a seat on the opposite side of his enormous desk. “What can we do for you? You said it was nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Exactement. What have you been doing with yourselves over the past few weeks with no mysteries to solve, eh?” 
 
    “We’ve been settling into our new house and getting to know the townspeople and the surrounding countryside. Life was a little hectic last year as you know.” 
 
    He tapped the side of his nose with his index finger. “A little bird told me—” 
 
    The door opened and his secretary came in with a tea tray. He continued, “—Perfect weather for the time of the year.” 
 
    She placed the tray on the corner of his desk. As soon as the door closed behind her, the mayor said, “As I was saying, a little bird told me you will by now have received your just rewards for the work you did last year in solving the case of the murdered oyster farmers.” He tapped his nose again. “But the fewer people who know about that the better. My question is what are you going to do with yourselves for the rest of your lives. To be so rich—” 
 
    My dismay must have shown on my face for he went on, “No, no, Penzi, relax. I don’t know how much. Just that it was a lot. More than most people can dream of. And I will never give your secret away. But what are you going to do now? Will you stay here in Beaucoup-sur-Mer?” 
 
    As was our custom when we visited the mayor, I was busy pouring out the tea. I handed a cup to him while I considered my answer. In truth, I didn’t have one. Felix and I were still mulling over our options, but one thing was certain, we weren’t about to leave Beaucoup-sur-Mer. We’d only been there seven months or so. Jimbo had settled into his new school and was making friends. Sam’s friendship with the mayor’s daughter Emmanuelle hadn’t waned. They met every weekend when she came home from Bordeaux University. 
 
    “We haven’t made any plans yet, monsieur. However, we don’t want to leave your lovely town. Yes, it was a stressful beginning but life has quietened down now. My two brothers are happy here as is my mother. I’m considering qualifying as a French advocate but am still uncertain.” 
 
    Felix offered the mayor the plate of little sponge cakes and the naughty man took three. No wonder his bulk was greater every time we saw him. 
 
    “Merci, Felix. And what about you? You have any ideas for the future? Will you be staying on with Penzi and her family?” 
 
    “It’s my duty to guard Penzi. Her father Sir Archibald was my mentor and I owe him my life. The least I can do is fulfill his request to take care of his family. Not that I wouldn’t want to. The family has been welcoming to me. Penzi and I get on well most of the time.” 
 
    “Most of the time?” I asked. 
 
    Felix turned to me with a rueful smile. “You have to admit. You’re a bit of a handful when you go tearing off fighting evil and forgetting about your personal safety.” He turned back to the mayor. “For the time being, I’ll stay here and carry on with my business consultancy.” 
 
    “Very wise. It doesn’t pay to make important decisions in a hurry. I’m glad to hear you have no plans to leave our town. That being so, I have a proposition to put to you.” 
 
    I slotted my cup back onto its saucer and sat forward to show him I was paying attention. 
 
    The mayor took the last bite of his third madeleine and wiped his mouth on his ample handkerchief. He leaned his elbows on the desk and steepled his fingers in his customary power pose. 
 
    “Our little town has had a miserable few months. The murders that took place here last summer and autumn depressed our citizens and blighted our reputation as a top tourist spot with both French and foreign visitors. Our local Chamber of Commerce has asked me to do something to restore the town’s good name and arouse interest once more in our way of life.” 
 
    Felix uncrossed his legs and sat forward with his hands on his knees. “You’re planning a public relations exercise?” 
 
    “Something along those lines, yes.” 
 
    “Where do we come in?” 
 
    The mayor shifted his attention from Felix to me. 
 
    “Penzi, I thought you would be the perfect person for this job.” 
 
    “What job, monsieur? You haven’t explained.” 
 
    “True. You are a foreigner, one everyone likes, but still a foreigner.” 
 
    I sat back not sure whether to be offended or not. 
 
    “No, no,” the mayor said holding up his hand. “That is an advantage for us. You will see everything as a stranger with fresh eyes. You will know what to tell people to make them interested in our little town and its surroundings.” 
 
    “Monsieur, I’m happy taking care of my brothers. Also, we’re planning on opening up the brocante. That’ll keep us all busy. And Felix has his consultancy clients as he said.” 
 
    The mayor chuckled. “I can’t see that keeping your interest for long, Penzi. You need external stimulus, preferably of an intellectual kind.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind for me?” 
 
    “For you and for Beaucoup-sur-Mer. I would like you to write a series of articles about our town and our département.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, but the mayor stopped me. “Penzi, I’m aware of your reading and writing difficulties. Felix can help you with this and you have access to all the latest in modern technology: recording devices, speech-to-text and so on.” 
 
    My flight or fight mechanism was kicking in. I didn’t want to do this. I drew in several deep breaths while the mayor watched me anxiously. I was doing my best to avert a panic attack. 
 
    Felix leaned over and took my hand. “Calm down, Penzi. No one’s going to make you do something you don’t want to do. Why don’t you give the mayor the chance to explain before you close your mind to his proposition?” 
 
    I raised my head to find the mayor staring at me with concern, his eyes wide and his features frozen. He didn’t understand why I was reacting the way I was. For that matter, I didn’t either. Was it that I felt pushed beyond my capabilities? Was it that I felt I was under attack? 
 
    I gave Felix’s hand an answering squeeze before pulling mine away and straightening up in my chair. What had come over me I didn’t know. Maybe I’d grown used to the smooth way our lives had been progressing since our Christmas adventure, and I didn’t want anything to disturb the flow. But I owed it to the mayor to hear him out if only as a courtesy. 
 
    I ventured a weak smile. “Monsieur, forgive me. You took me by surprise. Please explain what you would like me to do then I can give you a rational response.” 
 
    “You are sure? Would you like another cup of tea first? I hadn’t expected my proposition to be distasteful to you?” 
 
    “Not distasteful… challenging and, possibly, threatening. Please explain.” 
 
    “The Chamber of Commerce is setting up a new website. They will be sending out newsletters, some of which will be printed in a monthly publication available at all information desks both here and on all the Channel ferries. What they need is content: articles about our way of life, our industries, our culture. Do you get the idea?” 
 
    “Aimed at encouraging tourism?” 
 
    “Exactement. You see why you came to mind?” 
 
    I nodded. The mayor had a point. 
 
    “You have an inquisitive nature. You are new enough to find wonder and interest in our way of life. And Felix fancies himself as a photographer, I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Both of us take photos,” Felix replied. “My area of expertise is underwater photography.” 
 
    The mayor laughed. “I hope we won’t be needing any more of that. Although an article on local wrecks would be interesting.” 
 
    Felix turned to me. “What do you think? It could be fun.” 
 
    True. But it would depend on the time I’d have to give to the project. 
 
    “How often would you want these articles, monsieur?” I asked the mayor. 
 
    A broad smile spread across the mayor’s face. “Aha, I have hooked you, no?” 
 
    “Not yet. How often? And do you have a few suggestions for the first articles to give me a head start?” 
 
    “We are thinking one a fortnight so that we can build up a portfolio before the summer season. And, yes, I do have a subject in mind for the first article. One I’m sure you will enjoy. I’d like you to write about our famous Cognac industry. Tell people about our vineyards and what makes them so special. Describe the distillation process. Give details of the guided tours that are available and so on. Could you manage that?” 
 
    Felix answered for me. “We’d love to do that. It would be interesting, boss, don’t you think?” he asked me taking my hand again to underline his enthusiasm for the project. 
 
    I’d had time to consider the mayor’s proposal while he and Felix had been talking. It went against my character to turn my back on new opportunities. I’d been panicked at first, my fear going right back to my childhood when few people understood my learning difficulties, especially my mother. As the mayor had said, I was intelligent, diligent even, and had all the tools I needed. I was beginning to feel ashamed of my earlier hasty refusal to accept the mayor’s proposal. And on a lighter note, we needed to top up our cognac supply. Our meetings with the High Council of the Guild of White Witches took a heavy toll. 
 
    “You are both right. I was being a silly scaredy cat. Felix and I have been looking for something to do with ourselves. This idea would give us something to concentrate on in the meantime. And it needn’t interfere with our preparations for the opening of the brocante if we schedule carefully. But I see a problem: we don’t have any contacts in the cognac industry.” 
 
    The mayor removed his arms from his desk and levered himself out of his chair to fetch some papers from a credenza standing under the window. He returned to place them on his desk. One was a large scale map of the region. The others were advertising pamphlets from a variety of distilleries. I leafed through them out of politeness, but would have to wait for Felix to go through them with me. 
 
    The mayor waited until I’d finished before selecting one of the unknown distilleries and passing it to Felix. 
 
    “That is the one you should visit. They are a small private family run business but their vineyards are in the most sought after terroir. The cognac vineyards are graded according to the quality of the grapes the land produces. The cognac from this vineyard is highly prized. Even better, this year it has made the final three for the award of the Médaille d’Or, the Gold Medal, which takes place this week. I know Hélène and Jean-Claude de Portemorency well. Hélène’s father was a friend of mine. Their château is hosting the ceremony this year. I’ve procured invitations for you. If you attend the prize-giving, it will give you a chance to meet them both and set up a later visit to get material for your article.” 
 
    “What day?” I asked. 
 
    “This Saturday… at 6 p.m. Cocktails and Cognac. What could be better?” 
 
    I shook my head with regret. “My little brother will be off school. He won’t like it if Felix and I disappear off on a jolly leaving him at home.” 
 
    The mayor stroked his mustache and thought for a moment. “Ah,” he said. “The de Portemorencys have twins about Jimbo’s age. Although Jimbo would not be able to attend the function, I’m sure Hélène would be happy for him to play with her children. Let me find out.” 
 
    He collected his phone from his desk and walked out into the corridor. Felix and I had a quick exchange about the mayor’s proposition. Felix urged me to accept saying it would broaden our social lives and give me something to soak up my spare time. I was asking him, “What spare time?” when the mayor returned smiling broadly. 
 
    “All settled. Hélène suggests you arrive early, at about five so that she and her husband can meet you and set a date for a proper visit to the distillery which is set on the banks of the River Charente.” 
 
    Felix murmured his approval and looked across at me to make the final decision. 
 
    I didn’t like being put on the spot like that and wasn’t sure I’d be able to make my articles enticing enough to boost the tourist industry, but I didn’t see how I could get out of it gracefully. 
 
    “Monsieur, we’ll meet the de Portemorencys and I’ll give it my best. However, if I’m not satisfied with the quality of my work… or you either, we’ll call it a day after the first article. Is that acceptable?” 
 
    The mayor winked at Felix. “We know our Penzi well enough to know she’s something of a perfectionist, don’t we?” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Felix replied. “She will give it her best, but I’m not happy about her spreading herself too thin.” 
 
    Now, that riled me. Who was Felix to decide what was too much for me? As I bridled and considered saying something sharp back, I caught him smirking. He’d known how to push me into taking on the job. I could never resist a challenge. Not that the visit to a beautiful château in the French countryside would be unpleasant. 
 
    The mayor rose to his feet and handed over the map and the tourist pamphlets, suggesting we should do some preliminary research on the internet before visiting the château. 
 
    I took the material from him and we said our goodbyes and left. 
 
    Neither of us spoke as we walked back to our car. Once I’d turned on the ignition Felix looked at me and said, “A new chapter in our lives here in Beaucoup-sur-Mer. Change is good, Penzi. Stops you getting stuck in your ways.” 
 
    I indicated and eased out into the traffic without replying. If this was to be such an exciting undertaking, why did I have a sensation of unease in the depths of my belly?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Felix and I spent all Friday working in the brocante. The decades’ worth of dust on the frames and the surface of the artwork transferred itself to us. By the end of the day we were grimy all over. Even though we’d worn gloves most of the time, greasy black dirt had embedded itself in every crease in our hands and under our nails. We hadn’t stopped for a break apart from a quick snack at lunchtime. I was dead on my feet and only too conscious of our summons to the High Council at midnight. And I hadn’t finished writing up my half-yearly report 
 
    As we left the brocante locking the door behind us, I mentioned this to Felix. 
 
    “Do it now it won’t take you long. You’re up to date as far as Christmas, aren’t you?” 
 
    I nodded. I’d filled in the forms after our encounter with Santa Claus, but I hadn’t done anything to improve my witchcraft since then. I hadn’t even used it. 
 
    “Felix, they aren’t going to be pleased with me. I haven’t made any progress since Christmas.” 
 
    “You’ve been spending quality time with the family. That’s important, too.” 
 
    “They won’t see it that way.” 
 
    Felix put his arm around me and shepherded me up the front steps. 
 
    “How about learning a new spell now, before we go to see them? You could add it to your report. You could backdate it.” 
 
    I stopped with my hand on the front doorknob. 
 
    “I suppose I could, but I’m tired out.” 
 
    Felix leaned across me and opened the door. 
 
    “You can do it. I’m here to help. If it means the High Council will leave you alone for a few months to get on with your natural life, it’d be worth the effort. Even supernaturals deserve some down time.” 
 
    I stepped into the hall and gave myself a shake. I’d have to find the mental energy and do as Felix suggested. 
 
    “Right. Showers first. I’ll ask Gwinny to bring us supper on a tray in the study. I’ll meet you there in half an hour with the Book of Spells.” 
 
    Felix set off up the stairs while I spoke to Gwinny. I was crossing the hall to the stairs when I realized I hadn’t a clue what spell I should learn. I ran up after Felix hoping to catch him up before he reached his bedroom. 
 
    “Felix,” I said grabbing hold of his shirt. “What spell should I learn? Would you give it some thought while you shower?” 
 
    He laughed back at me. “We’ll think of something. In fact, I seem to remember there was a spell we said we should learn sometime, but I can’t put my finger on it. See if you can remember?” 
 
    Felix was right. But what was it? 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    By the time I came downstairs, Felix was waiting for me in the study. He’d prepared the basket of magical goodies we had to take with us to the dolmen to summon the High Council of the Guild of White Witches: a sprig of bay leaves, the last of our supply of cognac, the silver goblet and a box of matches. All that was missing was the precious jewel. I was much too tired by that time to go and search for one in the brocante as I usually did. I dragged myself upstairs to my room again and rifled through my jewelry box searching for something with a gemstone, something I wouldn’t miss too badly if I sacrificed it at the dolmen. 
 
    I was torn between a small ruby and a chip of sapphire. The ruby was set in my gold baby bracelet which I hadn’t been able to wear since I turned five. The sapphire chip sat in a tiny silver ring my first boyfriend had given me when I was twelve, far too small even for my little finger. So I had to choose between the end of my early childhood and the first symbol of the onset of maturity. I took the ring. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When I returned to the study with my booty, Felix greeted me with his idea for a new spell. 
 
    “I’ve remembered what we wanted you to learn. It’s not a spell of grave importance, so I’m sure you’ll be able to learn it quickly.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “We’ve always wanted a spell to clear up litter. Put your Book of Spells down on the desk and turn to the index and I’ll see if I can find something suitable.” 
 
    Felix couldn’t touch the book and I couldn’t read it. We made a right pair. Our solution was for me to turn the pages and for Felix to find the required spell and teach it to me. So far, this had worked well for us both. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked him to give him warning to close his eyes against the bright flash which always accompanied my opening of the book. 
 
    The gems embedded in the antique leather cover encompassed all the colors of the rainbow. Whenever I lifted the cover, they fused into a flashing prism of blinding white. Experience had taught us to shield our eyes from this magical effect. 
 
    I flipped the pages over to the index and Felix leaned in closer to read the pages and give me instructions on whether to leaf forwards or backwards through the index. 
 
    “There’s nothing under litter,” he said. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Try tidy up, clear up… collect?” 
 
    I flipped the pages again until Felix said, “Whoa. There’s a spell for collecting stuff. You say collige plus whatever it is you want. Does that make sense?” 
 
    I trawled through my mind thinking back to the Latin I had to learn as a precursor to my law degree. Of course, collige was the imperative, the do-it form of the verb which went colligo, colligere, colligi, collectum. Bingo! 
 
    “That’s the one. Now we need the Latin for litter. Google it.” 
 
    Felix opened up his laptop and tapped away. 
 
    “Got it. The Latin for litter is lectica. So you would say collige lectica, I guess.” 
 
    “Collige lecticam,” I corrected him, adding an m to make it an object. 
 
    The words were hardly out of my mouth before there was a mighty crash and a Roman litter complete with drawn purple velvet curtains landed on the carpet beside my father’s desk. I stared open-mouthed at the Ancient World’s version of a people-carrier. 
 
    “Where the hell did that come from?” asked Felix as dumbfounded as I was. 
 
    The litter swayed from its impact with the floor. I grabbed hold of one of the canopy supports quickly to prevent it from tipping over and smashing everything on the desk. 
 
    Felix followed suit and between us we managed to set it firmly back on its legs. The door burst open and Gwinny came running in calling out, “What’s happened?” 
 
    She took one look at the still swaying imperial purple curtains and sat down on the floor with a bump. 
 
    “What have you done, Penzi?” she asked me. “There isn’t anyone inside that thing, is there?” 
 
    I hadn’t thought of that. Felix took a quick peek. 
 
    “No, it’s empty or should I say, unoccupied?” 
 
    “Thank goodness for that,” said my mother levering herself of the floor and straightening her clothes. She squeezed past the litter, pulled out a chair and sat down. As she did so, she noticed the Book of Spells lying open on the desk. She threw a wry glance my way. 
 
    “Oh no, Penzi. Not that. You screwed up a spell?” 
 
    I haven’t mentioned this before, but my mother was also a white witch, but one who’d given up practicing some years before. The book had been hers originally. 
 
    “Obviously, but I don’t know how,” I answered not pleased that Gwinny had a chance to find fault with me. 
 
    Felix clicked his fingers. “Got it,” he said. “That was the problem.” He clicked his fingers again and I realized what he meant. 
 
    He was right. I had forgotten to cross my fingers when I uttered the words of the spell. Saying collige lecticam without crossing my fingers had set the spell to working when I’d only meant to say its name. 
 
    So the spell had manifested itself, but that didn’t explain why we had a Roman litter sitting in our study when we’d wanted a spell to clear up garbage, as I said to Felix. 
 
    Gwinny laughed. “You made the classic dictionary mistake, Felix. You didn’t check back the other way, Latin to English, to make sure you had the correct word.” 
 
    Felix gave one of his harrumphs and tapped at his laptop again. He had the grace to grin when he got his answer. “You’re right, Gwinny. It says a lectica is a kind of litter or portable couch and is historical, from Roman antiquity.” 
 
    “What were you trying to find?” asked Gwinny. 
 
    I explained I was learning a new spell to add to my progress report; that we’d chosen an easy one–so we thought–to have litter tidied up by magic. 
 
    Gwinny laughed again, almost scoffing at our inexperience. “No one would think you were amongst the most intelligent people I’ve ever known. You have to be careful with magic, more precise. If you can’t find the right word in Latin, you have to try synonyms or similar concepts. Why don’t you try garbage or rubbish?” 
 
    “Okay,” said Felix resorting to Google once more. “Here we are: purgamentum.” 
 
    Gwinny stood up and leaned across Felix. “Yes, that’ll do. The examples given use it in the plural: purgamenta. Now, what does that make you think of? So much of English is based on Latin.” 
 
    Not to be outdone by my mother’s knowledge, I ventured, “Purging. Getting rid of unwanted stuff.” 
 
    “There you go,” she said walking back around the litter to the door. “Now, get the spell right this time.” 
 
    I caught hold of her arm. “But Gwinny, what are we going to do with this thing? Can we send it back to where it came from?” 
 
    For the third time she laughed at me. “Oh Penzi, Penzi. That’s way above your present novice level. We’ll have to find somewhere to put it. Maybe we can sell it as an antique in the brocante.” 
 
    Felix must have seen how irritated I was. “Let it go, Penzi,” he said. “Tomorrow we’ll put it on the veranda, but for now let’s test the spell.” 
 
    I picked up the waste bin and emptied the crumpled paper and other rubbish around the floor. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    Felix nodded. 
 
    I waved my arm to indicate the study area, concentrated hard and said, “Collige purgamenta!” 
 
    Everything we’d discarded earlier zoomed back into the bin. 
 
    Felix high-fived me and said, “Now, let’s get that report written. It’s getting late.” 
 
    Felix took the file out of the drawer, sat down at the desk and filled in the box for me. He passed it across for me to sign. 
 
    “Email or in person?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll give it to the Chief Witch in person tonight,” I said putting it in the basket with the other items we’d need later on.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    At half past eleven we went into the kitchen to collect Zag. The process of answering the summons of the High Council of the Guild of White Witches required the presence of a natural being. As Felix and I were both supernaturals, he a shifter and me a witch, we’d taken one of the dogs with us before. Both dogs were asleep, and the kittens were tucked up with Zig in her basket. Zig was yelping softly as she dreamed, but Zag opened an eye as we approached. 
 
    “Zag we need you. We have to visit the High Council of the Guild of White Witches tonight,” I whispered softly not wanting to wake the others up unnecessarily. 
 
    He opened the other eye and raised his head. “Does it have to be me?” 
 
    “But you always like to come with us.” 
 
    “Not tonight, Penzi, if you don’t mind. I have a splitting headache. Why don’t you take one of the new kittens? After all, cats and witches, they go together.” 
 
    Felix bent down by Zig’s basket and stroked the kittens. “Aren’t they too young, Zag? The High Council can be frightening. Zig hated going with us.” 
 
    I knelt down beside Felix. The larger kitten, the male who was called Slinky, a handsome ginger tabby sat up and rubbed my hand with his head. 
 
    “Felix, the witches were kind and gentle with the cat we took with us at Christmastime.” 
 
    I picked Slinky up and tickled him under his chin. He began to purr and knead my chest. “Slinky, we have a job for you to do tonight. Would you like to come with us to meet the High Council of the Guild of White Witches?” 
 
    He stiffened and made to jump out of my arms, but I restrained him just in time. 
 
    “Slinky, don’t be scared.” 
 
    “I heard what Felix said,” he mewed. 
 
    “But you also heard what I said: that the witches love cats… and we do need one of you to come along with us tonight. Time is running out. So is it a yes or a no?” 
 
    “They won’t shout at me? I hate it when you people start shouting. The fishermen down at the harbor were always shouting about the place.” 
 
    “They’ll probably spoil you with cuddles. I wouldn’t let anyone hurt you, not even the Chief Witch.” 
 
    “All right then,” Slinky said, relaxing into my arms again. 
 
    Felix disappeared to fetch the cat carrier from the hall cupboard. As soon as he returned, we wasted no time in stowing Slinky into it, picking up our basket of magic requisites and exiting the house. We’d already decided to go to the dolmen where we had first met the High Council, the one on top of a wooded hill out in the countryside. 
 
    We’d reached the outskirts of the town when the steering wheel turned to concrete in my hands, forcing me to wrench it round with all my force to keep the car straight on the road. And our speed dropped right down. 
 
    “Oh no,” I said as a whap-whap-whap reached me. “We’ve got a flat.” 
 
    “Pull over,” said Felix. 
 
    “Can’t we make it on three tires?” 
 
    “In a dire emergency. If you had a herd of angry rhinos chasing you, but not in normal circumstances. It’ll take me ten minutes to change the wheels.” 
 
    I’d pulled over and stopped while Felix was lecturing me. I switched off and jerked the handbrake on and banged my hands on the wheel in exasperation. 
 
    “Blast. We’re not going to make it in time. Goodness knows what the penalty will be. Last time the Chief Witch warned me punctuality was expected of every witch.” 
 
    Felix was already out of the car and calling back at me, “Penzi, stop moaning. Let’s get it done. Stuff happens in life. We can’t control every little thing.” 
 
    I hopped out and went round to help him. Having lived in Africa for so long where many of the roads are barely passable, Felix was handy when it came to changing wheels. Anyone watching would have taken him for a rally driver so fast did he get the job done. Minutes later we were on the rural road leading to the dolmen with Felix holding on tight as I edged the car over the speed limit. With no traffic on the roads at that time of night I judged the risk worth taking to avoid a scolding. 
 
    I skidded to a halt at five past midnight. We jumped out of the car. Felix snatched up Slinky and his carrier; I took the basket of magic ingredients. We scrambled up the hill in the moonless night as fast as we could, arriving out of breath and full of apprehension. Felix put the carrier down beneath the dolmen, clearing a space amid the usual empty beer cans and cigarette ends to do so. He had to soothe the trembling ball of fur poor little Slinky had become after the sudden stops in the car and the hurried ascent of the slope. I stood the silver chalice on top of the dolmen and filled it with cognac and laid the bay leaves and the ring with its precious stone down beside it. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    Felix lit the cognac and as the blue flames spun up into the dark night sky, we linked hands and paced three times clockwise around the dolmen, almost running; anything to make up for lost time. The expected blinding flash blasted through the clearing and bounced off the tree trunks. Thank goodness Felix had put Slinky under the dolmen to protect him from the light. 
 
    As it faded and darkness crept back, the High Council of the Guild of White Witches shimmered into appearance above us, the seven members seated around their council table. I held my breath and waited for the Chief Witch to blast me with her sharp tongue. 
 
    “So, Mpenzi Munro,” she said looking down her long nose at me, “you’ve deigned to answer the High Council’s summons at last. We discussed your lack of punctuality at our last meeting if I remember rightly.” 
 
    I didn’t reply, hoping that she would take my silence for an apology. 
 
    “Well, what have you to say for yourself?” she asked leaning further out to glower down at me. 
 
    “Your Ladyship, we had a puncture on the way here and had to stop and fix it. It cost us ten minutes. We’d have been early but for that.” 
 
    “A good witch always plans for contingencies, Mpenzi Munro. Make sure you see to it in future.” 
 
    “Yes, your Ladyship. Here’s my study record,” I said holding it up high so she could reach down for it. 
 
    “Huh!” she said taking hold of it and passing it to the secretary to read out loud. 
 
    Even to me, it didn’t sound impressive. I’d done little in the way of improving my magic skills since Christmas. I hadn’t been called upon to learn any new spells. Life had been simple with no challenges from the power of evil. 
 
    As if reading my mind the Chief Witch rebuked me. “Mpenzi Munro, it is not good enough for you to wait until circumstances force you to increase your repertoire of spells. You should be studying the Book of Spells every day so as to be ready when called upon.” 
 
    I gave Felix a quick nudge with my elbow. He was the one who’d said I should learn magic as and when it was needed. He nudged me back. The Chief Witch was waiting for my reply. 
 
    “Your Ladyship, I did learn the spell for clearing up litter without its use being necessary.” 
 
    She snorted as she checked the date of my entry in the record. “Today. You learned it today. Seems a bit fishy.” 
 
    “Yes, your Ladyship. I’ll try to do better. Honestly, I needed to concentrate on my family and on organizing our new home. What with all the murders and such, we hadn’t had time to settle in properly.” 
 
    “Excuses, excuses. I expect better from the daughter of Sir Archibald Munro.” 
 
    She surveyed the ground around the dolmen. 
 
    “Filthy litterers,” she said. “What are people coming to? Perhaps you’d show me your new spell.” 
 
    I reached sideways for Felix’s hand. The spell was so new I wasn’t sure I’d be able to remember it. I crossed my fingers against accidents and muttered it under by breath to him. He squeezed my hand and whispered, “Go for it.” 
 
    The High Council had never asked me to cast a spell in front of them before. I had to make up for my meager study record for the past few months. I inhaled deeply three times to still the panic that threatened to turn me into a quivering jelly. 
 
    “We’re waiting,” the Chief Witch called down to me. 
 
    Here we go. I uncrossed my fingers and shouted out, “Collige purgamenta!” 
 
    A whirlwind blew into the clearing, swept up the cans, empty packets and other more unsavory items, and shot them into the empty litter bin at the end of the dolmen. 
 
    “That’s better,” said the Chief Witch. “And a good, clean spell. Well done, Mpenzi Munro.” 
 
    I bowed my head and Slinky meowed. 
 
    “Did I hear a cat?” she asked peering down at the dolmen. 
 
    Slinky poked his head out of the carrier. 
 
    “Oh, what a cute little kitty. Pass him up to me please.” 
 
    Felix took Slinky out and raised him up into the air until the secretary could reach down and take him. I expected Slinky to be frightened, but the little traitor was purring his head off. The witches passed him along from one to the other and back again, each witch making a fuss of him. 
 
    The Chief Witch broke up the love fest. “That’s enough, ladies. I have unfinished business with Mpenzi.” 
 
    Felix received Slinky from the secretary and put him back in the carrier. 
 
    What did the Chief Witch want with me now? 
 
    “What’s this I hear about you ordering a day bed for your own use?” she asked. 
 
    That took my breath away. What was she talking about? 
 
    “You know you are forbidden to benefit personally from your magic. Where would we be if white witches all over the world ordered what they wanted from the powers of good? Think of the corruption.” 
 
    Oh, she meant the Roman litter. Now I had to confess to making a bad mistake. I hadn’t realized the High Council tracked everything I did. 
 
    “Not everything, Mpenzi Munro,” she said. “Just the magic you use. You are a novice under our tutelage.” 
 
    “Your Ladyship, it was an error. I meant to learn the spell for getting rid of litter and used the wrong Latin word. I didn’t know how to send it back.” 
 
    The Chief Witch rolled her eyes at me and the other six witches tittered. 
 
    “Very well, we’ll let it go this time, but you must be more careful in future. You could wreak havoc even at your lowly level. Have you learnt your lesson?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Good. I expect to see more dedication from you in the next six months. We, white witches can never let our guard down. The forces of evil are out there waiting for us to weaken. Have you been keeping up with the renewal of your defensive aura against the Witch doctor of the Wazini?” 
 
    “Yes, your Ladyship.” 
 
    “You must maintain it because that is a situation we have been unable to resolve as yet.” 
 
    I nodded again. 
 
    “Ladies,” she said and in the blink of an eye they all faded away. 
 
    “Phew,” said Felix. “Glad that’s over.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    I started awake on Saturday morning with the thought that I had nothing suitable to wear for the medal award ceremony at the Château de Portemorency. When Felix came in with my tea, I told him about my misgivings. 
 
    “French women are so chic, Felix. I’ll be an onion in a rose patch.” 
 
    Felix roared his head off. “That’s great. You should see your face. You actually look like an onion with the miserable look you’ve got on your face. It’s enough to make anyone cry.” 
 
    A gentle knock rapped on the door. Jimbo bounced in and jumped on my bed. “What’s all the fun about?” 
 
    Felix stopped laughing long enough to say, “Penzi’s worried she’s going to stick out like an onion at the do tonight.” 
 
    A puzzled look crossed Jimbo’s face. “Why? She doesn’t smell bad.” 
 
    “Oh not that, you silly,” I said in exasperation. “You guys never understand about clothes and how important they are. I don’t have anything to wear.” 
 
    Jimbo looked more mystified than ever. “Can’t you buy something?” 
 
    Felix cocked an eyebrow at me. “Good idea. Can’t you? Maybe Gwinny would go with you and help you choose something.” 
 
    I sighed. “As if she could help. Have you seen the clothes she wears? She still dresses as if she’s living in that Druid commune up in Brittany. She’s not the fashion savvy woman who was my mother when I was a teenager.” 
 
    Felix sat down on my bed across from Jimbo and took a few mouthfuls of his tea. 
 
    “What about Izzy?” he said. “Now, there’s a woman who knows how to dress.” 
 
    Don’t think for a moment I hadn’t noticed Felix eyeing Izzy up and down whenever we met her because I had. It had never bothered me because all men do, and Felix had a point. 
 
    “Okay, Izzy it is… if she has the time today.” 
 
    I picked up my phone and called her. She answered immediately and said she’d love to accompany me, said she knew a cute little boutique down one of the side streets in Beaucoup-sur-Mer. 
 
    “I thought I’d have to go to Bordeaux,” I said, “and then I’d be too tired for the ceremony.” 
 
    “Ceremony?” she asked. “What ceremony?” 
 
    “The awards for the best cognac at the Château de Portemorency.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m going to that… and I have a surprise for you.” 
 
    “What sort of surprise?” 
 
    “You’ll have to wait and see. I’ll meet you on the Esplanade in an hour. Okay?” 
 
    I agreed and thanked her. She was a truly good friend to give up her time on the morning of an important party when she could have been preparing herself. As a movie star and an A-lister at that, she had to make sure she always looked her best for fear of the paparazzi printing unflattering photos. 
 
    “All settled?” asked Felix taking my empty mug off me and getting to his feet. 
 
    I nodded. “Thanks both of you for nudging me and blowing away my worries.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re here for, isn’t it, Jimbo?” Felix said guiding Jimbo towards the door. 
 
    Jimbo turned back. “Penzi, will these children like me?” 
 
    “Of course, they will. You’re special.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We set off at four thirty for the fifty mile journey to the château, our route taking us through a panorama of vineyards stretching far away to the vanishing point on the horizon. Tendrils of brightest green waved above the gnarled stems of the vines. Spring had worked its magic and set the vines alive once more. We passed through Cognac, crossed over the River Charente and edged into the countryside on the other side of the river. Ahead of us rose the two ancient towers guarding the gateway into the château. Felix had read on the internet that these were all that remained of the old castle dating back to the ninth century. The château that appeared before us as we drove through the gate had been built on the ruins of the original castle and was relatively new for a French château, dating only from the mid 1880’s, but its style was from the period of Napoleon with a mansard roof and windows, and doorways lined with pillars and capped with pediments. We rolled on slowly through the crisply tailored lawns and flower beds to the empty parking area surrounding a vast stone fountain in the shape of an angel. 
 
    I parked our old runabout and hoped it wouldn’t feel too out of place when the limousines and expensive sports cars arrived at six. With our new-found wealth, we had to buy a new car, but hadn’t had time yet. Felix collected up his pocket sized digital camera and shot off a few snaps of the front of the house. I warned him to put it away and wait for our official visit for serious photo taking. We didn’t want our hosts to consider us intrusive. 
 
    We rang the doorbell at the side of the double height front doors. A middle-aged woman of short stature and with graying hair answered. She was about to speak to us when there was a loud rumble on the gravel behind us and two television trucks drew up. 
 
    “Merde,” she said to herself, and almost pushing us aside she ran down the steps to accost the driver climbing out of the first truck. 
 
    “You can’t park here,” she shouted. 
 
    “We were told Monsieur de Portemorency would be here to meet us and direct us,” the driver answered looking put out at such a hostile reception. 
 
    “Well, he’s met with an accident so you’ll have to do as I say,” she said standing with her arms akimbo to block access to the front door. 
 
    “Accident? That’s not a good beginning,” I whispered to Felix who shrugged his lack of knowledge. “Perhaps we should leave?” 
 
    “Wait, give the woman a chance to explain,” he replied. 
 
    Meanwhile the woman had been giving the driver directions. He climbed back into his truck, slammed the door muttering under his breath, and drove out of the courtyard and around the side of the château followed by his colleague. 
 
    The woman washed her hands of them and slapped her hands on her thighs before turning back to us. “What a day,” she said mounting the steps back up to the front door. Scanning our formal attire she asked, “You are guests for the awards? I’m Madame Brune, the housekeeper, and I apologize for the greeting I gave you, but it has been a disaster today.” 
 
    I nodded. “Mpenzi Munro and my friend, Felix Munro.” 
 
    “But you are early.” 
 
    “We have an appointment with Madame de Portemorency for five.” 
 
    She tutted and shook her head. “No one tells me anything and here I am rushing around trying to help sort things out. I’ll take you through to Madame now, but she may not be able to give you more than five minutes.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” I asked as I shepherded Jimbo through the door before me. 
 
    She led us down a long hall, her stout legs making short work of the black and white marble slabs. A vaulted ceiling rose high above us making my formal high heels echo as I tried to keep my balance on the slippery floor. 
 
    When she didn’t answer, Felix asked her again. 
 
    She paused for a moment waiting for us to catch up. “The atmosphere in the house has been horrible for the last few weeks. Monsieur and Madame have been arguing which is something they never do. I’m worn out with the tension because I don’t know what’s wrong. And now Monsieur’s had an accident. You’ll see soon enough. Everything’s chaotic, and the ceremony is due to start in less than an hour.” 
 
    She set off again. We followed until we arrived at a double door at the far end of the hall. She stopped and said, “I realize I’ve been indiscreet. It’s because I’m anxious. Please don’t mention what I’ve said to anyone.” 
 
    She pushed it open and announced us. No one looked up and no wonder. 
 
    A tall slim woman with long blond hair was kneeling beside a man lying on the rug. He turned his head at our approach, his face blanched of all color and his expression bleak. A pool of blood was soaking into the rug but the woman’s position hid the cause from our view. 
 
    Felix rushed forwards. “Can I help? I have some training in emergency field medicine.” 
 
    The woman stood up and glanced from Felix to me. “You’re the Munros?” she asked holding out her hand to Felix before realizing it was covered in blood and wiping it on her skirt. 
 
    Felix gave her a polite smile and squatted down to take at look at the man’s wound. “Your husband?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, this is Jean-Claude. Silly man thought he could do the gardener’s work and now look what’s happened?” 
 
    I stepped closer. De Portemorency had a deep slash right across the front of his right ankle. Someone had fastened a makeshift tourniquet around his thigh. Just as well, I thought, but Felix asked for a belt and made a tourniquet around the shin and calf a couple of inches above the wound and released the higher one. 
 
    “We need to apply pressure,” he said and suited his actions to his words by feeling carefully around de Portemorency’s knee and pressing firmly upwards on what I guessed was the vein running behind the knee and down the leg. 
 
    Satisfied that he could do no more Felix asked, “Have you called the emergency services?” 
 
    Hélène replied, “Of course, they should be here any minute. Jean-Claude’s lost of lot of blood as you can see and there’s more outside on the front lawn.” She pointed out of the window at the back of the building where an overturned ride-on lawn mower stood. 
 
    The housekeeper cast around her for something useful to do. She picked up a cushion and made to put it under de Portemorency’s foot. “We should raise it,” she said. 
 
    Felix knocked the cushion away with his spare hand. “No, we mustn’t move his leg.” 
 
    “They’re here,” said Hélène with a sigh of relief at the sound of the eee-ore of the French Samu siren in the distance, the Service d'Aide Médicale Urgente. She ran out into the hall to meet the paramedics. 
 
    I knelt down and took Jean-Claude’s hand. “Hang in there. There’s help on the way.” 
 
    “What happened?” Felix asked the housekeeper who was still hovering about not knowing what she could do to help. 
 
    “The gardener didn’t turn up for work today. Monsieur waited until the last minute and then decided he would have to mow the lawn there at the back if the château was to look at its best for the ceremony. We told him to leave it, an inch here or there wasn’t going to matter, but he insisted.” 
 
    Jean-Claude muttered, “I thought it’d be easy.” 
 
    The housekeeper looked out at the garden. “You see that grassy slope?” 
 
    We nodded. 
 
    “We don’t know what happened, but the mower slipped on the wet grass and overbalanced. It fell on top of him. The blade sliced through his ankle. Any deeper and it would have cut his foot right off.” 
 
    “But it has severed his artery,” Felix said. 
 
    There was a bustle behind us and the paramedics came in. We moved aside to give them room. Within minutes they had done their best to stop the bleeding and were wheeling Jean-Claude out to their waiting vehicle saying there wasn’t a moment to lose. Felix gave Hélène his arm and supported her out to say goodbye to her husband. She wanted to go with him to the hospital but he insisted she stay and host the award ceremony. 
 
    “Chérie, we’ve worked so hard to be in the top three. You must stay. They’ll take good care of me. Now, hurry and change. You’re covered in my blood.” 
 
    Hélène kissed him and allowed herself to be drawn aside by Felix as the doors to the ambulance were closed. As her husband was driven away, the ambulance passed the first of the limousines arriving with attendees of the ceremony which was due to start at any minute. 
 
    I whispered to Felix, he handed me his silver hip flask. I left him to help the housekeeper with the TV crews and the guests and accompanied Hélène upstairs thinking she needed some moral support and possibly a hand changing her dress. When we entered her bedroom, two pretty spotted cats leapt off her bed and ran to hide behind the curtains. Hélène collapsed onto the bed and put her head in her hands. Any minute now she was going to start crying and that wouldn’t do. I poured out a capful of Laphroaig and coaxed her to swallow it. 
 
    “Come now, you’ve had a shock. This will help.” 
 
    She held my hands with hers and tipped the cap up taking a sip. She spluttered and spat it out. 
 
    “Try again,” I said refusing to take my hand away. She gazed up at me with tears gathering in her eyes. “Drink,” I said. “Jean-Claude is depending on you to do the right thing and uphold the family honor.” 
 
    She smiled at that. “That’s a very English way of looking at things,” she said, but she did drink the whisky down. 
 
    I rubbed her hands and waited for the spirits to take effect. The color crept back into her cheeks and she gave me another faint smile. “Thank you. You’re kind.” 
 
    “Here, let me help you,” I said easing her to her feet and turning her round so I could unzip her frock. 
 
    While she flicked the hangers along in her wardrobe, I took her discarded frock into the bathroom and put it to soak in the basin which I filled with cold water to prevent the blood from staining. 
 
    She came into the bathroom behind me. “Oh, please don’t bother,” she said. “I’m never going to wear that again. Such a horrible memory.” She burst into tears and sat down on the bathroom chair. 
 
    I snatched up a facecloth and wet it. I gently pulled down her hands and held the cold cloth to her eyes. 
 
    “Save the tears, Hélène. Your guests are arriving.” 
 
    “I can’t go down there. Everything will be in a muddle without Jean-Claude. He’s the cognac specialist. I’m just the business side of things.” 
 
    “Nonsense. Felix will have made sure by now that the organizers of the ceremony know what’s happened. All you have to do is turn up. Now dry your eyes and let’s get you dressed again.” 
 
    Ten minutes later Hélène was ready to return to the ceremony downstairs, a little swollen about the eyes but with a determined smile on her face. I gestured towards the door. 
 
    “No wait,” she said turning back. “I have to find my cats and reassure them. We scared them when we came in.” 
 
    “They’re behind the curtain over there,” I said pointing to where a cat’s tail was on view. 
 
    Hélène crouched down and whispered to the nervous felines. While I kept a close eye on the time, she coaxed them out of their hiding place and encouraged them to jump up onto the bed again. 
 
    “Hélène,” I called to her. “We must go.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, “but I couldn’t leave my precious Asheras trembling with fright. They’re so valuable, we don’t allow them out of the house.” 
 
    She followed me to the door. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” she said as we stepped out of the room and began our descent of the long staircase. 
 
    “See, you didn’t need to worry,” I said when we reached the bottom. 
 
    The guests were taking their places in the magnificent Empire reception room at the front of the house. Felix spotted us and brought the organizer over to greet Hélène. He expressed his dismay at the accident and at Jean-Claude’s absence. 
 
    “Let me fetch you a drink,” said Felix signaling one of the waiters over and taking a brandy cocktail off the tray. He handed it to Hélène saying, “Get that down you. It’ll put hairs on your chest.” 
 
    “What?” she asked staring at him aghast. Then she laughed. “Oh, that’s some English joke, no?” 
 
    “There you are,” said Felix. “That did the trick.” 
 
    “You people are as kind as Monsieur Bonhomie said you’d be. Now I must circulate.” 
 
    And circulate she did. 
 
    Felix and I walked about the room speaking when spoken to, but we didn’t know anyone there. The general topic of conversation was the sharp frost that had zapped the vineyards a couple of days before and debate as to whether it had damaged the new growth badly enough to affect the year’s harvest. Perhaps that accounted for the tension in the household. I was glad when the signal was given for the ceremony to begin and people made their way to the velvet chairs arranged at the end of the room. As the crush sorted itself out, Izzy appeared with a handsome man in tow, followed by the ever present Garth, her ex-Special Boat Service bodyguard. She gave me a brief wave and found seats a few rows behind ours.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Several members of the Bureau National de Cognac, the BNC, gave speeches about the history and culture surrounding the production of cognac; the previous year’s harvest; and the development of export markets, the largest of which is the USA. Hélène was sitting in the front row. She kept her back straight throughout the long and somewhat boring proceedings, well, boring to me because the French was so fast and so idiomatic I found it difficult to follow what was being said. Hélène appeared to be bearing up to the challenge of hostess of the prestigious ceremony. At last the speeches were over and the chairman of the BNC introduced the Minister for Agriculture and Food who was there to award the medals. 
 
    A hush fell over the audience of cognac producers and aficionados. As is customary the chairman read out the winner of the brass medal, followed by the silver. He paused for dramatic effect before reading out the winner of the coveted gold medal. The audience leaned forward as one and held their breath. 
 
    In a ringing voice he called out, “The winner of the Médaille d’Or for last year is…” 
 
    No one heard who the winner was except those standing beside him. The microphone had died and all the lights had flickered off plunging the room into darkness. What a time to have a power cut. All was consternation and muddle. Felix and I stood up quickly and pushed along our row of seats to the side. Way up in front of us, Hélène was sitting with her head in her hands and rocking from side to side. 
 
    “Hurry Felix, push up to the front. Hélène can’t cope. All these dignitaries and competitors here and the power’s gone off. She’s had enough to deal with today without this.” 
 
    Felix pushed and shoved up to the front row towing me along in his wake. There he crouched down in front of Hélène. 
 
    “Where’s the fusebox, Hélène? Is it in the kitchen as usual?” 
 
    She looked up at him as if he was a messenger of the gods. “You’re going to sort it out?” 
 
    Felix nodded and said, “Of course. That’s if it’s not a general power cut.” 
 
    She laid a hand on his arm thanking him for being so kind. 
 
    “Can’t have a ceremony like this collapsing for want of a few kilojoules, can we now?” he said joshing her and bringing a faint smile to her face. 
 
    As Felix dove through the crowd to the door out into the hallway, I told the Chairman of the BNC that everything was under control and we’d have the problem fixed in a jiffy. I hurried out of the room after Felix. The Chairman had climbed onto a chair and was asking everyone to sit down and wait quietly while the power was switched on again. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The catering staff were milling around in the kitchen when I reached Felix, who was standing in front of the fusebox with an anxious Madame Brune peering over his shoulder and clucking away at him in French. 
 
    “Ah, Penzi,” he said as he caught sight of me. “What do we know about French fuseboxes?” 
 
    “Not a lot,” I answered, “but this one looks new, like the one at home. I do know that if the power’s gone off because of a general power cut, the main relay switch will not have clicked.” 
 
    “This one?” he asked putting his fingers on the large fuse at the top of the main fuse board. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” said Madame Brune. “That one. But should it be up or down? I can’t remember.” 
 
    She turned round to the room of staff. “Where’s the head chef?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s gone outside for a smoke,” someone said. “I’ll fetch him.” 
 
    A minute later he was there beside Felix, a tall tidy man complete with chef’s hat and white coat. 
 
    “You’d think no one’s ever seen a power cut before, wouldn’t you?” he said waving his hand at his seemingly idle staff, who by now were sitting splayed out around the kitchen table waving their phones around for light. 
 
    “Let me see,” he said elbowing Felix out of the way. “We have frequent power cuts in the summer… because of the electrical storms, you understand?” 
 
    We both murmured a yes. He clambered up onto the chair proffered by one of his underlings and holding his phone for light, checked out the main relay. 
 
    “It’s not a power cut because the main relay has clicked off into the down position. That’s the safety mechanism working. If it was a break in the mains power supply, the switch would not have moved and would still be up.” 
 
    “So, it’s a problem here? With the installation at the château?” asked Felix although it was obvious he knew the answer to his question as he was already trying to peer round the chef to see which fuse had tripped. 
 
    The chef moved his light down checking all the fuses. Right at the bottom on a row of its own he found the culprit. The switch had sprung down. 
 
    “Ah, voilà. It’s this one. It’s marked Cellars,” he said. He flicked up the main switch and then flicked up the one for the Cellars only to have both flick down again at once. He tried again with same result. 
 
    “The problem is obviously in the cellars,” he said. 
 
    Madame Brune tutted loudly behind us. “We can’t do anything about that now. That fuse is always tripping. I’ve warned Monsieur de Portemorency he needs to have the electricity overhauled down there, but he always makes excuses about time and money.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we check it out?” asked the chef. 
 
    “We’ve a reception room full of important people and speeches to finish,” she said, “and, anyway, I don’t have the key. Monsieur keeps it and he’s just gone off to hospital.” 
 
    “We’ll have to leave that fuse out of action then,” the chef said and flicked the main fuse back on. 
 
    Like magic, we had light. 
 
    The chef clapped his hands, “Back to work, everyone,” he said to his workers who got to their feet with a communal groan. To Madame Brune he said, “You’d better get the boss to have that circuit checked. You could have a fire down there if something’s shorting.” 
 
    Madame Brune gave him a French moue and shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    I tugged at Felix’s arm. “Come along, we must get back.” 
 
    The crowd in the reception area were still putting away their phones and retaking their seats when we re-entered the room. 
 
    The Chairman thanked Felix with a nod. As we walked past the front row, Felix whispered to Hélène that it had been the fuse for the cellars, not a general power cut. 
 
    She sighed. “We must get that seen to. Thanks Felix.” 
 
    Once the room had settled and all whispering and shuffling had ceased, the Minister took his place at the podium again and picked up his notes. 
 
    “Let’s start from third place again, shall we?” 
 
    His remark was greeted with much clapping of hands and a few catcalls of Encore, encore. 
 
    “As we’ve heard, third place in the line-up for this year’s Médaille d’Or goes to Société Gambon with the runner-up being the Société de Gonzelles.” 
 
    As the suspense for these two awards had been broken earlier, the second announcement was met with polite applause and then silence while everyone waited to hear who had won the top prize which would be worth a fortune in export orders. 
 
    The Minister took a deep breath and gathered up the attention of the room. 
 
    “We have a worthy winner of the prestigious award of the Gold Medal this year: the House of… de Portemorency!” 
 
    The room rose to its feet, clapping vigorously. Cries of Bravo rang out. It took awhile for Hélène to step forwards and accept the medal from the minister. As she turned around to face us all, she gave way to the buildup of emotion she’d been holding back for the past couple of hours and burst into tears. Within seconds well-wishers and friends surrounded her and coaxed her to sit while someone fetched a glass of cognac and a glass of water. The rest of the crowd milled about discussing the winners. On my way across the room to find Izzy, I passed de Gonzelles and overheard him say to his companion, “There you go. Told you. One has to be blond and beautiful to win the gold.” 
 
    I marked him down as a miserable git but on second thoughts changed that to sore loser. When I told Felix about it later he laughed and said de Gonzelles was both in his estimation. As the ceremony wound down, the crowd gradually dispersed out into the car park to find their luxurious transport and leave. 
 
    I met Izzy pushing her way through the remnants of the crowd with the man who I’d guessed was her husband as I recognized him from his films. She introduced him. She’d been right to call him a surprise. Sometimes film actors in real life are pale reflections of their screen presentations, but this man was even more impressive live. I looked up at his six foot three and met a pair of kind eyes of the deepest cornflower blue. Their color together with his luxuriant black hair and a cleft chin spoke of his Irish ancestry. Brent McGill was one helluva man. He’d been in the top ten at the box office for years and had managed to stay there as he aged from ingénu to interesting older man. Lucky Izzy. 
 
    We shook hands all round and disengaged ourselves from the throng crowding around the exit. Felix and I would stay behind to make arrangements for a later visit to gather research for my article. We fell to discussing Jean-Claude’s accident. 
 
    Garth shook his head. “I don’t get it,” he said. “Modern power mowers have a built in safety mechanism. When pressure is lifted from the seat as when the mower topples over and the driver falls out, there’s a cut-off switch which stops the blade from turning.” 
 
    Felix added, “From what I was told, the mower turned over twice: once when it fell on top of Jean-Claude and then again when it turned over again and fell off him. If it hadn’t made that second twist it would have cut his leg off.” 
 
    All that hadn’t occurred to me. I knew little about lawn mowers, never having used one and certainly not a sit-on machine. I made a note to ask Hélène about it later. 
 
    The car park had thinned out by now. Izzy, Brent and Garth said their goodbyes and made their way out to their vehicles with pledges of phone calls in the days to follow. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When the last of the guests and the organizers had left, we approached Hélène and asked her if she would like us to leave. 
 
    “No, please don’t. I want to visit Jean-Claude in the hospital to give him some love and make sure he’s being looked after, but I feel too shaky to drive myself. I wonder if you would take me?” 
 
    “Of course.” I said. “What about the children?” 
 
    “Would you mind asking Madame Brune to stay with them until I get back? She can give them supper and put them to bed. I need to freshen myself up before I see Jean-Claude. I don’t want him to notice how distressed I am. He’ll only worry.” 
 
    “And clearing up all this?” asked Felix waving his hand over the room full of chairs and occasional tables laden with dirty glasses and the remains of the trays of canapés. 
 
    “The caterers will return to clear up tomorrow. Just let it be for now,” Hélène replied. 
 
    I decided to leave Jimbo with Hélène’s children as we would be bringing her home again after her visit to the hospital and could pick him up then. 
 
    On the way we arranged for Felix and me to visit the de Portemorency distillery and bottling unit on the banks of the River Charente the following week, on condition that Jean-Claude would have recovered enough to receive us and take us around. 
 
    Felix broached the subject of the maintenance of the mower, suggesting to Hélène she get someone in to look at it and to check the safety mechanism. 
 
    Like me, Hélène hadn’t realized the blade should have stopped turning. She said she’d have the mower delivered to the agent the next day. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When we arrived at the hospital, we found that the surgeon had been able to save Jean-Claude’s foot. “The dorsalis pedis artery was cut,” he said, “but I have repaired it. It will still be touch and go for a few days, but we’ll keep him in until we’re sure it is knitting back together and there’s no sign of infection.” 
 
    As visiting was for family only, Felix and I waited outside while Hélène visited with Jean-Claude. 
 
    When she rejoined us, she told us she’d asked Jean-Claude about the mower. He’d said it was the gardener’s responsibility to maintain the machine, and he was as surprised as anyone at the accident. 
 
    I didn’t say anything more about it until we’d dropped Hélène back at the château and Felix was carrying a sleepy Jimbo out to our car. 
 
    “I have a nasty presentiment about all this,” I said to Felix. “My skin prickled as we entered the front door.” 
 
    “You’re tired,” said Felix, and laid Jimbo on the back seat. 
 
    As we drove through the mighty gates between the centuries old stone towers, a sudden flurry of black flew up from the roadside and smacked into the windscreen rendering the road ahead invisible. I threw on the brakes and swerved to the side of the road. Feather like cracks ran across the glass. I leapt out of the car but Felix beat me to it. 
 
    “Look,” he said holding up the smashed carcass of a large bird. “It’s a buzzard and it’s quite dead.” 
 
    My stomach turned over. 
 
    “It’s a bad omen, Felix. A warning.” 
 
    “Rubbish,” he said. “Look.” He kicked aside a heap of fur above the ditch. “It was feeding on road kill and we startled it. Nothing to worry about. It’s just a coincidence that we happened past at that moment.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as coincidence, you know that. And how do you explain the misgivings I’ve had all day?” 
 
    He threw the dead bird into the ditch and took my arm to steer me back to the car. 
 
    “You’re being fanciful because you’re tired and we had an unpleasant experience.” 
 
    I stamped my foot, exasperated at Felix for belittling my discomfort. I was a witch, wasn’t I? I could smell evil in the wind even if Felix couldn’t.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    For the next few days we waited for news of Jean-Claude, worried that he might lose his foot to gangrene, but the news continued to be of gradual improvement. We filled in the time until I could undertake my assignment to write the article on the de Portemorency distillery by working on the inventory of the items in the brocante. I attended the Tribunal with Audrey to give her moral and legal support. In spite of the intimidating setting, the hearing went well and Audrey was awarded the restraining order she’d sought against her abusive husband. 
 
    The first week in May rolled around. Jean-Claude called me to say he was fit enough to show me around his business, but warned he might have to do part of the tour in his wheelchair. We made a date for the following Friday during school hours and agreed we would have lunch together afterwards at their château in the country. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    When we reached Cognac, we drove through the city and crossed over the River Charente to the far side where many of the distilleries were situated. I turned north, following the directions Felix read out from the de Portemorency brochure. Five minutes later, we came to the entrance. We couldn’t miss it. Metal letters three feet tall affixed to the surrounding wall declared the de Portemorency brand name. I drove through the gates into a wide courtyard and pulled up in front of a flight of steps. Jean-Claude was in his wheelchair waiting for us at the top, his face pale and strained. I guessed he was in pain, but I was wrong.  As we reached him he checked his watch and scanned the approach road. He shook his head. 
 
    “Hélène should be here by now. It’s not like her to be late. I’ll give her a call.” 
 
    He wheeled himself a few feet to the side and put the call through, but it was obvious Hélène wasn’t picking up. He glanced at us and said, “Not to worry. I’ll call Madame Brune.” 
 
    The call was short. He turned back to us shaking his head again. “She hasn’t seen Hélène since she went out riding this morning. She’s not back yet.” 
 
    He put his phone back in his pocket, a frown creasing his forehead. 
 
    “Hélène knows how important this article is to our business. We need to capitalize on our gold medal win and get the tourists visiting here in the summer so they can spread the word.” 
 
    “Why don’t we give her few more minutes?” I asked. 
 
    “Excellent idea,” he said shuffling his feet on the footrest and gazing out down the road again. “I can fill you in on the history of the business while we wait.” 
 
    I switched on my recording device, and Felix and I both listened to what was a fascinating story of how Hélène’s great-grandfather had traveled to Cognac from Sweden and fallen in love with the countryside and the region’s precious eau-de-vie. He’d gone to work for one of the local distilleries and had never looked back, eventually setting up his own business which became the de Portemorency vineyards and distillery. That explained Hélène’s blond hair and clear blue eyes here in a part of France where most of the locals had the dark hair and brown eyes of their Catalan heritage. 
 
    Jean-Claude tried once more to reach his wife but gave up when the call went to voice mail again. “I can’t think what’s delayed her, but we should carry on with the tour if we’re to make it back in time for lunch.” 
 
    Felix held the great door open while Jean-Claude wheeled himself inside. 
 
    We passed through the hall holding the giant grape presses, silent and empty at that time of the year, and on to another hall lined with floor-to-ceiling copper stills, like a steam-punk dream. Next, Jean-Claude rushed us to a lift which descended to the cellars where the slowly maturing spirit aged gently in old oak barrels. Up again to the dazzling light of a vast room filled with chemical apparatus. 
 
    “This is the heart and soul of our business,” Jean-Claude said, “where the magic of tasting and blending takes place,” but that was as much as he said about the subject. 
 
    He couldn’t wait to lead us along the corridor at the other end as fast as his wheelchair would go. The clinking of glass on glass heralded the conveyor belts of the bottling plant. He waved his arm vaguely over the scene, turned around and hurried us back to the entrance. 
 
    Throughout the tour, Jean-Claude would break off his meager narration and stare into the distance only coming back to the present when one of us said his name. So deep was his abstraction at times that our questions hung fire and went unanswered. Granted he was worried that his wife was late, but his anxiety seemed to have deeper roots than that. 
 
    Hélène still hadn’t turned up by the time we’d finished our visit of the business premises and were making our way back to the car. 
 
    “Never mind,” said Jean-Claude looking anything but reconciled to Hélène’s absence. “She probably decided it wasn’t worth coming over here as she was so late. We’ll catch up with her when we get back to the château, but I’ll have to ask you for a lift. Can you fit my wheelchair in the back of your car?” 
 
    I helped him to his feet and pushed the chair towards Felix who folded it up and carried it down the front steps to our car where it fitted easily into the trunk. On our way out of town we drove through an avenue of horse chestnuts, a glorious florescence of vanilla and raspberry making me dream of giant ice cream cones. Then on through the miles of vines, all burgeoning in the bright May sunshine. It was a glorious early summer’s day without a cloud in the sky, a sky of that bright cerulean blue that dazzles the eyes and gladdens the heart after the long dreary months of a wet winter. No gloomy shades or spooky portents this time as the car turned in through the ancient gates of the Château de Portemorency. Life was good. I was looking forward to the promised French cuisine in a beautiful setting and a glass of de Portemorency cognac to round off the meal. 
 
    I parked at the foot of the steps to save Jean-Claude from having to walk too far. Felix jumped out to unload the wheelchair and carry it into the hall. I gave my arm to Jean-Claude who shuffled slowly up from step to step calling out, “Hélène? Hélène? Where are you?” 
 
    Madame Brune met us in the doorway. “Madame has not returned from her ride, monsieur. I didn’t know whether I should do something about it or not. She hasn’t been gone that long. A few hours. Maybe she found something that took her interest or stopped to visit with someone.” 
 
    Jean-Claude bustled as fast as he could in his semi-lame state into the hall brushing Madame Brune aside. “Stupid woman. How could she be talking to anyone? There’s nothing around for miles but vines, and more vines.” 
 
    For a man usually so courteous, his treatment of his housekeeper shocked me. 
 
    He turned to us. “I’m seriously worried now. Hélène is an excellent horsewoman, but she may have met with an accident.” 
 
    Felix exchanged glances with me. The summer joy had flown the moment we walked through the front door. A frisson of alarm ran up my spine. Not another accident when the couple were still recovering from the first one? 
 
    “What about her horse?” Felix asked Madame Brune. “Has it returned, madame?” 
 
    “No, monsieur,” she said shaking her head. “Nor the dogs. Madame took the two dogs with her and they haven’t come back either.” 
 
    Jean-Claude took heart at that. “She could be all right then. If Toto had thrown her, he would have made his way home.” 
 
    Another frisson ran up my spine. My intuition would not lie down. 
 
    “We should look for her,” I said. “She’s been gone a long time and we don’t have any explanation. And why isn’t she answering her phone when Jean-Claude calls her?” 
 
    Jean-Claude put his hand on my arm. “Really? You think we should do something? I’m not being foolish worrying about her?” 
 
    “Not in the least.” 
 
    Felix started walking back towards the front door and waved to Jean-Claude to follow him outside again. “If Penzi’s concerned we should pay attention. She has special faculties and is seldom wrong.” 
 
    “Oh my,” Jean-Claude replied and began to hobble after Felix. I hastened to give him some support and called back to Madame Brune. “Ring Monsieur if Madame returns before we do.” 
 
    She nodded. “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We settled Jean-Claude again in the front seat. 
 
    “You know where she usually rides?” I asked him. 
 
    He gave me an odd look which I couldn’t interpret. Did he know or didn’t he? 
 
    “Jean-Claude, I need to know which way to drive. Left or right?” I insisted. 
 
    When he didn’t answer Felix suggested we drive slowly up and down the main road scanning for a sight of the horse which would tower above the vines. The search along the main road proved fruitless. 
 
    “She must be off-road, Jean-Claude,” I said. I asked him again if he knew where she usually rode. 
 
    “Of course, I know her favorite rides. I often go with her, but obviously I can’t at the moment. Take a right here and run down this track between the vines.” 
 
    I turned off and as we bumped our way down the unsurfaced lane, we scanned the vines on either side. 
 
    “We’ll see her easily if she’s still on horseback,” he said. “The vines only come up to the horse’s shoulders.” 
 
    At the end of the lane we came to a riverlet, and I stopped the car. Felix and I climbed out and had a look around, but couldn’t see anything to suggest Hélène had been there recently with her horse. No fresh piles of manure. No broken reeds or flattened flag irises on the banks. 
 
    We reported back to Jean-Claude who said, “I thought she might be taking a break here. She often comes this way and stops to water her horse.” 
 
    We had to turn back the way we’d come. As we drew closer to the main road again, Jean-Claude sank down into himself and his face lost its color. I couldn’t help but think he knew something he wasn’t telling us. 
 
    “Where next?” I asked him as I again faced the decision to turn right or left. 
 
    “Take the next turning,” he said in a subdued tone. “It’s possible she’s gone down there although it’s not her favorite.” 
 
    Again I wondered why he thought she might have taken that track, but I took the turning and once more the car bounced over the uneven surface for about a quarter of a mile towards a patch of rough scrubland at the foot of a rocky incline that rose unexpectedly out of the middle of the vines. With fifty yards left to go, a horse appeared in our view. I rolled to a gentle stop a safe distance away and the three of us got out of the car. 
 
    “It’s Toto,” said Jean-Claude stumbling towards him. “But no sign of Hélène,” he said as he gave the surroundings a quick survey. I don’t like this. She’d never leave her horse and go off.” 
 
    At that moment a dog barked in alarm in the scrub away to our left, startling the horse which was already snorting with fright at our sudden appearance. He shuffled and bucked against the reins which held him tethered to one of the posts holding up the wire supports for the vines. While Jean-Claude took hold of his reins and gentled him, Felix and I ran towards the bushes homing in on the barking. A few feet in, we met a German shepherd his feet planted in a stance of challenge, his ears back and his hackles up. Felix crouched down, tendering his hand, and called out softly, “Here, boy.” 
 
    The dog ignored his overtures and increased the pitch of his barks. 
 
    Felix whispered, “Penzi, do your stuff. Talk to the poor animal before it tears itself apart.” 
 
    I stepped out from behind Felix. “He has to be one of Hélène’s dogs.” 
 
    “I would have guessed so,” said Felix. 
 
    I thought back to our first visit to the château. What were their dogs called? Something and something. Juno and… of course, Jupiter. 
 
    I turned sideways to the anxious dog and looked off to the side to show I wasn’t a threat and coaxed him in my best witch’s voice. “Hey, Jupiter. It’s us. You know us. We’re your mum’s friends.” 
 
    I held out my hand and advanced slowly towards him keeping my body aslant. “Come on, boy.” 
 
    He jerked his head forwards and took a quick sniff of my hand. His posture relaxed. He gave me a half wag of his tail, but he was still on guard. 
 
    “What have you got here, Jupiter?” I asked him. 
 
    His ears pricked up and his tail wagged again as he advanced towards me. 
 
    He let me stroke him and I swear he sighed. 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness, you’re here,” he said. “I thought no one was ever coming to investigate. How wonderful that you can talk to me.” 
 
    “I’m a white witch, Jupiter, and like all my kind I’m here to listen to your problems. Now tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    “Here, I’ll show you. Follow me.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Jupiter turned and walked slowly further into the scrub and fetched up right against the high rocky outcrop. At the foot lay the other dog, his sister Juno. Her tongue hung out of her mouth and flopped up and down as she panted heavily. She tried to rise as we appeared in her line of sight, but it was obvious she couldn’t. She had to be hurt. Felix and I hurried up to her. 
 
    “What monster is responsible for this?” Felix asked as we both saw the cause of her distress. 
 
    The teeth of an iron trap had snapped closed around her foot pinioning it to the ground which was soaked with her blood. She’d aggravated the wound in her attempts to free herself. Her flesh was torn and the bone exposed. 
 
    Felix immediately set to work to spring the trap. Surprisingly, it opened at his first attempt. I’d expected it to be stiff with rust, but the spring answered Felix’s touch smoothly, and Juno was free. She tried to stand on her three good legs and made it for a moment only to fall back weakened by the loss of blood. 
 
    Jupiter snuffled up to her and licked her to comfort her. She whined and shuddered. 
 
    “Is she going to be all right?” he asked me. 
 
    “If we’re to save that foot we have to get her to the vet immediately,” I said, “but we have a problem. We can’t find your mum. Do you know what happened to her?” 
 
    “Come with me,” he said. 
 
    Felix picked up Juno, saying, “I’ll put her on the back seat and hurry back.” 
 
    Jupiter looked at me and cocked his head towards the left along the foot of the outcrop. I pushed through the bushes following him closely, trusting that he would scare away any snakes in the neighborhood. We arrived at a clump of tall reeds growing out of the soggy ground. There had to be an underground spring thereabouts. 
 
    “Careful,” Jupiter called out. “We’re almost on it.” 
 
    It? 
 
    Light filtered through the last few feet of the reeds. We’d arrived at a small clearing. Sprawled across the edge closest to the rocks lay Hélène, her body in the open, her legs in the reeds. My guts somersaulted and dread halted my steps. 
 
    “Hélène?” I called out. “Hélène?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. She didn’t move. Fearing the worst I shook myself alert and rushed over to her. One look and I knew, but I had to check. I felt her neck for a pulse hoping against hope, but in vain. Hélène was dead. Dead all alone out there in the middle of acres of the vines that produce eau-de-vie, the water of life. The fateful irony hit me hard. I swayed on my feet for a few seconds before I managed to recover my balance. I quickly surveyed her body noting nothing out of the ordinary until I reached her calves. Like a vicious blow of déjà-vu, her left foot hung almost off her leg, caught in a trap; this one four times the size of the one Juno had stepped in. For a moment I blacked out unable to accept the evidence of my eyes. Beautiful, charismatic Hélène lying mangled all alone. 
 
    My vision cleared when Jupiter licked my hand. 
 
    “I couldn’t stay with her,” he said. “She was dead, but Juno was still alive and needed me. I had to make a difficult choice. It wasn’t that I was disloyal.” 
 
    I stroked his ears. “Jupiter, No one could fault your decision. You’re a good brave dog. Now, let’s get some help.” 
 
    I scrambled part way up the rock face to a ledge above the reeds and scrub. The car was a good sixty yards away. Felix was on his way back to us. 
 
    I shouted, “Over here,” and waved my arms to save him from having to trace my path. “Hurry.” 
 
    “Right,” he called back. 
 
    He skirted the rough terrain at a run and then dived into the scrub and ran towards us as the crow flies. 
 
    “What?” he said breathlessly as he broke into the clearing. 
 
    He stopped short when he caught sight of Hélène on the ground. 
 
    “Felix, she stepped in a trap. Another one much larger than the other. She’s dead.” 
 
    “She can’t be?” 
 
    He knelt down beside me to get a better look at her injury and gasped. 
 
    “Cruel fate must be laughing. It’s the same injury as Jean-Claude suffered but this time she’s bled out. It’s as if Jean-Claude’s accident was a dress rehearsal. We must free her and cover her up before he sees what’s happened to her.” 
 
    “No,” I said staying his hand as he was about to release the spring. “I don’t like the look of this. See how clean the trap is. This has been placed here recently.” 
 
    Felix scoffed at me. “Penzi, man traps have been illegal for nearly two hundred years.” 
 
    “I know that. And I know leg-hold animal traps like the one that got poor Juno have been outlawed in the EU since 1995. I was involved in a case of animal cruelty in England which involved wolf traps.” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Both the traps we’ve seen today have been maintained recently. They aren’t just lying here hidden in the bushes as a left-over from decades ago. Someone has placed them here recently. We mustn’t touch anything or move Hélène. I’m phoning the police now.” 
 
    As I shut down my phone after making the call Felix asked, “You suspect foul play… murder even?” 
 
    “Difficult to say,” I answered, puzzled by the whole scenario. “How would anyone know who the victim would be? And it’s not as if you’d get poachers in the middle of a vineyard, is it?” 
 
    “Or wolves,” said Felix. 
 
    “Wolves are making a comeback, Felix. They’ve been sighted this far north. But it’s still illegal to trap them.” 
 
    “Oh my God… Jean-Claude. You’ll have to tell him we’ve found Hélène. I’ll stay here while you deal with Jean-Claude and the police. Here,” he said thrusting his hip flask at me. “You’ll probably need this. For Jean-Claude.” 
 
    I put in my pocket and turned to leave. “And we must get Juno to the vet,” I called back to him as I hurried away. 
 
    “Penzi?” Felix shouted out. 
 
    “Yes?” I stopped to listen. 
 
    “Slow down. There might be more traps out there. We don’t want you to be the third victim. Bad things tend to run in three’s around here. You don’t have nine lives like me.” 
 
    For someone with such a hard business head, Felix could be incredibly superstitious at times, but I took more care on the way back than I had on the way into the bushes. As I emerged from the undergrowth, Jean-Claude was limping his way to meet me. Fortunately, he hadn’t made much progress, and I was able to stop him and lead him back to the car where I made him sit down in the passenger seat. 
 
    “What’s happened?” he asked. “I know something has. Did you find Hélène?” 
 
    I crouched down so that I could speak to him at his level. “Jean-Claude, brace yourself.” 
 
    “I knew it,” he said with a sob and dropped his face into his hands. “She’s hurt isn’t she?” 
 
    I reached up to cover his hands with mine. “I’m so sorry. She’s met with an accident.” 
 
    He gave a great gulp. “Oh no, not Hélène? We must phone for an ambulance.” 
 
    I drew his hands down and held them tightly. “Jean-Claude. We’ve phoned for the police. Hélène is dead.” 
 
    He dropped his head onto the dashboard and gave way to great heaving sobs. I unstopped the flask and poured some whisky into the cap. Gently raising his head I held the cap to his lips and encouraged him to drink. He gulped it down and began to beat his head with his fists. “I can’t believe it,” he said. “What happened?” 
 
    As kindly as I could, I explained to him what Felix and I had found. “I must go to her,” he said struggling to push me out of the way so he could get out of the car. 
 
    “There is nothing you can do. We have to wait for the police.” 
 
    “Why the police?” he asked. When I didn’t answer, he sat back and stared out at the rough land in the distance. “Oh,” he said suddenly as he put two and two together. “You don’t think it was an accident?” 
 
    “Let’s say I’m uneasy about the circumstances. We should treat this as a suspicious death.” 
 
    He wiped his tears away on his sleeve. “If only I’d been with her as I would have usually been.” 
 
    He leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes, lost in his despair and grief. I meanwhile had to work out the logistics of getting Juno to the vet, and Jupiter and Toto back to the château with only one vehicle. The horse was the most difficult problem to solve. Felix wouldn’t allow me to ride him back on my own, nor would he ride him back leaving me on my own. I asked Jean-Claude if there was someone I could call to come and fetch Toto. It turned out he had some friends from Paris staying and one of them was a good rider. Jean-Claude dialed the number for me and I arranged for the couple to come immediately to pick up Hélène’s horse. The husband would ride him back and the wife would take Jupiter back to the château. Next Jean-Claude phoned the vet and told him we had an emergency. He’d be there immediately he said. Juno whimpered. The sooner the better. 
 
    As I rang off, the police siren sounded in the distance. Toto kicked up his feet and pulled at his reins as the volume increased with the approach of the vehicle. I suggested to Jean-Claude he go over and soothe the poor horse. It gave him something to do while the police vehicle drew closer and closer and stopped alongside our car. Four gendarmes stepped out and my heart lightened. I’ve never been so pleased to see anyone in all my life as I was to see Dubois. At least we’d be dealing with someone we knew. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Dubois? So far from your usual location?” I asked him as we shook hands. 
 
    “Penzi, I might have guessed you’d be somewhere around. You have an instinct for finding trouble. I’m on secondment to the Cognac office; passing on my knowledge of murder investigations.” 
 
    “This looks like an accident, Dubois.” 
 
    “But you’re not happy about it?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say happy was the right word, but, yes… as you would say, quelquechose cloche. Something’s not right. Can you leave one of your people here with Monsieur de Portemorency if I show you the way? The monsieur’s lame, and he needs to be here to see his horse back home.” 
 
    We set off to the scene of the accident. Behind us the vet drew up. Juno would be receiving emergency treatment and maybe her paw could be saved. I wished the same could be said for poor Hélène. And then I remembered her children playing happily at home in the château all unknowing. 
 
    When we reached Felix and the crime scene, Dubois knelt down and examined Hélène’s injury and then the man trap. 
 
    “I see what you mean, Penzi. Someone has placed this here recently. At the very least we’re looking at the illegal use of a man trap and the resulting manslaughter of Madame de Portemorency. At the most… well…” and he shrugged. “Murder requires intent. How could the perpetrator have targeted Madame de Portemorency? The whole incident doesn’t make any sense from that point of view.” 
 
    “I’m as confused as you are, Dubois. Man traps used to be laid to catch poachers or burglars.” 
 
    “To protect one’s assets,” Felix said. He waved his arm indicating the clearing and the rock face. “What could anyone be protecting here? You can hardly steal vines.” 
 
    I was to remember Felix’s rhetorical question later on. Trust him to put his finger on the nub of the problem. If only I’d taken him up on it then. 
 
    Dubois rose to his feet. “As a crime has been committed, we’ll have to get the forensic team in from Bordeaux.” He withdrew to the side and put through the call. “They’ll be here in half an hour. I’ll leave one man here and meet the team off the helicopter up at the château. I suggest you leave, too, Penzi. There’s nothing more you can do here.” 
 
    “True. I have to get back to collect Jimbo, and someone needs to help Jean-Claude tell his children what’s happened to their mother. Who could be so wicked as to kill such a kind and gentle person as Hélène and leave her children motherless?” 
 
    Felix took my hand and led the way back out to the open space at the edge of the long rows of vines. From there we drove back to the château with Jean-Claude and Jupiter. At first he’d argued to stay and wait for Hélène’s body to be removed, but I persuaded him his children needed him. I was worried that the shock of Hélène’s death would undermine the progress he’d made since his own accident, an accident which now seemed like an ironic prologue to the main event.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The first thing we had to do when we reached the château was tell Jean-Claude’s three children that their mother had met with a fatal accident. It was an even worse experience for me than when I had to explain to Sam all those years before that our mother Gwinny had left us alone to fend for ourselves and bring up Jimbo. 
 
    We found the children playing at baking with Madame Brune in the kitchen. Jean-Claude rushed in and was on the point of blurting everything out when I stopped him. It didn’t seem appropriate to break the sad news while flour and jam covered their sweet little faces. 
 
    “Give them five minutes to clean up, Jean-Claude,” I suggested. 
 
    He threw an agonized look my way. “I want to get it over with.” 
 
    “Shush,” I said drawing him out of the room and leading him down the hall to the library. 
 
    I sent Felix back to ask Madame Brune to bring the children to us there as soon as they’d washed their hands and faces. 
 
    Jean-Claude dropped onto a sofa and collapsed forwards with his head in his hands and began to moan. Alone in the library with him, I wasn’t sure what I should do. The children would be coming in at any moment. This was no way for them to see their father. He needed to be strong and show them he was still there for them. I’m afraid I resorted to giving him a quick slap on each side of his face, making him drop his hands down and look up at me in angry surprise. 
 
    “What was that for?” he asked. 
 
    I sat down quickly beside him and took his hands in mine. 
 
    “Jean-Claude, this is not the time for you to be thinking of your own loss. You need to put your children first. You must be strong for them. For you to lose your wife so young is tragic. Let’s not turn tragedy into disaster for the children.” 
 
    He leaned back and tried to pull his hands away but I held on tightly. With a gasp, he threw himself on me and sobbed his heart out. I put my arms around him and rocked him from side to side as I do with Jimbo when he hurts himself. Gradually, he stopped his crying and wiped his eyes on his sleeves. 
 
    “You’re so right. Get me big tot of cognac while I splash my face with cold water and straighten myself up,” he said, struggling to his feet and going over to the cloakroom that led off the library. 
 
    As I was pouring out the cognac, Felix came back in. 
 
    “All arranged,” he told me. “They’ll be about ten minutes.” 
 
    “Good. That will give Jean-Claude time to pull himself together,” I said as I knocked on the cloakroom door. When Jean-Claude cracked it open, I handed through the morale boosting spirit. 
 
    I wandered over to the window and gazed out over the vast gardens of the château. Life would never be the same for the de Portemorencys. 
 
    Felix moved across to join me and put his arm around my shoulders and gave me a quick squeeze of encouragement. 
 
    “We’ll get through this, Penzi, but as soon as we have, I want to go back to the scene of the accident. The police and the forensic team will have finished by then. I want to take a second look around the place and see if there’s something we or they missed.” 
 
    “Is that possible? The forensic team is excellent as you know.” 
 
    Felix stroked down his cheeks and out to the side of his face as if he was checking on his cat whiskers. 
 
    “I sensed something odd when we were there. Something in the air. But we didn’t get a chance to investigate. It won’t take us long to double check, and it won’t matter if we find nothing.” 
 
    The door opened at that point and Madame Brune ushered the three children into the library. The unusual circumstances had alarmed them. The twins Nina and Marc clung to each other. The older girl Violette held fast to Madame. 
 
    “Come along and sit down here,” I said taking Violette’s other hand and leading her over to the sofa facing the garden. The twins, Nina as blond as her mother and Marc as dark as his father, followed us and sat down on the other side of Madame Brune. 
 
    “Your father will be here any moment,” I added. 
 
    On cue, Jean-Claude walked out of the cloakroom and hurried across to his three children and crouched down in front of them. All signs of his personal torment had vanished. He’d combed his hair, tucked in his shirt and washed away his tears. He even managed a gentle smile as he told them he had something to tell them. He reached for their hands and held them as he said, “This is a difficult thing to tell you. It’s not a happy thing.” 
 
    Three little faces looked at him with wide eyes. 
 
    Jean-Claude took a deep breath and hurried on. “Something’s happened to your mother. Something bad. She had an accident.” 
 
    “But she’ll get better, won’t she?” Violette broke in. “Has she gone to hospital like you did after your accident?” 
 
    Jean-Claude turned to look at me. He couldn’t carry on. I sat down quickly beside Violette and told the children as gently as I could that their mother wasn’t coming back from the accident; that she had been found too late to be saved. 
 
    The scene that followed was the saddest I have ever personally witnessed. Mothers die every day by the thousand but for the children left behind the finality of death in each case is unfathomable. So it was for Violette, Nina and Mark. 
 
    Felix was anxious for us to get back to the scene of the accident. So, as soon as Jean-Claude appeared to be coping, we made our farewells and left. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As the car jerked its way over the lumpy grass down to the untamed patch of scrubland in the middle of the neat rows upon rows of vines, over to the west the sun was slowly dipping towards the Atlantic fifty miles away. The chartreuse of the new Spring growth had already begun to lose its bright green hue and turn a more gloomy viridian in the fast approaching twilight. 
 
    I parked the car at the end of the rows of vines, on the spot where Toto had been tethered. Ahead of us the scrubland had already fallen into the shade, the shrubs and reeds taking on a sinister appearance and casting long shadows out towards us. 
 
    “What are we looking for exactly?” I asked Felix as I reached for my shoulder bag, climbed out of the car and straightened up to scan the outcrop of rock ahead of us. “It looks as if Dubois had an army out here,” I said pointing at the crushed grass and the many tire tracks. 
 
    Felix left my question unanswered, and so I swung around only to find him mid-shift, from man to big cat, his muscles rippling and his skin morphing before my eyes into the rosetted fur coat of a male leopard in his prime. He shook himself as he dropped onto all fours, his limbs ending in powerful giant paws and his tail lashing from side to side. He sat back on his haunches and clicked his front claws in and out like lethal flick knives. I waited until his metamorphosis was complete before repeating my question. 
 
    Catlike, he drew a front paw over his ears and out to the end of his whiskers. “Sorry if I startled you,” he began. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I said, “but you could have warned me.” 
 
    “I need to be in touch with my wild side. I want a leopard’s greater sense of smell. There may be evidence here that human beings are unaware of. I intend to carry out an olfactory search of every square inch of this crime scene.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “And I’ll summon up my witch’s intuition, if you’ll give me a moment.” 
 
    Thus armed with our extra sensory advantages over Dubois and the forensics team, we advanced hopefully towards the bushes, taking our time. For me it was a question of sending out magic feelers to test the atmosphere for anything amiss. For Felix, it was the more animal approach of inhaling deeply every step and running the air through his olfactory organ. In this fashion, we began at the edge of the scrubland and worked our way in every decreasing circles towards the middle. From time to time, one of us would stop and ask the other if he or she could detect anything out of place, but each time we had to admit whatever had disturbed us could be explained by the presence of the dogs, Hélène, or Dubois and the police. It wasn’t until we were both right below the strange rock that towered up from the center of the area that Felix froze with his muzzle close to the ground and his tail twitching. 
 
    “There’s something here,” he said backing off to give me the chance to examine the spot. 
 
    I tiptoed forwards and crouched down to look at the earth. It appeared to be slightly darker than the surrounding ground. I put out a finger and gently felt the edge of the patch of soil. Yes, it was damp. I felt in my bag for a pair of gloves, pulled them out and put them on. The center of the patch was still quite wet in spite of the warmth of the afternoon. I could tell that even through my gloves because the earth was muddy. 
 
    I pinched up a little and sniffed it. “Yuck,” I exclaimed and wiped my glove off on my jeans in a hurry. “That’s strong. Even I can guess it’s pee, but not strong enough to be dog pee.” 
 
    “No,” said Felix shaking his powerful head from side to side. “Smells human to me.” 
 
    “The killer’s?” 
 
    Felix gave an inelegant snort. “Of course. I can’t see Dubois’s men fouling a crime scene, can you?” 
 
    I couldn’t. Discipline would have been too strict. Maybe we’d found a trace of the man who set the traps after all. 
 
    “Get one of your bags out, boss. Scoop up as much of the earth as possible and put it in the bag.” 
 
    “So, you’re thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked him as I scouted about for a piece of wood to use as a scraper. “Urine equals DNA?” 
 
    “Exactement, as Monsieur Bonhomie would say.” 
 
    I found what I was looking for and knelt down to fill the evidence bag with the damp earth. “But Felix this won’t do in a court of law. There’s no police witness and no chain of evidence.” 
 
    Felix stroked his whiskers again while he thought over my rebuttal. “True, but this will be corroborative. If and when we work out who we think the killer is, Dubois can check his DNA against this sample to see if he’s on the right track. It could save Dubois from a wild goose chase and tell him if his prime suspect is the right man.” 
 
    “Then it would be up to him to find the proof?” I asked as I scooped up the soaked earth and placed it in the bag. 
 
    Felix grunted. “Hurry it up, boss. It’s getting dark and I want to have a scout around this outcrop and up to the top. The same scent is drifting about all over the place.” 
 
    “Go on then. Do it while I finish up here.” 
 
    Felix’s tail swished from side to side stirring up the dust. “You know I can’t leave you, boss, and certainly not with his scent so strong. He might still be here watching us.” 
 
    I glanced around the clearing, half fearing I’d see the killer glaring at us from the bushes, but all was still. I hurriedly fastened the bag and stowed it away. Felix bounded up onto the crag that ran around the outcrop and inched forwards scenting the air as he went, with me following along in his spoor. We slowly made out way up to the crest with many stops and starts from Felix as he concentrated on the scent that was detectable only by him, one of nature’s most efficient hunters. 
 
    At the top, Felix sat back on his haunches and looked out around us at the miles and miles of vines, now turning indigo as the sun continued its descent below the horizon out at sea. 
 
    “It’s a scene of such beauty and promise,” he said at last. “But over it all hangs the stench of foul play.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    When I went to bed that night images of Hélène lying bleeding to death wouldn’t let me sleep. After tossing and turning for two hours, I climbed out of bed and went to knock on Felix’s door. When he didn’t answer, I opened the door quietly and tiptoed into his room noticing that he was sound asleep, only a soft snore disturbing the silence of his dreams. 
 
    Taking hold of his foot, I gave it a good shake and sat down on the end of his bed to await his reaction. He was awake in a split second and leapt out of bed, taking up a defensive position while he scanned the room. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here at this time of night, boss? I could have hurt you,” he shouted when he saw me. 
 
    “Shush,” I warned, finger to mouth. “Don’t wake up the rest of the family.” 
 
    “But it’s all right to wake me up?” he whispered. “Is something wrong? Is it an emergency?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “I thought not,” he said. “After all, we have Zig and Zag downstairs, an efficient burglar alarm and your aura against the supernatural is intact. It’s glowing all around you. It’s not that scum of a witch doctor again, is it?” he asked as the tension left him and he sat on his bed facing me. 
 
    “No. It’s not about me. I can’t sleep because I keep thinking about Hélène. We should do something. I don’t like this idea of keeping out of things.” 
 
    “Tsk! We agreed. No involvement. You know we did.” 
 
     With fifty miles between us and the Château de Portemorency and with Dubois working at the Cognac gendarmerie, we were well away from the immediate repercussions of Hélène’s death and the subsequent police investigation, but that didn’t stop my mind from buzzing over the incident when I least wanted it to. Was it empathy, curiosity or arrogance on my part? 
 
    I wound the sheet around in my hands while I tried to work out how to explain why I was so unsettled. 
 
    “Felix, I’m letting Hélène down. I should be doing something.” 
 
    “Let it drop, boss. Dubois is perfectly able to sort this thing out. We said we wouldn’t get involved with police work again. It’s time to get on with our own lives. Let me see you back to your bed and tuck you in.” 
 
    That did it. “Don’t you dare treat me like a child,” I said and flounced out of his room and back to my own where I lay awake until the morning chorus started up, whereupon I fell into an exhausted sleep. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Several times during the days that followed, I ventured to discuss the case with Felix but he told me to leave well alone, his attitude being very much one of out of sight, out of mind. I missed not be able to talk about my misgivings with him. Every time I broached the subject, he insisted I couldn’t solve every crime I heard about. My argument that I’d been personally involved with the victim didn’t change his attitude. 
 
      
 
    That was until we attended Hélène’s funeral the following week, the legal requirement in France being burial or cremation within seven days of death.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    We arrived at the church of Saint-Léger in the center of Cognac to find the surrounding streets packed with cars. Half the population of the city had turned out for the funeral. Jean-Claude had told us he’d wanted to hold the service in the family chapel at the château but had been persuaded by the BNC and the mayor to move it to the larger church. Like many of the churches in the region it was old, the earliest parts dating from the twelfth century, the ancient petrified chalk weathered to gray by centuries of rain. The bell tower stood four to five stories high with a pointed roof to the side of the main entrance as we passed inside with the other members of the congregation. Ahead of us the light from a rose window shone down on the altar in front of which stood Hélène’s coffin draped in white silk and adorned with white lilies and scarlet roses. Not being members of the de Portemorency family or intimate friends of Jean-Claude’s, we found seats halfway to the back. Felix and I had come to pay our respects to a woman we’d known for so short a time but whom we had liked and had wished to know better. I caught sight of Dubois standing just inside the main door. We must have walked right past him without noticing. I nudged Felix. 
 
    “He’s doing what the police always do,” Felix whispered. “Looking to see if anyone springs to mind as having an unhealthy interest in the proceedings.” 
 
    “You don’t think the perpetrator’s here, do you?” I asked scanning the crowd from under my lowered brow. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    That made me think of CCTV cameras. Sadly, most churches have installed them nowadays to safeguard their precious religious objects within their walls and the lead flashings upon their roofs. I made a point to mention it to Dubois after the service. Who knew when the recordings could come in useful? 
 
    So many people had shown up for the funeral service, even the standing room at the sides of the church was taken. The press of bodies, the perfume from the flowers and the clouds of sweet incense wafting from the swinging censers made the atmosphere close and intense. I soon became drowsy and found it difficult to give the speakers the attention they deserved. And the French was so rapid, I couldn’t follow what was being said, but through it all, it was clear that the city was saddened by Hélène’s unexpected and horrific death. 
 
    At last the service was over. The coffin was carried back down the aisle and placed in a horse drawn cortège, the custom in France being to follow the coffin on foot to the cemetery outside the city walls. Many chose to make the journey this way whilst others gave the cortège a head start and then followed by car. When we reached the de Portemorency family vault, I noticed that Dubois was not missing a trick. He had one of his men photographing the attendees. 
 
    With Hélène laid to rest in the family vault at last, everyone lined up to shake Jean-Claude’s hand or give him a hug of reassurance. Felix and I hung back and were among the last. Jean-Claude invited us to come back to the château for the wake saying he’d like to talk to me. As I was getting back into the car, Felix pulled me aside and said he thought we should skip the wake and drive straight home. 
 
    “You’ll find it too distressing,” he said to me. 
 
    “I know. But it’s one of those things we have to do. Jean-Claude wants to talk to me. You heard him. And I would like the chance to talk to him.” 
 
    “What do you mean talk?” 
 
    “I have some questions I want to ask him.” 
 
    “Oh no, boss. You’re not going to start sleuthing again?” 
 
    “I was thinking it over while the priest droned on and I fought to stay awake in the stuffy church. No one has the right to cause the death of another, and certainly not in the way that Hélène was killed. Her children will have to grow up without their mother, and I know what that’s like. And theirs won’t be turning up again in seven years like Gwinny did. Hélène is gone forever. I have to find out who’s responsible and make sure they pay for their carelessness or their murderous intentions, whichever it is. Don’t you want to know what happened?” 
 
    “Of course, I do, but it’s my first duty to keep you safe. How can I do that if you insist on interfering in police business involving the worst of criminals?” Felix argued as we turned out of the cemetery onto the main road out towards the château. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Mourners, well-wishers and hangers-on already thronged the reception room by the time we entered and the de Portemorency cognac was flowing. As we made our way deeper into the room, snippets of conversation reached me. Indignation at the apparent negligence that had led to the accident featured high on the list of conversation topics. Parents were worried a similar fate might befall their children when they were out having adventures. One man said he’d heard from a friend in the gendarmerie that the traps belonged to the de Portemorency château itself. I made a note to ask Jean-Claude about that. Others questioned whether Jean-Claude would be able to continue with the business as he had no head for figures, and Hélène had been the guiding hand on the commercial side. 
 
    As we passed the head of the de Gonzelles faction, a colleague nudged him with a wink and whispered, “Seize your chance, eh, de Gonzelles?” 
 
    De Gonzelles answered, “Every cloud has a silver lining, but show a little respect. This is a funeral after all, and Hélène was a beautiful woman, a great loss to our community.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I noticed his friend wink at de Gonzelles’s hypocrisy. 
 
    We found a space at the far end of the room against the French windows which stood open in the afternoon sun.  A waiter passed by with a tray of cognac and we helped ourselves to a glass each of the water of life. How ironic to be drinking the water of life at a funeral. 
 
    Twice Felix asked me if I wanted to leave. I have to admit the crush was fatiguing even with the fresh air blowing across my face from the open doors. However, Jean-Claude had said he needed to speak to me and if I could give him even a few moments of my attention in his state of grief, I wanted to do so. Eventually, the crowd thinned either because they’d run out of gossip or because the trays of cognac had ceased to circulate. By that time, my unintentional eavesdropping had convinced me that many of the attendees were merely paying lip service, in more ways than one, as they tipped the glasses up and savored the Gold Medal liquor so appreciatively. 
 
    I glanced across at Jean-Claude who was busy with farewells. Life was all change for him now. He must be overwhelmed with his grief and his knowledge that his wife’s business acumen was now a thing of the past; he’d have to cope with the financial side of things on his own, or try to find a qualified assistant. 
 
    At last the mourners and well-wishers had all departed. Jean-Claude caught up with us. He invited us through to the library, the room where we’d come upon him lying prostrate on the floor after his accident. I noticed in passing the blood-stained Oriental rug had been replaced with another, the original no doubt being off at the cleaners. 
 
    What did he want to talk to me about?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Jean-Claude indicated the solid mahogany table standing in front of the floor to ceiling fireplace. As Felix and I pulled out chairs and sat down, he asked if we’d like anything to drink. I suggested tea would be good after the crush and the emotion of the church service and the wake. Jean-Claude put through a call to the kitchen and walked over to the window where he paced up and down waiting for the tea to arrive. Felix and I kept silent, acknowledging his need to collect his thoughts. 
 
    There was a knock at the door and Madame Brune came in. Felix relieved her of the tray and placed it on the table. She asked Jean-Claude if she could do anything else. 
 
    “Wait until the last of our visitors has gone and all the cars have left, then please let the children out. They can play in the garden for a while. They need some liberty after being cooped up in the church and during the wake.” 
 
    She nodded and withdrew, leaving us to hear what was so important that Jean-Claude couldn’t leave what he wanted to speak to me about until another day. First, he indicated the tray of tea things. “Would you, Penzi, please?” he asked me. 
 
    “Of course,” I said and busied myself pouring out tea and offering round milk and sugar, lemon for Jean-Claude, while he settled himself in a chair opposite Felix and me. 
 
    “Well,” he said at last having sipped his tea in silence. “I guess you’re wondering why I asked you to stay behind.” 
 
    I nodded, not wanting to pre-empt anything he had to say. 
 
    He replaced his teacup on its saucer, glancing up as he did so. 
 
    “As you know, Monsieur Bonhomie, the mayor of your town is an old family friend. He has spoken highly of you both. First having suggested you’d be the right people to write about my business for the Chamber of Commerce project… and now, in view of what has been going on here: my accident and, more importantly, what happened to my beloved Hélène—” 
 
    “Now, just a minute,” Felix began, uncrossing his legs and leaning forward. 
 
    I put out a hand to stop him, saying, “Let Jean-Claude speak, Felix.” 
 
    Felix held his tongue but maintained his posture of challenge. 
 
    “Monsieur Bonhomie warned me you’d be reluctant to have Penzi involved in this matter,” Jean-Claude said looking across at Felix, “but I have to put it to you both.” 
 
    “Put what?” I asked anticipating his answer in the pit of my stomach. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted my guess to be correct or not. I was curious, yes, and thought I should help, but squaring up to evil was frightening and dangerous. 
 
    Jean-Claude was speaking. “I’d like you both to look into Hélène’s death for me. Monsieur Bonhomie says he has every confidence in Inspector Dubois, but that you have always added invaluable insights to his investigations. I have checked with our mayor and he is agreeable for me to put this proposition to you. He has already spoken to Dubois who has said that as long as you do not get in the way, as he put it, he would welcome a parallel investigation by you.” 
 
    I didn’t need Felix’s permission to undertake the case, but it would be difficult for me to proceed without his support so I asked him what he thought: should we or shouldn’t we? By this time I’d grown intrigued by the case and my interest was being fueled by my duty as a white witch to help quash evil whenever called upon to do so. 
 
    Felix gave a great sigh and sat back in his chair recrossing his legs in a gesture of resignation. “I know better than to try to stop Penzi when she decides her skill is needed in the ongoing battle against the evil-doers of this world. But… if I feel she is at any time putting herself in danger from whoever is concerned, I will do all in my power to get her to drop out of the case.” He gave a rueful laugh. “Not that it’s ever worked before.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Jean-Claude standing up and leaning across the table to shake our hands. “You will be well recompensed, I assure you.” He sat back down again, saying, “Now, where do you want to start? What can I tell you?” 
 
    “Let’s start with the gossip I overheard at the wake,” I said. “It’s reported that the wolf trap that injured your dog Juno and the man trap that led to Hélène’s death belong to you.” 
 
    “I was going to mention that. Although Inspector Dubois is treating me with courtesy, it’s quite clear from the questions he’s been asking me that I’m top of his list of suspects.” 
 
    “That’s classic detection tactics,” I said. “The partner is always the first suspect, especially when the victim is a woman.” 
 
    Jean-Claude continued, “The fact that the traps came from the château is highly suspicious, according to Dubois. And, you may not know this, the police found two more wolf traps when they searched the area, both from here.” 
 
    Felix shuddered. No doubt thanking providence we hadn’t stepped in one when we scouted the area. “How do they know that?” he asked. 
 
    Jean-Claude looked down at his feet for a moment wondering how to give us the bad news. When he raised his head again, he said, “My family crest is stamped on the bottom of the plates. Couldn’t be clearer than that.” 
 
    “What ideas does Dubois have about the traps being in such good condition?” I asked. 
 
    “He says it’s possible I rubbed the rust off them, greased them and lubricated the spring mechanisms with WD40.” 
 
    Felix burst in. “Anyone could have done that.” 
 
    “No Felix,” I warned. “Only someone who knew where they were kept and had access to them.” 
 
    A sigh escaped Jean-Claude. “You see how hopeless it is. I knew there were some ancient old traps down in the tunnels under the château. It’s true other people would know that, too. We take tourists around the cellars and tunnels when we do guided tours of the château on open days.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    “Most of my colleagues from rival houses have been down there at some time. I can’t think offhand of anyone who hasn’t.” 
 
    Felix got up and paced to the window and back. “Knowing they were there and having the access and opportunity to steal them and carry them out unnoticed is something else again.” 
 
    “See,” said Jean-Claude. “How could anyone except me do that? I lock the cellars and therefore, access to the tunnels at night, and I’m the only one with a key.” 
 
    I waited for him to sit down again before posing the million-dollar question. “What motive does Dubois ascribe to you?” 
 
    “Oh, the usual one. A husband wanting to get rid of his wife.” 
 
    “How does he explain the randomness of your apparent plot to kill Hélène?” I asked. 
 
    “He says I must have known her favorite rides—” 
 
    “Well, you did,” said Felix. “But you can’t have known she’d get off her horse and stumble into a man trap.” 
 
    Jean-Claude put his head in his hands and let out a sob. I jumped to my feet and ran around to give him a hug. He gave himself a shake and sat up. 
 
    “Sorry about that. I am not going to break down again. It’s just that I can’t see how anyone else could have arranged Hélène’s accident either. It’s all such a puzzle.” 
 
    “Leave that for the moment. Does Dubois have any grounds for thinking things haven’t been going well between you and Hélène?” I asked remembering Madame Brune’s allusion to loud arguments and tension in the house. 
 
    “If he’s asked around the staff. Life’s been difficult over the past couple of months. And we’ve bickered a lot, quarreled even. The staff are bound to have heard us when we’ve raised our voices in the heat of the moment. But it was only because we had problems, not because there was any fundamental break in our relationship. I loved Hélène deeply and she loved me.” 
 
    Felix and I exchanged glances. How many times had we heard that? 
 
    “What were the problems?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, this and that, primarily money. Isn’t that always the case?” 
 
    “And life insurance?” asked Felix. 
 
    Jean-Claude reeled back in his chair and ran his hands through his hair. “Oh no, you can’t think that.” 
 
    “Dubois is bound to consider it,” I said. “Was her life insured?” 
 
    “Of course.” A sudden thought struck him. “Oh dear, she was insured as a key member of the business as well. That hadn’t occurred to me until now.” 
 
    Felix kicked me and I had to agree. We weren’t going to get anything more useful out of Jean-Claude. 
 
    I pushed back my chair and indicated to Felix we should leave the subject. “Jean-Claude, that’s enough for now. How about you show us the cellars and the tunnels so we can get an idea of what was involved in spiriting the traps away?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “If you’d follow me.” 
 
    As we passed the windows on the way to the door, he looked out into the garden where the children were playing with the two dogs. 
 
    “My poor kids,” he said. 
 
    I’d have to see if I could have word with the dogs, Juno and Jupiter, on the sly. Their input could be important.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    We followed Jean-Claude through the marble-floored hallway and into the nether regions of the château where the floor changed to more commonplace stone slabs. The kitchen itself boasted every modern appliance a talented chef could wish for. Once through the heavy oak door at the end, located to the side of the ancient chimney breast which still held the old spits from long ago, we entered a vestibule which obviously served as a mudroom as it had an external door. We plunged through several centuries of history as we descended the steep spiral staircase that led down from the far end. 
 
    The foot opened out into a large ante-room currently being used to store preserves and kitchen paraphernalia for occasional use. The only door was at the far end. Jean-Claude took out an old key wrought with an ancient design of his family crest. With this he unlocked the old lock which turned smoothly and was obviously well-oiled. We found ourselves in a long tunnel, the ceiling and walls forming one continuous archway of tailored limestone. I took a second to marvel at the precision of the stonemasons of long ago. 
 
    Jean-Claude pointed to a series of short side tunnels. These were filled with old garden equipment and machinery. We passed through another door, entering the château’s wine cellars. Here the side tunnels were stocked with wine bottles, some new and some so old their labels were illegible through the veils of cobwebs. 
 
    “Do you store any of your cognac here?” I asked him as there were no barrels on view and none of the château’s custom-shaped bottles. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, that’s all at the distillery. What I showed you the other day. I bring home a crate or two when we need it, but that’s all. We don’t want to move it around more than we have to, and while it’s at our business premises, it’s covered by our commercial insurance.” 
 
    “So, we can rule out a would-be burglar finding the traps while on a recce to steal the cognac?” Felix asked. 
 
    “True,” Jean-Claude replied. “I make a point of letting everyone know we don’t keep our product here.” 
 
    We passed through another old door, unlocked again by Jean-Claude. On the other side, the quality of the finish of the masonry fell a level; the stones had not been faced. I remarked this part of the château seemed to be much older. 
 
    “It is. We’re in the beginning of the oldest part of the tunnels now. These tunnels go back hundreds of years. They’ve been dated back to earlier than the twelfth century towers and gatehouse. It’s thought they were part of an even older fortress built during the Roman occupation and that the Romans used the tunnels to ferry their troops to areas of unrest even going so far as the coast.” 
 
    “You don’t know for sure?” 
 
    “No, many cave-ins have occurred during the centuries. It would cost a fortune to excavate over fifty miles of tunnels… and that’s without the offshoots.” 
 
    On both sides of the main tunnel, breaches had been patched with modern concrete blocks, so I asked Jean-Claude if he had an ongoing problem of maintenance. 
 
    “Yes, and even using casual labor, it’s prohibitively expensive with France’s thirty-five hour week and minimum wage.” 
 
    I ran my hand along the mortar on one of the modern patches on the right of the main tunnel. It was damp to the touch. As I rubbed the sand and cement off my fingers, I asked how recently repairs had been carried out, thinking it might be relevant, but Jean-Claude said nothing had been done for months. 
 
    “The damp air down here could be preventing the mortar from curing,” he suggested. “I’ll make a note to check it again next time I come down here.” 
 
    Felix kicked aside a pile of old gunny sacks asking if the tour of the château came down this far. 
 
    “If you look in those large crates over there,” Jean-Claude replied, “you’ll see pieces of old armor and other leftovers from past centuries. Tourists love that sort of thing.” 
 
    He moved on to peer into a crate behind the first one. 
 
    “Empty, as you can see. This is where the traps were… rusting to bits. The police have already been down here to look.” 
 
    When we reached the end of the fifty-yard stretch of tunnel, we came to another heavy oak door. 
 
    “This is where we turn back. The tunnel’s not safe beyond this point and I no longer have the key,” said Jean-Claude suiting his actions to his words and pivoting to return the way we’d come. 
 
    As we walked back we discussed the likelihood of anyone being able to gain access to the tunnels and make off with the traps. All three of us had accepted by now that the traps must have come from the château with Jean-Claude’s being missing and with his family crest being on the ones involved in the death of Hélène and Juno’s injury. 
 
    “Access first,” said Felix holding up a finger. “There doesn’t appear to be any way in except the main door from the vestibule by the kitchen and Jean-Claude has the only key. Right?” he asked looking at the poor man for confirmation. 
 
    “Right. But thinking about it… it’s just possible that someone took the key and copied it.” He held the key up for us to look at, not that we hadn’t noticed it when he’d unlocked the doors along the tunnel. “I can’t carry this great chunk of iron around with me all the time.” 
 
    “So where do you keep it?” I asked. 
 
    “I hide it in the library.” 
 
    “Do you ever give it out to family or staff?” 
 
    “Occasionally, but I always make sure I get it back when the job’s done and in reasonable time. No one would have time to take it to town and have it copied.” 
 
    I left the subject there knowing that there were other ways to copy a key. 
 
    “Speaking of chunks of iron,” said Felix, “those traps must weigh a ton.” 
 
    Jean-Claude laughed. “Maybe not a ton, but a goodly weight.” 
 
    “How could someone steal them? They’d have to have help and take them out one by one under cover of darkness,” Felix went on. 
 
    “That’s why Dubois thinks it could have been me,” said Jean-Claude. “Now, you see why I need help with this. Dubois’s keeping an open mind for the moment, but he could change at any moment.” 
 
    It was my turn to laugh. “He’ll proceed with caution. I like Dubois, but he did rush his first case, and he learned his lesson.” 
 
    We’d reached the foot of the staircase up to the living area of the château. Jean-Claude stopped in front of what appeared to be a large cupboard door, about four foot by five. 
 
    “This is the lift,” he said. “It works like a dumb waiter. We use it to carry wine and junk up and down to the cellars. Whoever stole the traps wouldn’t have had to carry them up the winding stairs.” 
 
    “He or she would still have had to be strong enough to carry the traps this far and load them, and then carry them out to their vehicle,” Felix said running his hands around the edges of the wood. “There’s no lock here that I can see or feel.” 
 
    “It locks at the top in the hallway and uses the same key. This old one,” he said holding up the key he’d used to unlock and re-lock the door behind us. 
 
    Felix took the stairs first and Jean-Claude brought up the rear ushering me before him saying he’d catch me if I missed a step. 
 
    We didn’t speak again until we reached the top. The steps were worn and steep leaving no breath for talking. Jean-Claude led us back into the kitchen which was empty at that hour of the day and sat down at the kitchen table, waving us to join him. 
 
    I asked him if he could think of anyone who could have wanted to kill Hélène. He didn’t answer. I gave him a few moments to think over my question then I prompted him. “Can you think of anyone who bore Hélène a grudge… or you for that matter?” 
 
    “Give me a moment… while I get us all a drink after that climb. What’ll you have?” 
 
    Felix and I both asked for a glass of water. When Jean-Claude placed our drinks on the table and took his seat again, he scrunched up his face and gave a quick shake of his head. Something was troubling him. He drained his glass and replaced it on the table before raising his head to look across the table at us. His eyes had that far-away look people get when they fight off unpleasant ideas. 
 
    “There is something. I didn’t want to have to tell anyone, but in the circumstances I feel I must, but please treat it as highly confidential… not to be told to anyone else.” 
 
    “I can speak for Felix when I say we’ll treat anything you tell us with the utmost discretion. As you have asked us to act for you, that goes with the territory. Your disclosures are covered by client confidentiality.” 
 
    “Ahem,” said Felix. “I have to interrupt here. We have no formal agreement that Jean-Claude is our client. If that’s the way this matter is to progress, he should pay Penzi some consideration.” 
 
    I tutted and added, “For heaven’s sake, Felix, we can’t charge Jean-Claude. We don’t need the money, and he’s something of a friend by now.” 
 
    Felix rolled his eyes at me. He was getting too old for that sort of teenage behavior. 
 
    “Penzi, you’re the lawyer. I don’t have to teach my grandmother to suck eggs. Ask the man for one Euro, but do it now.” 
 
    Jean-Claude had been watching this exchange with astonishment, but when I nodded in his direction, he pulled his change purse out of his pocket, selected a one Euro coin and slid it across the table towards me. 
 
    Felix clapped his hands. “Bravo, now Penzi is legally representing you and your secrets are safe as long as they don’t imperil human life or the nation.” 
 
    That made Jean-Claude laugh. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he said rising from the table and making for the door. “I’ll tell you what I mean when I return. Why don’t you take this chance to visit Juno and see how she’s getting on? You’ll find her on the veranda through the door outside the kitchen,” he said pointing to the door in question.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Juno lay in a dog basket at the far end of the veranda with Jupiter hovering anxiously about her. She lifted her head to greet Felix with a soft whine when he knelt down and offered her his hand to sniff. She wagged her tail. 
 
    “See,” said Jupiter. “She recognizes you as the person who saved her life even though she was semi-conscious at the time.” 
 
    Juno jerked her head up and eyed Felix and me. 
 
    “You can talk with us?” she asked her ears going back at the scary thought. 
 
    Felix stroked her below the cone the poor dog was wearing and ran his hands down her spine. 
 
    “We’re both supernaturals so, yes, we can. I’m a shape shifter and Penzi is a white witch.” 
 
    I crouched down beside Felix and stroked Juno’s chest, giving her a doggy massage to relieve her anxiety. She licked my arm and said, “Thank you for rescuing me.” 
 
    “That was my duty and my wish,” I replied continuing to stroke her. “Do you feel up to answering some questions… and you, too, Jupiter?” 
 
    They exchanged a glance. “Will it help to find out who did this?” Jupiter asked moving closer to his sister to show his support. 
 
    I nodded. “But first, how’s the paw coming along.” 
 
    Juno bent her head towards her foot but, of course, she couldn’t reach it because of the cone around her neck. 
 
    “The vet said he was pleased with the progress. He told our dad it looks as if he’s managed to save my paw. They’re giving me pills to stop the pain but even so, I can’t walk on it yet.” 
 
    Felix stood up and pulled a couple of veranda chairs over towards Juno’s basket. He sat down and pushed one towards me. I followed his example. 
 
    “It’ll be better before you know it,” Felix said. “Now, about the questions.” 
 
    “Well,” said Juno lifting her head and resting the cone on the side of her basket. “I can’t remember everything. Jupiter will have to help.” 
 
    Jupiter wagged his tail and sat down on his haunches. 
 
    I decided to find out what Juno could tell us about the incident, thinking her memory would work better if we didn’t prompt her or interrupt. “Why don’t you give us the story as you remember it first of all, starting from when you all reached the end of the row of vines?” 
 
    She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. 
 
    “We were about thirty yards away from the end of the row when something stirred the bushes at the foot of the rocks,” Juno began. 
 
    Jupiter lifted his head. “She’s always out in front. Thinks she’s the alpha dog. Doesn’t know her place as my sister, so she dashed off well ahead of me. She ran in front of Toto’s legs, startling him. He reared up in fright and our mum went sailing off his back into the row of vines. Fortunately, she held onto the leashes that go round the horse’s neck or he’d have bolted.” 
 
    Juno gave a little yelp. “I thought I was telling this story.” 
 
    “You don’t know what happened behind your back. You were so busy tearing off to fight the enemy.” 
 
    “True,” said Juno and subsided leaving her brother to give his side of the story. 
 
     “Anyway,” he said, “it was chaotic for a moment. The mistress bounced off the plants and landed hard on her bottom. I made a quick decision to stay with her instead of running off after Juno. I love Juno dearly but our mum comes first, you understand?” 
 
    We both nodded. 
 
    “I ran over to her and licked her face to show her I was there for her. She was breathing hard. She must have hit her chest against the wires. I cast a look behind me to where Juno had disappeared into the brush. The shrubs and bushes waved above her as she made progress through the undergrowth. Our mum picked herself up and looped the horse’s leashes over the post. Toto was still disturbed and pulled against this, but our mum quietened him down. No sooner had he stopped snorting and pawing the ground than a terrible howl reached us from over in the scrubland.” 
 
    “I guess that was you, Juno?” I said. 
 
    “You have no idea what it was like,” she answered. “The branches bent over high above me and were so thick I couldn’t see where I was going but I could scent something, some creature.” 
 
    “A man or an animal?” Felix asked. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure. It could have been both. A horrible smell like something decaying. It was so dark in there, I couldn’t see where I was placing my feet and I was pelting along. I was moving faster than I could see ahead of me. Suddenly, there was the most excruciating pain, and I was thrown backwards by the force of the attack.” 
 
    I leaned forwards and stroked her to encourage her to continue with her tale. “You’d stepped in the trap?” 
 
    She nodded. “I didn’t know what had happened. The pain took away all my sense of reason. I thrashed about trying to get free until I grew so exhausted I collapsed, wondering what was taking Jupiter and the mistress so long to follow me. Why did you take so long?” she suddenly asked Jupiter. 
 
    “As I’ve said, I had to wait until our mum got the horse back under control. Then we both ran towards your howling, with me tracking your trail and the mistress running alongside me. We burst into the clearing close to where you were and before I knew what had happened, the mistress let out a scream and fell to the ground.” 
 
    “I heard that scream,” said Juno. “You weren’t far from me when that happened.” 
 
    “Our mum told me to look for you first.” 
 
    “You found me and I told you to go back and look after her.” 
 
    “You said you’d try to get out of the iron jaws. I couldn’t be with both you at the same time so I returned to our mistress. By this time, she was sitting up with her leg trapped in another set of even bigger jaws and was searching in her pocket. Oh no, I’ve dropped it. Find my phone, she said. Find my phone, Jupiter. She held her hand up to her ear to show me what she meant. I didn’t want to leave her because the wicked iron teeth were biting into her ankle and she was bleeding all over the ground. Go, Jupiter, she said. So, I raced back to where she’d fallen off her horse.” 
 
    “But you didn’t find the speaking thing, did you, Jupiter?” said Juno. 
 
    Jupiter got to his feet. He snarled baring his teeth. “No, I didn’t. When the mistress really needed me I let her down. Don’t think, I don’t know, Juno.” 
 
    “So, you went back to your mistress?” I asked him. 
 
    “I did. She’d given up trying to free her leg and fallen back on the ground with her eyes closed. I licked her face to show her I was there for her. I couldn’t speak to her, but she saw I didn’t have the speaking thing she called her phone. She let out a deep sigh and pushed herself into a sitting position again. She kept pointing to the iron monster and punching up and down with her hands. So I jumped in the air and landed on my front paws like when I’m hunting for a mouse or a squirrel. Yes, yes, she said. I didn’t understand what she wanted me to do. On the trap, she said putting her other leg on the iron thing. I tried and tried but I couldn’t get it right and she grew weaker and weaker until she flopped back on the ground. She became still and her spirit left her.” 
 
    Juno had become distressed as she heard Jupiter’s side of the story. I stroked her again and rubbed her chest to still her shivering. 
 
    “Did you see or hear anything while you lay there, Juno?” I asked her. 
 
    “Not a thing until a car arrived. That was you.” 
 
    “Jupiter?” 
 
    “No, nothing. No more rustlings. No more branches waving. Whatever we’d seen in the beginning had gone.” 
 
    I stood up and walked up and down the veranda while I weighed up what they’d told us. Felix joined me and stopped me from pacing. 
 
    “Any ideas, Penzi?” he asked me. 
 
    “Their stories aren’t very helpful, that’s true, but we can be sure of one thing: there was definitely something or someone there. If it was an animal, it would have been natural for it to run off, but it must have been a large animal to move the bushes so much. If it was a human being why didn’t they show themselves? They had to be up to no good. It’s one more proof that this was not an unfortunate accident.” 
 
    “Something else. It couldn’t have been Jean-Claude. He was with us in the car. So either he’s innocent of Dubois’s suspicions or he had an accomplice.” 
 
    Felix chuckled. “That’s taking things a bit far, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I’m not ruling anything out for the moment.” 
 
    As we walked back to the dogs to say goodbye, I took hold of Felix’s arm and halted him while I spoke. “Wouldn’t it be terrible if we proved our first official client was guilty of the crime we’d been hired to solve?” 
 
    “Heaven forbid,” said Felix.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The door onto the veranda opened behind us, and Jean-Claude called out, “I’m ready for you.” 
 
    We gave both dogs a ruffle and joined Jean-Claude in the library. We retook our seats and waited for his revelation. 
 
    He lifted a pretty box about ten by ten inches from the chair beside him and placed it on the table. Flowered paper covered the box and a broad pink ribbon ran around its sides ending in a large floppy bow. 
 
    “I found this last week when I was going through Hélène’s clothes to find an outfit to give the funeral people so they could dress her for her coffin.” He took a deep breath and stifled back a sob. “I never dreamed I’d find something like this.” 
 
    A label on the side of the box indicated that it contained tablets of honeysuckle perfumed Marseilles bath soap. I didn’t understand why it had thrown Jean-Claude so. What was wrong with soap? Felix and I waited for him to tell us in his own time. 
 
    “I hesitated a long time over whether I should show this to you or not. It seems disloyal in some way, and, of course, it’s hurtful to me, but it could be useful to your inquiries.” 
 
    He slowly removed the lid. Inside lay two piles of envelopes of the best bond addressed by hand to Madame Hélène de Portemorency. The top two had no postal stamps. 
 
    “Are they all like that?” I asked him. “Delivered by hand?” 
 
    He nodded. “None of them was posted, but they weren’t necessarily delivered by hand. They could have been left in a drop box, you know.” 
 
    “And you consider them significant?” I asked. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Felix reached out to take the top one out of the box but I slapped his hand away quickly. 
 
    “No, put your gloves on. We don’t know how important these letters are yet, but if Jean-Claude thinks they are, we may want them dusted for fingerprints so we can find out who wrote them.” 
 
    Jean-Claude sighed. “Unfortunately, they’re all signed so I know who they’re from.” 
 
    “Don’t touch the letters again without gloves, Jean-Claude, just in case,” I advised him. 
 
    Felix fished his ever-present latex gloves out of his pocket and donned them. Jean-Claude nudged the box toward Felix with his knuckle. Felix took the top one out of the box and removed it from its envelope. 
 
    He scanned it quickly, his eyes growing wider as he worked his way down to the bottom of the page. 
 
    “May I read it out aloud to Penzi? She can’t read it herself because she’s dyslexic.” 
 
    Jean-Claude jerked back in his seat ready to refuse. Then he pushed his chair out and made for the door. “I’ll wait on the veranda with the dogs while you go through them. It would be too much for me to hear them read aloud.” 
 
    Felix waited until the door closed behind him and began to read the first letter. 
 
    Hélène darling…, it began. It continued in an amorous tone, referring to their heartfelt love for each other and slating Jean-Claude as a monster who wouldn’t set Hélène free to be with the man she loved–the writer. It was signed Until we can be together, your one and only, Gilbert. 
 
    On to the next letter… and the next, right through the box. The content grew steamier. No wonder Jean-Claude hadn’t wanted to hear them read aloud. 
 
    Felix refolded the last letter, tucked it back into the envelope and laid it down in the box. 
 
    “What do you make of that, Penzi?” 
 
    “Nowhere does he mention receiving a letter or a phone call from Hélène, does he?” 
 
    Felix shrugged. “So?” 
 
    “The letters give no proof that Hélène returned the writer’s passion.” 
 
    “Why did she keep them if they meant nothing to her?” 
 
    “Maybe in case she needed to show them to Jean-Claude or the police at some point.” 
 
    Felix reached for a piece of paper and a pen from the desk and wrote the man’s name down. 
 
    “A lot of guesses. This man goes on our list of suspects for interviewing. Call Jean-Claude back in, boss, and we’ll ask him about this love affair, as improbable as it may seem to us as outsiders.” 
 
    I fetched Jean-Claude. As soon as he was seated again, I asked him about the writer. 
 
    “Gilbert Clancy? We’ve both known him for years. I had no idea he was sneaking around behind my back writing love-letters to my wife. We were at university together here in Bordeaux. Hélène was a year behind us. He took up with her when she was in her first year but the relationship didn’t last long. Later when we were going out together, I asked Hélène what caused the break up, but she wouldn’t tell me.” 
 
    “And she never said a word to you about these letters?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Didn’t want to worry me, I suppose. Perhaps she expected him to get tired eventually if she gave him no encouragement.” 
 
    I made a mental note to check that out with other friends and acquaintances. 
 
    Felix stopped doodling on his notes for a moment. “But do you think he could have set the traps? And if so, why would he have Hélène as his target, the very woman he professed to be deeply in love with? It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “None of it does,” said Jean-Claude. “I’m living in a nightmare here with no hope of waking up.” 
 
    Something had occurred to me while Felix had been reading the letters to himself. What if Jean-Claude had been the intended victim? 
 
    I put the idea to him. “Could the traps have been laid for you? Was it customary for Hélène to take that particular ride to the outcrop?” 
 
    He thought a moment before replying, working things out in his head. “I hadn’t looked at it that way. I was the one who usually made the daily patrol of the vineyards… on horseback. Hélène’s rides were more for pleasure. She may have decided to go that way on that particular morning because I couldn’t ride with my bad leg, but we hadn’t discussed it so I can’t say for sure.” 
 
    “One more thing, Jean-Claude, can you give us the names of Hélène’s particular friends, people she may have confided in?” 
 
    He took another sheet of paper out of the drawer and noted down three names. He handed the list to me saying, “Hélène had a vast circle of friends and acquaintances. She was a sociable person. But these are her best friends. They’d go out in a group together for some girl time.” 
 
    Felix folded up the two sheets of paper and put them in his pocket. Time for us to leave. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    In the car on the way back, Felix and I went over what we’d learned. 
 
    I began by saying, “Jean-Claude doesn’t strike me as the wife-murdering type.” 
 
    Felix countered me with, “Just because he says he and Hélène didn’t discuss where she’d ride that morning doesn’t mean he’s telling the truth. He’s the one person who could have suggested she take that route.” 
 
    “But there was someone there in the bushes when we all went looking for her and it couldn’t have been Jean-Claude, remember. He was with us. Once again we’re back to the idea that if Jean-Claude is guilty, he had an accomplice. I can’t see him wanting anyone else to know what he was up to—” 
 
    “Unless he had someone on the side, too.” 
 
    I changed down as we made the turn onto the main road. “Always possible. We’ll have to make inquiries.” 
 
    “Penzi, did you notice he said the letters could have been left in a drop box? That means he has considered the idea that Hélène was complicit in the correspondence.” 
 
    “If he’s guilty, why would he hand us the motive in the form of the love-letters?” 
 
    “As a diversion? To make himself look innocent?” 
 
    “It’s so complicated. I’ve fallen down a rabbit hole and I don’t know where to start.” 
 
    “When Alice said that the King told her: Begin at the beginning and go on till you come to the end: then stop. We’ll follow the process that’s served us so well in the past. Take one person at a time and interview them. From what they tell us we’ll widen the circle until everything becomes clear. We’ll interview Gilbert Clancy for a start.” 
 
    “And a visit to the BNC to sound them out on the financial health of the business. With Jean-Claude set to receive a handsome insurance payout, it would be interesting to find out how badly he may have needed it.” 
 
    “They’ll be able to give us a list of competitors. Maybe we’re looking at some kind of business move here. Force Jean-Claude into selling if he doesn’t have his wife’s business acumen to guide him.” 
 
    We pulled in to top up the tank and were back on the road after buying a couple of cans of soda to quench our thirst. My mind spun on the traps, weaving this way and that. Maybe the obvious solution was the one. 
 
    “We must interview the local Chef de Chasse, the head of the Cognac hunting society, and ask about illegal hunting.” 
 
    Felix pulled out his scrap of paper and added the BNC and the Chasse. 
 
    “When we get home, we’ll set up the first interviews and work through our usual people of interest: relatives other than husband, unrequited lovers–there may be others beside Clancy–business rivals, and past or present employees who could bear a grudge.” 
 
    “Her girlfriends. One of them may know if Hélène had taken a lover.” 
 
    Felix tucked his list away again. “Enough for today. When we get home, we’ll spend some time with Jimbo.” 
 
    We stayed silent for the rest of the journey each of us lost in trying to make sense out of the situation we found ourselves in. As I turned down past the Esplanade and onto the cobbled road that runs to our house, an idea that had been niggling away in my subconscious surfaced. 
 
    “Felix, what about Jupiter as a possible mate for Zig? He’s a handsome dog and would make great puppies. She’s coming into heat later this month.” 
 
    “Have you gone stark, staring mad? You can’t expect Jean-Claude to be interested in a project like that with all that’s been going on.” 
 
    “It won’t do any harm to sound him out.” 
 
    “Who Jean-Claude or Jupiter?” Felix asked somewhat sarcastically. 
 
    “Now, you’re being silly,” I said as I eased to a halt in front of Les Dragons. I pulled on the handbrake and switched off the engine. As I no longer had to watch the road ahead, I turned to Felix to answer his snarky question. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of asking Jupiter, but anyway I know little about how dogs’ minds work. I’m not sure he would have a choice if he met Zig when she was, as they say, in an interesting condition. I’m guessing that biology would simply take over. It is called the biological imperative after all.” 
 
    Felix snorted at my reply and we left it at that for the time being.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Felix and I had to undergo an interrogation by Jimbo when we reached home. He was desperate to know how his new-found friends were coping with the death of their mother. He brightened up when Felix told him I would be investigating because their father was now my client. At breakfast the next morning we were deep in discussion of the strangeness of the whole affair when our postwoman, Martine, arrived. As usual, she came breezing into the kitchen to join us for her morning coffee and lowered her bulk into the chair at the end of the table. I asked her if she had any contacts in Cognac. 
 
    “Cognac?” she queried putting down her cup and looking at Gwinny for a refill. “Why do you want to know that?” 
 
    “We could use some inside information about the death of Madame de Portemorency. You must have heard about it.” 
 
    She nodded and said, “Of course. It’s been on the local news for over a week now. And the funeral was reported on TV.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and squinted across the table at me. “Don’t tell me you’re involved, Penzi?” 
 
    “I am. Her husband has asked me to carry out a parallel investigation into how and why the traps were on his land.” 
 
    “So, he suspects foul play? What about Inspector Dubois? I heard he was temporarily attached to the Cognac gendarmerie?” 
 
    “He’s treating it as a suspicious death.” 
 
    Martine leaned forward, her eyes glowing with intrigue. “Why would he do that? Surely it was an accident? There must be hundreds of old traps rusting to bits in the countryside.” 
 
    For a moment I was tempted to tell her they weren’t rusty, but Felix kicked me under the table and I changed my answer to: “I can’t divulge the secrets of the police investigation, Martine. Now, contacts in Cognac. Do you have any?” 
 
    She crinkled up her brow while she ran through her vast mental database of friends and relations. “Ah,” she answered at last. “I have a second cousin who also works for the post office: Henri Duval, but I don’t know anything about his round. I could phone him and ask him to speak to you.” 
 
    “Thank you. The way you all gossip back at the office, he may be able to give us some useful background information on our principal suspects.” 
 
    Her eyes brightened. “Who are they?” 
 
    I was able to tell her truthfully that we hadn’t drawn up a complete list as yet and would be doing so as soon as we’d finished our breakfast, hoping she’d take the hint and leave, but as usual she wanted yet another cup of coffee before resuming her round. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As her yellow van disappeared back down our road towards the Esplanade, Felix and I repaired to the study to draw up our list of interviewees. 
 
    Felix opened up his laptop and transferred the notes he’d made during our conversation with Jean-Claude. When he’d finished, he looked up at me. “We should start with the chief of the local hunt, le Chef de la Chasse. There’s no point taking days or weeks looking for the culprit if we can identify him or her immediately through the Chasse.” 
 
    “Agreed. Put him at the top of the list. However, it wouldn’t hurt to go ahead with interviewing people we’ve heard are connected to the case, such as the BNC.” 
 
    Felix wrote that down as number two. “What are we hoping to learn from them? How healthy the de Portemorency business is? Who Jean-Claude’s main competitors are?” 
 
    “All that and anything else they can add. Next Hélène’s girlfriends.” 
 
    Felix checked his notes. “That will be Anne-Marie Fortine, Catrine LaForêt and Diane Cordier. Then I guess we’d better meet the hopeful lover, Gilbert Clancy.” 
 
    “And add that man de Gonzelles. I didn’t like the way he was slanging off Jean-Claude’s business at the award ceremony. He wasn’t at all happy to come in third. We must ask the BNC representative about him. Discreetly of course.” 
 
    “Penzi, that’s seven people already. We’d better get busy setting up the appointments. I suggest you start by letting Monsieur Bonhomie know we’re going ahead with representing Jean-Claude in this matter. Then I’ll put the calls through for you and you can speak to the people concerned.” 
 
    I dialed our mayor’s number and caught him as he was leaving the office. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’ve decided to help Jean-Claude,” he said. “He’s a fine young man.” 
 
    When I told him that Dubois had his suspicions about him, he tutted and said, “That Dubois’s a good policeman, but sometimes he can be over enthusiastic.” 
 
    I murmured my agreement, not mentioning that Felix and I were keeping an open mind on the subject of Jean-Claude’s guilt or innocence. As I closed off the call I said to Felix, “This time alibis will be useless. This is a case of murder or manslaughter at a distance. We have to concentrate on who had the opportunity–that is who had access to the traps. The list will be endless with all the visitors and ex-employees. If only we could pin down the motive. Who would want to kill Hélène or, possibly, Jean-Claude?” 
 
    Felix closed his laptop. “Don’t put the cart before the horse, Penzi. This is a case where we have to move ahead an inch at a time because the fog is so thick, but it will clear.” 
 
    He was right. Impatience was always a failing of mine; I liked to see the way ahead. We spent the rest of the afternoon calling strangers and arranging to visit them. We would start with the chef de la chasse, Monsieur Clément Pointon, the next afternoon. He said he would fit us in after his office hours. Apparently, he was one of the notaries in Cognac and had a full day of clients booked.  We agreed to meet at his office in the center of the city at five thirty. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Clément Pointon hurried out into the reception area to welcome us, hand outstretched. I would never have guessed he was an ardent hunter if I’d met him socially. He was tall, dark and smooth featured–no hint of outdoors ruggedness. He flashed his hazel eyes at me as we shook hands, and I put him down as a bit of a flirt. 
 
    “Come in, come in,” he said holding the door open for us. “Our mayor has asked me to give you all the help I can, but I’m not sure how I can help you.” 
 
    He gestured towards the chairs in front of his modern glass desk and I was glad I was wearing jeans and not a short skirt. While we were settling, he offered us coffee. I asked for tea. He called the order through and leaned forward smiling broadly. 
 
    “Well, where do you want to start?” he asked. 
 
    I explained that I was acting for Jean-Claude de Portemorency in the matter of his wife’s unexplained death. 
 
    “So, I heard,” he said nodding his agreement with my position. “I know Jean-Claude. He’s a good guy. Such a tragedy. Now, what do you want to know?” 
 
    “You heard his wife Hélène was caught in a man trap?” 
 
    “Yes. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “We wondered if the traps could have been set by a poacher. Whether you have your eye on any illegal hunting in the area?” 
 
    He leaned back. “Hunting is strictly regulated in France. We value our citizens and don’t want them shot by mistake, but we value our wildlife equally. All legal hunters require a permit and to earn it they have to take a written course and prove they can hit a target. I’m talking about hunting with a gun here.” 
 
    “What about other forms of hunting?” 
 
    “All are controlled. And the hunting season for each type of game is laid down in law as are the numbers allowed to be killed. Of course, we get people breaking the rules: taking down deer over the quota or out of season, but I’ve never heard of a case of anyone using a man trap or wolf trap in modern times. They’ve been outlawed for decades. I’m not even sure where anyone would find one outside a museum.” 
 
    “If someone did decide to poach using a wolf trap or a man trap, what game would they hope to catch?” 
 
    Pointon thought for a moment before replying. “We don’t get much large game in the vineyards. Occasionally a few deer will stray onto the land. The other possibility would be a wild boar, but it is unusual to find one so far from the cover of the woods.” 
 
    The secretary came in with the refreshments and we chatted about unimportant matters until everyone was served and she’d retired. 
 
    “Where was I?” Pointon said. “Oh yes, only the odd deer or perhaps a wild boar.” 
 
    Felix stirred his coffee, took a mouthful and replaced his cup. He flashed me a glance and I shook my head. He was thinking about the large animal, whether two-legged or four-legged, Jupiter had told us about, but we couldn’t mention that. The only human being who’d witnessed it was Hélène, and she was no longer there to tell her story. We couldn’t of course, say a dog had told us. Pointon would think we were mad. 
 
    I finished my tea unable to come up with any more useful questions. I replaced my cup and rose to my feet. “Thank you for seeing us, Monsieur Pointon. To recap: as far as you know, there’s been no illegal hunting with wolf or man traps in the area.” 
 
    He pushed back his chair and walked to the door to open it for us. As he shook our hands in farewell, he apologized for being unable to help us. 
 
    “On the contrary,” I said, “you have helped us by confirming that the chances of the traps being laid by a poacher are low. We have to concentrate on the more unpleasant task of finding someone who was hunting human beings.” 
 
    As we got back in our car Felix said, “Penzi, that was a horrible way of putting things.” 
 
    “Horrible but true.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    We had time for a stroll around the ancient city of Cognac and for lunch at a restaurant overlooking the River Charente before it was time for our appointment with the president of the BNC, Julien Daniel. Because in his day job he was CEO of one of the world’s largest cognac producers, our meeting was to be held at his firm’s distillery, Bennetta’s, set on the riverside for easy access to water. 
 
    Alongside the head office, three aircraft hangar sized utilitarian operational buildings lined up against the riverfront. In stark contrast, the main building, a rectangle of two stories fronted by a three-story square building with a mansard roof and a pair of towering chimneys displayed the best of French renaissance architecture. Palladian style windows set into the roof brought to mind Versailles although on a more modest scale. As usual in that area, the local cut limestone, tailored to within a fraction of an inch, framed the windows and doors. Inside we stepped across a chequered marble floor to the reception desk to be greeted by a middle-aged woman, chic in a tailored suit of fine peach colored wool to highlight her pale skin and blond chignon. 
 
    We explained who we were. She gestured towards a pair of fine gilded Louis XIV chairs suggesting we wait in comfort for Monsieur Daniel. 
 
    I’d been expecting a man of great stature in keeping with the ceiling towering above us, but Julien Daniel barely scraped in at five five, his head being lower than mine as we shook hands. He may have been small, but he made up for it with his quota of charm, twinkling at me with his button eyes the color of currants set in a face of smudged features. His graying hair lent gravitas to his demeanor counterbalancing his welcoming smile. He led us through to his office which looked out over the river through spacious windows. The second surprise was the modern furniture. 
 
    He gave a wry smile when he caught my expression. “This is my workspace, so I chose the ambiance I like. I find all that antique stuff incredibly stuffy… and uncomfortable,” he said,  showing us over to a seating area with pale tan Scandinavian leather sofas mounted on polished steel legs. 
 
    “Coffee? Tea? A sample of our cognac to go with it?” he asked. 
 
    Felix asked for coffee and cognac. For once I chose coffee. I didn’t fancy drinking cognac with tea. While we waited for the drinks to arrive, we exchanged pleasantries. He was good at winkling out information from us about how long we’d been in France, what we did here, and how we foresaw our future now that Brexit was on its way to being a done deal. His easy way with strangers must have been a great bonus when dealing with foreign buyers and his gentle sense of humor when smoothing any ruffled feathers within the BNC. 
 
    “Right,” he said as the door closed behind his secretary. “What can I do for you? The mayor has asked me to tell you anything you want as long as it doesn’t breach our industry’s confidentiality rules. So no giving away blending secrets, eh?” he finished with a laugh. 
 
    “You’ll be aware Jean-Claude de Portemorency has asked me to investigate his wife’s death?” I asked. 
 
    “I thought it was an accident.” 
 
    “It may very well be, but that has not been determined as yet. Both the police, and my colleague and I are keeping an open mind for the time being. It would be helpful if you would fill us in on the cognac industry–give us some background–so that we can judge whether the industry setting had anything to do with Hélène de Portemorency’s death.” 
 
    “How much do you already know? I don’t want to waste your time and patience waxing on about my passion if it would bore you.” 
 
    “I’ll answer that one, shall I, Penzi?” said Felix looking at me for my agreement. I gave a nod and Felix continued. “We paid a visit to the de Portemorency distillery with a view to writing a tourist pamphlet for the local Chambers of Commerce, but that was the day we found Hélène. She’d been supposed to act as our guide on the tour but when she didn’t arrive, Jean-Claude took over. His mind wasn’t on the job. First of all, his leg was paining him and he had to resort to his wheelchair. Secondly, it was obvious he was worried about Hélène. As the morning progressed with still no sign of her and his calls unreturned, he grew even more anxious and couldn’t wait to end the tour and get back to the château to find out what had happened. That’s the long answer. The short answer is not much. We saw a lot of machinery but still don’t know what makes cognac cognac, if you see what I mean.” 
 
    Daniel crossed one leg over the other and leaned back. “In that case, we should start with terroir. Do you know what is meant by terroir?” 
 
    My turn to answer. “It’s an important concept in France and it’s to do with the soil.” 
 
    “It’s a vital concept rather than important. The reason why our superior French wines and brandies are the best in the world is because of terroir. Yes, we produce gallons of supermarket rubbish and middle of the market stuff, but our finest wines and spirits are the finest. And it’s down to terroir for the most part. And that is something that cannot be replicated artificially.” 
 
    It sounded a bit mumbo-jumbo to me but I was no wine connoisseur. Still, if I was to write about the industry, I ought at least to understand why terroir held the importance it did. So I asked him to explain it to a woman who hadn’t been brought up with the idea of terroir in her DNA. 
 
    “The starting point is the derivation of the word from the Latin terra meaning  land via the French la terre. Terroir can have other meanings, but for the wine industry it means the soil of an area or region and its sub-strata. Each terroir produces its specialty depending on how the soil influences the development of the flavor and alcoholic potential of the grape. That is why the appellation d’origine contrôlée, the rules governing the description of various wines, restricts certain wines to certain terroirs. Like champagne, for instance, which can only be called champagne if it’s made from grapes grown in the designated champagne area. Any other fizzy wine has to be called vin mousseux, fizzy wine, at worst, or méthode champenoise, meaning the wine has be made by the same system as champagne but does not qualify for the title because of not being from the correct terroir.” 
 
    I was beginning to understand how important this was not only to differentiate wines but also to protect the pedigree of France’s fine wines and spirits. “So, how does that work here in the Cognac region?” 
 
    “Let me pour you some more coffee and top up your glasses before I continue.” 
 
    “No,” said Felix, “let me do it. This is all fascinating. I’m a whisky man myself. Scotch. Laphroaig for preference. Much of what you’re saying applies to that industry but the Scots don’t have such a tight control over the designations. It’s not unusual nowadays to find Japanese scotch on the shelves.” 
 
    “You don’t like my cognac?” Daniel asked with a grin. 
 
    Felix backtracked as fast as he could. “Sir, it’s wonderful. Smooth, soft and full of aroma. I’m enjoying it immensely but please continue with your lesson.” 
 
    Daniel tossed back the last of his cognac and leaned forwards to replace his glass on the coffee table. “Now, in order to be called cognac, a brandy has to have been made from grapes grown in the designated region and distilled in the time honored way here in Cognac. We have several grades of terroir within the region, ranging from Bois Ordinaires at the lowest end through six levels to Grande Champagne at the highest. Champagne here doesn’t mean the expensive fizzy white wine. It’s the old French word for a chalky soil. And things become more complicated when one grades and ranks the product within the terroir.” 
 
    Felix nodded. “I did try making sense of it all by reading articles on the internet, but I did find it confusing.” 
 
    “The important thing for you to realize is the de Portemorency vineyards lie in the best terroir, that producing Grande Champagne. This area is limited and cannot be extended under the present rules, and so their business is valuable even before they produce their excellent cognac.  Such land has been jealously guarded down through the generations. Marriages have been arranged to keep the vineyards within the family or to extend the reach of a family owning one of the lesser terroirs. You may very well find this has some bearing on your investigation.” 
 
    I shifted in my chair as what he had said sunk home. “The obvious follow-up question is do you know of any rumblings to this effect? Has Jean-Claude received and turned down offers to sell his property? Do you know whether he is facing any hostile bids at the moment?” 
 
    “His business is a family business unlike this one which is quoted on the French stock exchange. The slightest sign of weakness and the vultures would gather. His vines would be a wonderful addition to any large business’s bouquet.” 
 
    “He hasn’t mentioned any of this to us.” 
 
    “He’s not likely to because in my opinion he doesn’t realize how vulnerable he is. Especially now. His wife was the commercial brains behind the business and with her gone, goodness knows whether he will be able to keep things going at the same level. It was his wife’s money that dug the de Portemorency distillery out of the chasm of near bankruptcy. It was touch and go at the time, but then Hélène’s parents were killed in a car crash. She received a large insurance payout and inherited a chunk of cash from them. As they were a wealthy Brittany family with only the one child, she inherited the lot.” 
 
    Felix cleared his throat. “So, would Bennetta’s be ready to buy Jean-Claude out if his business fails?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Daniel. “It would be foolish to miss the chance to own such valuable real estate.” 
 
    “Any of the others?” I asked. 
 
    Daniel pursed up his mouth while he considered my question. “Yes, I bet the de Gonzelles establishment would bid against us. There may be others as well, the larger enterprises who could raise the cash from their shareholders for such a bonus.” 
 
    I sighed at the thought of poor Jean-Claude coping with his bereavement, his motherless children and his wounded leg on his own while the powerful companies hovered around him waiting for him to falter. 
 
    “You paint a depressing picture, Monsieur Daniel,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe, but that’s life in business. However, don’t for a moment go imagining that any one of us would have tried to kill Hélène with a man trap. Apart from the fact that we are not the murdering kind, that would have been a very inefficient way to plan a murder. Totally hit and miss if you ask me.” 
 
    “That’s what makes the whole affair so baffling,” I said. “If it was murder, the murderer would have had to be sure that it would be Hélène he caught in the trap which seems beyond reason. But then why else place traps in such a place? Traps which are illegal and hard to come by?” 
 
    Daniel smiled my way. “From what I’ve heard about your talents on the grapevine, so to speak, you will get to the bottom of this and the sooner the better. Hélène’s death has had an unsettling effect on the members of the BNC. They are only too aware of their predatory inclinations towards the de Portemorency establishment and it makes them ashamed. Too much schadenfreude is bad for the soul.” 
 
    It was time for us to leave and ponder what we’d been told. We made our farewells with the promise that we’d tell Monsieur Daniel the whole story once we’d discovered it. 
 
    On the way home to Beaucoup-sur-Mer, Felix said to me, “You never know what’s going on below the surface in these seemingly civilized towns and villages. I found Daniel’s picture of the big distilleries circling Jean-Claude and his beautiful château like a pack of avaricious hyenas most disturbing.” 
 
    “We have to make sure Jean-Claude gets the tools and personnel he needs. Maybe you could help him with that, Felix?” 
 
    “What me?” he replied sliding back in his seat. “What do I know about grapes?” 
 
    “You know about business. You could help him with that side of things. Make sure he employs a good finance person.” 
 
    Felix harrumphed into his chest and we left the discussion there.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Jean-Claude called us that evening to tell us he had set up a rendezvous for us with Hélène’s best friends. As they were all working women, they would meet us at La Licorne, a bar and restaurant in the city center, at six thirty the following evening. Felix and I spent the day researching on the internet for everything we could find out about the cognac industry and its famous terroirs. We found an article about a billionaire who collected cognac and had a bottle that had cost him two million pounds. Although I could appreciate his passion for the water of life, I found the price paid ridiculous. Felix had to remind me that market price is what the market is prepared to pay for an item. The more we delved into the mystique of the valuable spirit, the more we leaned towards cognac being the key to the whole puzzle of Hélène’s death but we couldn’t work out how. 
 
    “Maybe the three girls–” began Felix before I interrupted him. 
 
    “Young women.” 
 
    “Young women then. Maybe they will shed some light into the dark corners of our brains and get them working.” 
 
    At five thirty we checked in with Gwinny to see if she wanted us to bring her back anything from Cognac. I’d been doing my best to be thoughtful about Gwinny. Felix had rebuked me more than once for my lackadaisical attitude towards her and I had vowed to mend my ways. Blood was supposed to be thicker than water after all. 
 
    Gwinny ducked her head submissively at my question and I sighed. Our relationship was never going to improve if she put on her act of being browbeaten every time I spoke to her. It loaded me with double guilt: first for being unable to shower her with unlimited forgiveness and, secondly, for finding her irritating for type-casting me as the baddie in the relationship. I took a deep breath and reminded myself she was my mother and as such I owed her respect, even if I couldn’t love her again yet awhile. I approached her and put my arm around her. 
 
    “Do you want to come with us? You could do some sightseeing while we’re busy?” 
 
    “Who would look after Jimbo?” she asked. 
 
    “He could come with us.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” he said looking up from his homework. As his headmistress had warned, French schoolchildren did have a heavy load of work every evening. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said quickly. Gwinny was right. I was the one being irresponsible this time. Jimbo had school the next day. 
 
    “So, Gwinny? Anything?” 
 
    She asked us to search out some fresh artichokes for dinner and I promised to do so, giving myself a silent reminder to buy a little treat for her. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We were a few minutes late for our meeting at La Licorne but we needn’t have worried. Only two of the women had arrived before us, both brunettes, one with long soft hazel ringlets and the other with her chestnut hair cut in that style so popular with chic Frenchwomen, the pixie cut. They introduced themselves as Catrine and Diane, respectively. 
 
    “Anne-Marie won’t be long,” said Catrine as we took our seats. “She phoned to say she’s been held up by an emergency case. She’s a doctor, a general practitioner, with her consulting rooms a couple of streets away.” 
 
    We made small talk while we waited for the third of Hélène’s friends to turn up. I asked Diane how the three of them had met. 
 
    “We were all students together at Bordeaux University. We met at a freshers’ party and have stayed close ever since.” 
 
    “And Hélène?” I asked. 
 
    She pushed her long ringlets back over her shoulder. “Hélène, too. She studied business. The only one of the four of us not to follow a science-based degree. I started off with medicine, like Anne-Marie, and then went on to anthropology to become a forensic anthropologist.” 
 
    I hoped Felix and I would never need to avail ourselves of her expertise. 
 
    “And you, Catrine?” I said turning to the woman with the slight frame and delicate features. 
 
    “Pathology for me. I work in a large lab on the outskirts of the city. It’s not glamorous work but essential to the smooth running of our health service.” 
 
    “Do you handle work for the police?” Felix asked. 
 
    “Yes, and we do autopsies, but if we’re too busy, the police have to send their work to Bordeaux.” 
 
    That’s when I realized I’d seen the name before. Catrine LaForêt. On Hélène’s autopsy report. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, Catrine,” I said reaching my hand across the table to touch hers in apology. “I hadn’t realized. You must have been the one who performed the autopsy on Hélène.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Death is part of life even when it’s your best friend.” 
 
    “Are you all right with talking to us?” 
 
    “Of course. I want the person responsible for Hélène’s death found and punished. Whether it was negligence or murder, he must pay the price for his evil doing.” 
 
    “I’ve read the report. There was no way to say whether Hélène’s death was accidental or planned.” 
 
    “No. Cause of death was exsanguination from the wound caused by her leg being trapped in the metal teeth of the man trap. Even if the guilty person didn’t intend to catch a human being, if he was there in the vicinity and didn’t help, that is murder, too.” 
 
    Felix called the waiter over and ordered a round of drinks. “What will your friend like?” he asked Catrine and Diane. 
 
    “Pineau on the rocks, white,” Catrine answered. “Oh, here she is.” 
 
    I turned my head to see a trim young woman enter the bar. To my surprise, with her neat delicate features and coal black hair she looked Vietnamese. On second thoughts that shouldn’t have surprised me. Many Vietnamese live in France. Their country had been colonized by the French in the late 1800’s and had won its independence in 1954. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m late,” she said as Felix stood to shake her hand and then pull out a chair for her. “I’m Anne-Marie.” 
 
    After the flurry as we all settled back again, I explained that Catrine and Diane had been telling us how the three of them had met and about their chosen careers. 
 
    The waiter arrived with the drinks and we took a few moments to raise our glasses with a salut to Hélène and take a first sip. As they replaced their glasses, the three women gave us their attention, all three of them with eyebrows raised. 
 
    I smiled and they relaxed. “Jean-Claude told us you three were Hélène’s best friends. We’re hoping you can fill us in on her life and loves, so to speak.” 
 
    Anne-Marie laughed. “Hélène called us mes trois brunes, my three brunettes. We’re going to miss her greatly. I’m not sure we can add much to your investigation. Hélène was an uncomplicated loving wife and mother.” 
 
    Catrine added, “And deeply involved in the rescue of her husband’s business.” 
 
    Felix picked up the thread. “Is it true she used her inheritance to prop up de Portemorency’s?” 
 
    “Oh yes, and the insurance money from her parents’ death. We tried to warn her at the time not to put all her money into the business, but she insisted that Jean-Claude’s life was her life.” 
 
    I took another sip of my pineau, not wanting to fire out our questions with the rapidity of a machine gun. After a decent pause, I said, “So, Jean-Claude and Hélène were a love match at the start. Was everything still all right between them? Any hints of discord?” 
 
    The three women exchanged glances. Anne-Marie and Catrine gave Diane a barely perceptible nod. 
 
    “We have been worried recently about Hélène,” Diane began. “She’s been tense and a bit irritable. That’s unlike her usual calm attitude to life. We heard her snap at Jean-Claude on the phone a few times.” 
 
    Catrine broke in. “We wondered if the money troubles had resurfaced and the stress was damaging their relationship.” 
 
    “Do you think either of them could have been having an affair?” I asked. 
 
    The three women shrank back as one in horror at the suggestion. 
 
    “Never,” said Diane her ringlets flying from side to side as she shook her head in vehement denial. 
 
    Then Anne-Marie said, “On second thoughts, I’m not so sure. One can never be sure. Hélène did say she thought Jean-Claude was keeping something from her; that he was secretive. He wouldn’t answer when she asked him what was going on. He told her everything was fine.” 
 
    “But she didn’t accept that?” I asked. 
 
    “No. But then again, I can’t say she thought he was being unfaithful. She never said that either.” 
 
    Time to change tack. “What do you three know about a man called Gilbert Clancy?” 
 
    Three heads came up as one. 
 
    “How did you hear about him?” Diane asked. 
 
    “Oh, a vague rumor here or there,” I said. 
 
    “Who’s going to answer that?” Diane asked her two companions. 
 
    “I will,” said Catrine. “I dated him, too.” 
 
    “Only once,” said Diane. 
 
    Catrine gave a little snort. “Once was enough. Such a creepy guy. All smiles and bonhomie on the surface but there was something kind of slimy about him underneath.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” I asked thinking of the flowery style of the letters we’d read. “Slimy?” 
 
    “I couldn’t put my finger on it. He made me uncomfortable. On the one hand his manner was unctuous to a point, but on the other every tiny little thing had to be his way even down to what I could drink and eat.” 
 
    “Did Hélène ever have anything to do with him?” I asked. 
 
    “She’d gone out with him before me and she warned me off him, but I hadn’t listened.” 
 
    “What did she warn you about?” 
 
    “Nothing specific. She said he made her skin crawl when he touched her. That they’d had a row. She dumped him as fast as she could, but he wouldn’t let go. He followed her about for months. We’d call it stalking these days.” 
 
    Felix kicked me to tell me to let the subject drop, I guess. 
 
    He took up the questioning. “You mentioned possible money problems. Did you ever hear of any pressure from competitors? Could Hélène have been blocking a sale of the business to one of the larger enterprises?” 
 
    Anne-Marie sought confirmation from the others then said, “Not that we know of. Hélène was tight-lipped about the business even though we were her best friends. The business was off limits for discussion. If we pushed, all we’d get was everything’s fine.” 
 
    Felix and I had run out of questions. 
 
    “Thank you all for helping us out here. You’ve been helpful,” I said. 
 
    “We have?” they said in unison and laughed. 
 
    “One thing you should be sure of,” Catrine said. “Everyone liked Hélène. We three find it difficult to think this could be anything other than an unfortunate accident because we can’t imagine anyone wanting to kill her.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As usual now that we had to make so many trips to the Cognac area, Felix and I went over what we’d learned on the way home to Beaucoup-sur-Mer. 
 
    “Let’s summarize the results of that meeting,” Felix began. “The girls didn’t tell us anything to point us in any definite direction.” 
 
    “No, but they confirmed what we’d learned elsewhere: everyone liked Hélène and no one can imagine why anyone would want to kill her.” 
 
    “They couldn’t say the same for Gilbert Clancy.” Felix chuckled. “Can’t stand him, can they?” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean he’s a murderer.” 
 
    “Another point: they hadn’t picked up any vibes about an affair from either Jean-Claude or Hélène.” 
 
    A busy roundabout lay ahead. I threaded my way into the traffic reminding myself I had to go anticlockwise round the circle and not clockwise as in England. I’d found that sometimes if I let my attention stray I went the wrong way. Fortunately, I’d only done that when the roads were clear. 
 
    Safely out the other side and on the road back to our little town, I told Felix what had been running through my subconscious while my conscious mind coped with the traffic. 
 
    “The most important thing I took away from our conversation with the three of them was Hélène was anxious because she felt Jean-Claude was keeping a secret from her.” 
 
    “Yes, me, too. It can’t have been anything to do with the financial side of things because Hélène would have known about that. If it was anything to do with the business, it had to be concerned with the production department. That’s Jean-Claude’s area of responsibility.” 
 
    “We’ll have to confront him. If he wants us to solve this case, he has to be open and honest with us.” 
 
    My phone rang. I passed it to Felix. He took the call. 
 
    “It’s Diane,” he whispered. 
 
    I snatched my eyes away from the road to watch his face. As he listened his brows met in a frown of puzzlement. He thanked her and closed the call. 
 
    “That’s peculiar,” he said. “Diane didn’t want to mention it in front of the others, but she says Hélène spoke to her in confidence about her anxiety over the vines.” 
 
    “Vines?” 
 
    “Yes, apparently she found a patch of dead vines. They’re not dormant, they’re dead. She came across them when she was out riding. When she cut through the stem, the wood was hard and brown.” 
 
    “Does Jean-Claude know about it? He never said anything to us.” 
 
    “Diane says Hélène spoke to him about the vines and he brushed her off saying it was nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “There you are. Maybe it’s got something to do with his secret. It is the production side of the business.” 
 
    “But, boss, the oddest point is that Diane said the dead vines are in the area where Hélène’s body was found.” 
 
    “In that case, we must visit the spot tomorrow and check them out,” I said as we passed through the town gates. 
 
    “Better still. When we get home, we can look at the photos we took at the time.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The next day was a Saturday, so we took Jimbo along with us when we returned to Cognac to visit the Château de Portemorency. Jimbo wanted to see his friends. I’d phoned ahead to Jean-Claude telling him we needed to have another look at the site of Hélène’s death without telling him why. He said that was fine as long as we didn’t want him to accompany us. Meanwhile, our mayor, Monsieur Bonhomie, had called the mayor of Cognac to ask him to fix up an interview for us with the CEO of the de Gonzelles distillery. As luck would have it, he had returned from Paris that week. His distillery was working Saturdays in an effort to increase bottling to fulfill an export order to the United States, and he could see us that afternoon at half past three. 
 
    Felix’s comment when he put the phone down was that it must be costing him a pretty fortune with the tax on employees working more than a thirty-five hour week. 
 
    He added, “But it has to be worth it. Last night, I checked on French cognac exports. Cognac exports to the United States last year hit an all time record of 458,600 US gallons. All from our departments of Charente-Maritime and Charente. That’s an amazing record of production and sales.” 
 
    “I’m leaning more and more towards the solution to our puzzle lying somewhere in the cognac industry.” 
 
     “Don’t be too hasty, Penzi. We still have to meet Gilbert Clancy, Hélène’s fancier, and there’s always past rivalries and employees who may bear a grudge.” 
 
    “We’ll have to leave most of that work to Inspector Dubois. There’s no way you and I can cover that number of people, many of them migrant workers who’ve not been back for several years now that so much of the harvesting is carried out by giant picking machines.” 
 
    “Maybe it won’t come to that and the answer will hit us slap bang in the face.” 
 
    I had to laugh at Felix’s optimism. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Saturday had broken bright and sunny, a perfect early summer’s day in this part of France. I almost regretted that we’d been invited to lunch. A picnic would have been fun but there was always time for that on another weekend. We waved goodbye to Sam who had turned down his chance to come along with us, preferring to spend his free time with Monsieur Bonhomie’s daughter Emmanuelle who was on vacation from Bordeaux University. 
 
    Jean-Claude hobbled out to see us leaning on a crutch. That was an improvement over the wheelchair, but it was still sad to see such a handsome man handicapped by the accident that had overtaken him. I made a note to ask him if he’d gotten to the bottom of why that had occurred. 
 
    Accompanied by much barking from the dogs, his three children ran down the steps to welcome Jimbo and dragged him off to their secret hiding places around the property. We three adults repaired to the veranda for aperitifs having wished Madame Brune bonjour on our way into the house. The dogs settled themselves in their baskets. It was good to see Juno walking on her sore paw with no difficulty. 
 
    Once we were seated and had admired the display of tulips in the beds close to the veranda, I asked Jean-Claude how he was coping. 
 
    “Life goes on,” he said, “especially when one has three children to care for. My leg’s improving and I have to be grateful that I didn’t lose it.” 
 
    “Have you found out yet how the safety switch happened to be disconnected?” I asked him. 
 
    “No. Nothing conclusive. The gardener swears everything was working fine when he gave the machine its monthly maintenance.” 
 
    Felix coughed and said, “Don’t you find it a bit of a coincidence that you should have been driving the mower when the switch failed?” 
 
    “And that it was a slippery slope that he’d neglected to mow?” I added. “That’s three points of coincidence. The odds of that happening by accident are negligible.” 
 
    Jean-Claude lowered his eyes and blinked slowly a couple of times as if processing what we were suggesting and finding the idea unpalatable. 
 
    He raised his head again to reply. “I can see where you’re going, but I have to tell you Paul Menton has worked for my family here at the château since he left school over ten years ago. I’d trust him with my life. We’ve had a little chat about the incident and he assures me he will double-check all our equipment to ensure there is no repeat.” 
 
    Felix gave my knee a nudge. I had to agree with him. The gardener would bear watching. He had the lawn mower incident against him, he had access to the tunnels under the château and he had the tools to clean up the traps. However, at the moment there was nothing to connect him directly to Hélène’s death and no hint of a motive. 
 
    We moved on to the business, asking how Jean-Claude’s search for a finance director was progressing. He said he was leaving the preliminary work to a recruitment agency and would only be involved in the final stages to ensure there was no issue of a personality clash. Felix offered to step in meanwhile and show Jean-Claude how to keep on top of cash flow analysis. The poor man was only too glad to accept. We arranged for Felix to begin when we returned from our inspection of the site of Hélène’s death. The sooner we left to conduct this re-examination, the sooner we’d be back. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    This time our attention was on the vines themselves. It was obvious to us as we approached the cultivated area in front of the scrubland that something was wrong. I parked the car at the end of the rough lane and we got out, Felix with his camera. The photos we’d taken before hadn’t proved detailed or clear enough to be useful. A quick survey showed us that the vines in a triangle at the ends of the rows were bare of new growth. Ten plants in the middle row, nine in the next on both sides and so on, making a perfect triangle of… what? Stasis? Late development? Death? Not a green tendril among them. Quick mental arithmetic told me that was a hundred and ten vines, a significant number. 
 
    “What’s wrong with them?” I asked Felix. 
 
    “I’ll be blowed if I know,” he answered. “I know nothing about plants, let alone precious ugni blanc vines.” 
 
    “Don’t show off,” I said, laughing at his mention of the name of the grapes grown by most of the cognac producers. 
 
    He snapped away taking photos of the whole area and of the individual vines, zooming in for close shots from time to time. When he’d finished, he broke off a couple of twigs and showed the centers to me. Brown. No green. No sap. 
 
    “Try the trunk or whatever it’s called,” I suggested. 
 
    He took out his Swiss army knife and knelt down to slice a v-shaped gash in the nearest vine and eased out the chunk. 
 
    “Absolutely dead,” he said tossing it over to me. 
 
    I caught it and checked it. It was brittle and broke off into pieces, almost crumbling in my hand, as I tried to bend it. 
 
    Felix stood up and strode to another vine two rows along and three deep and went through the same performance with the same result. And then another one on the other side of the middle row. 
 
    “I’m no botanist as you know, boss, but these vines are as dead as door nails to me.” 
 
    “No wonder Hélène was concerned,” I said. “And no wonder she was down here that day. She must have been checking this out. Do you think it’s something contagious? Are the vines infected?” 
 
    “The dreaded phylloxera that almost killed the French wine industry in the late 1800’s hasn’t returned as far as my internet research goes. That bug was imported on Californian rootstock brought in to increase production. The funny thing was it ate the leaves of American vines but the roots of French vines. So the French developed hybrids and also grafted French vines onto American rootstock.” 
 
    “Yes, I did know that. It only goes to show how important the terroir is. Same rootstock as California but different product and all due to the soil.” 
 
    Felix tried another vine. It was as dry and brittle as his last test. 
 
    “I did read about a new problem that’s been causing trouble in the region. In a small way so far, but still a threat. It could be that: phytoplasmas. They attack the leaves or fruit of the plant and are spread by leaf hoppers. However, the article I read said they’re being monitored and I would have thought Jean-Claude would have known if they’d reached his vineyards.” 
 
    “Can you see any leaf hoppers on the surrounding vines?” I asked. 
 
    Felix had a good squint, even using his telephoto lens, but shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t really know what I’m looking for,” he said. 
 
    I sat down on the grass cross-legged at the foot of the row of vines Felix was examining. I patted the ground beside me. 
 
    “Come and sit down for a moment. We need to talk this through,” I said. 
 
    He put the lens cap back on his camera, stowed the camera away in his bag and sank down beside me. We sat in silence for a few minutes, each of us churning over what we’d discovered and trying to make sense of it in our own way. 
 
    “Okay,” I said at last, after taking a deep breath. “There’s something seriously wrong with the vines in this small area. Diane told us Hélène spoke to Jean-Claude about her misgivings but he refused to answer and brushed it off. Why wouldn’t he be as worried as she was? It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Maybe he already knew. Maybe he knows it’s isolated to this small patch. Otherwise, I can’t guess,” said Felix. 
 
    “It has to be significant. Someone put traps here. Possibly with the intent to kill anyone who investigated too closely.” 
 
    “But, Penzi, just because someone–Jean-Claude or Hélène–examined the vines doesn’t mean they would walk off into the scrubland, does it?” 
 
    I shrugged. It was all so complicated. Nothing made sense. 
 
    Felix put his arm around me and gave me a squeeze. “Where do we go from here? I suggest we tackle Jean-Claude about Hélène’s concern. Find out his side of that story.” 
 
    “And I want you to take some cuttings. We can get them examined for this phylly-what’s-it and the bugs. At least then, we’ll know what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “True. But if these vines are diseased why wouldn’t Jean-Claude want something done about it? Wouldn’t he have to report it to the BNC or some other authority; the Ministry of Agriculture for example?” 
 
    I pushed myself off from the ground and stretched out my cramping legs as I stood up. As I brushed off the grass from my jeans a frightening thought crossed my mind. “Felix?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said as he rose to his feet, slung his camera over his shoulder and began to walk back towards the car. 
 
    I went on with my unthinkable idea. “What if… just what if… Jean-Claude is denying the damage to his vines because he’s worried this part of the vineyards will have to be destroyed to contain the infection?” 
 
    Felix stopped in his tracks and turned back to me. “Penzi, you do realize that would give him a perfect motive to kill Hélène.” 
 
    I stared at Felix as he put my thoughts into words. “If so, we’ve read their relationship wrongly. Faced with such a catastrophe, I would have expected them to talk it over and tackle it together.” 
 
    “But Jean-Claude rebuffed Hélène’s fears and wouldn’t even discuss them.” 
 
    “I don’t like where this is leading, Felix. I don’t want to continue working for him if he’s guilty.” 
 
    “Now you’re being illogical. He may be your client for the time being, but you’re not his lawyer, you’re his private investigator.” 
 
    “This is the worst case we’ve ever been involved in,” I moaned as I climbed back into the car. I switched the engine on and was about to turn the car round when I realized we had no samples. I cut the engine making Felix ask in alarm what was the matter. 
 
    “We need the samples. Please go and cut some, Felix. I’ll wait here.” 
 
    He gave me a long suffering look and went off to do my bidding returning with a selection of wood cut from several vines. 
 
    “There,” he said. “That should do. Who should we get to do the testing?” 
 
    “We’ll ask Catrine. She’ll know.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    On the way back to the château we discussed whether we should put the matter to Jean-Claude but in the light of our reasoning, we decided to play safe and not say anything to him until we had the results of the test on the vine samples. 
 
    After lunch Felix had to put away any suspicions we had and give Jean-Claude a lesson in cash flow for an hour, while I spent the time with Jimbo and Jean-Claude’s children. At three we left for the de Gonzelles distillery and our meeting with the CEO.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Phillipe de Gonzelles kept us waiting half an hour in the lobby. No one was on duty in the reception area. I guessed that was because it was an extra workday. Felix tried all the doors leading out of the area but they were all locked. He rang de Gonzelles several times while we kicked our heels, all his calls going to voice mail. Ten minutes delay I would have accepted with grace, but thirty minutes seemed excessive given that we had an appointment. Even then he didn’t come out to welcome us. At last, he took Felix’s call and told us to come through. We heard the lock on the door on the left click and pushed the door open to find a short corridor leading to double doors marked: Phillipe de Gonzelles, PDG, the French for CEO. 
 
    I knocked, and we went in when someone called out,  Entrez! 
 
    The man I recognized from the award ceremony did not get up from his desk. He merely gestured at us to take seats in front of him. He made no apology for keeping us waiting and did not offer us anything to drink. So that was the way it was going to be. He returned to tapping away at his keyboard, writing whatever document was so important he couldn’t give us five minutes of his undivided attention. The thought of little men having a Napoleon complex crossed my mind. 
 
    At last he clicked his screen off and turned his billiard ball head towards us with a smile on his face that barely reached half way up his cheeks, let alone his beady eyes. 
 
    “Alors?” he asked. “The mayor has told me you have questions for me in relation to the death of Madame Hélène de Portemorency, though what I can tell you I do not know. Can you please be brief as I am needed in the distillery?” 
 
    I shifted about on the uncomfortable chair wondering where to start. It is never easy to conduct a hostile interview and de Gonzelles exuded hostility from his bald head down to his little feet. 
 
    “Well?” he prompted. “I haven’t got all day.” 
 
    “We wondered if you had any information you could give us that would help in the unraveling of the mystery of Madame de Portemorency’s death—” I began only to have him interrupt me. 
 
    “Yes, yes. That much is obvious. But what have I got to do with anything?” he snapped. 
 
    “We’d be grateful if you could fill us in on the health of the de Portemorency distillery… in confidence, of course.” 
 
    He glowered at me and pushed his glasses up his nose before answering. I waited without speaking again. 
 
    At last he decided he’d left a significant enough pause to reply. 
 
    “The business was a shambles. Without his wife, de Portemorency would be in the poorhouse by now. How he’s going to survive without her, I don’t know.” 
 
    Felix broke in. “He can always find a new finance director. It shouldn’t be too difficult. And it’s Jean-Claude himself who is the magic taster, isn’t it? Isn’t it his talent that won his distillery the Gold Medal this year?” 
 
    De Gonzelles harrumphed loudly then tittered, “Some win. Undue influence on the BNC, if you ask me. I’ve had many tasters say our entry was the best and should have won. Still, with all that’s going on at de Portemorency’s we’re sure to win the Gold Medal next year.” 
 
    Felix took a sharp intake of breath before saying, “You don’t sound too sympathetic, Monsieur de Gonzelles.” 
 
    De Gonzelles laughed outright this time. “Why should anyone expect sympathy from me? Don’t you know what de Portemorency did to me all those years ago?” 
 
    Ah, some ancient scandal coming to light? 
 
    I intervened. “Monsieur, we’re newcomers to the area. We know nothing of the past history of the players in this tragedy.” 
 
    That made him bridle. He stiffened his spine and squinted at me through his thick lenses as if I were a nasty insect that needed squashing. 
 
    “I’m not sure I like being called a player, Madame Munro. But to put you out of your misery and let you in on the secret… which is no secret to anyone in our business…. Many years ago my parents arranged a marriage between me and de Portemorency’s grandmother, Chantal. This was before our business was launched on the stock exchange, you understand. Our marriage would have brought the valuable de Portemorency vineyards under the umbrella of the de Gonzelles family business.” 
 
    “Why didn’t the marriage go ahead?” I asked expecting to be slapped down again but to my surprise he answered me. 
 
    “Chantal ran off with Jean-Claude’s grandfather, a nobody. He changed his name to de Portemorency, and the rest is history as they say.” 
 
    I was surprised to see a tear forming in de Gonzelles’s left eye. He had to remove his glasses to give his eye a surreptitious wipe. 
 
    I dropped my voice to a more soothing tone and asked him, “You cared for her, this Chantal? It wasn’t just a business deal?” 
 
    He stared off over my head for a few moments lost in the past. Then he shook himself and blinked rapidly bringing his eyes back into focus. 
 
    “I was mad about her.” He shrugged. “So, now you know. If anyone has it in for de Portemorency, I do. A double whammy if you like. I admit I fantasize about getting my own back when I lie awake in the dark hours of the morning, but when I return to reality, I would never hurt Chantal’s descendants. I would never deprive those young children of their mother.” 
 
    “Have you ever been on a tour of the tunnels and basements of the de Portemorency château?” Felix asked getting back to the business of our meeting. 
 
    De Gonzelles switched his head from left to right like an owl and stared at Felix. “You think I put the traps there? I wouldn’t need to steal the ones from the de Portemorency château. We have some lurking around in our cellars, too, you know.” 
 
    Time to go. I wondered if Felix had picked up on that point. I thanked de Gonzelles for his help and asked him to let us know if he remembered anything that could be useful to us. 
 
    As he shook my hand he said, “You understand what I let slip is confidential, yes?” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied and Felix nodded. 
 
    On the way back to the Château de Portemorency to collect Jimbo, Felix asked me, “You spotted the clue about the traps?” 
 
    “Yes, de Gonzelles doesn’t appear to know that the trap that killed Hélène had the de Portemorency crest on it.” 
 
    “We should bear that in mind, but he’s a wily old fox and could have been misleading us.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We had to tear Jimbo away from his friends. With many promises of return visits we piled into the car and drove out of the château. A couple of hundred yards along the road I pulled over. 
 
    “What now?” asked Felix. 
 
    “Please call Catrine and ask her for advice on where we can take these vine cuttings. She’ll probably recommend somewhere in Cognac. We don’t want to drive all the way home and have to come back on Monday.” 
 
    Felix put the call through. Catrine said that the lab she worked for was multi-functional and they handled most of the work for the BNC, and the local grape growers and distillers. Felix asked her if they could handle a sensitive case and keep it secret. She was intrigued, he said, and if we called in at her home now, she’d advise us. 
 
    I drove straight to her house on the outskirts of the city of Cognac. Fortunately, she had a son the same age as Jimbo so we were able to send them off to play or chill, or whatever kids their age do. I didn’t want Jimbo listening in to our discussion. 
 
    Felix showed her the vine cuttings and explained they could be a vital clue in the discovery of what had happened to Hélène, but that it was top secret. We hadn’t even told Jean-Claude what we’d found or that we wanted them analyzed for phylloxera and other bugs. 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s not my specialty but I have a colleague I can trust absolutely. I won’t tell him who the work is for. We’ll call you Client X and you can pay cash. We’ve carried out several tests for the new bug this year. The region is under notice to report any incidence. But phylloxera hasn’t been seen around here for decades.” 
 
    “How long will it take for the results?” I asked. 
 
    “Two tests: phylloxera and phytoplasma. Not long. I’ll stress it’s a priority if you don’t mind paying premium rates for the work to be pushed up the waiting list?” 
 
    “Not at all. Do you best and your quickest.” 
 
    Once more we disrupted poor Jimbo’s social interaction and dragged him off to the car. 
 
    “Penzi, it’s no fun going out with you if you pull me away just when I’m making friends,” he complained as Felix gave him an encouraging push into the back seat. 
 
    “Sorry, kiddo. But it’s been a busy day and Gwinny will be waiting for us with supper.” 
 
    That’s when I remembered the bag of urine-soaked mud sitting in the trunk of the car. 
 
    “Won’t be a moment,” I said rushing round to the back to fetch it. I waved the bag at Felix and hurried back into the house where I explained to Catrine that we needed a DNA test on what we thought was urine. 
 
    “Okay,” she answered with raised eyebrows. “Dare I ask?” 
 
    “It’s to do with the case and could be crucial, and so please keep it quiet and don’t lose it. How much will it cost and how long will it take?” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about cost,” she answered. “For Hélène, I’ll see it’s done for free and quickly. I’ll give you a ring when the results for both tests are ready.” 
 
    I thanked her, said goodbye again and dashed back to the car where Jimbo and Felix were waiting impatiently. We hurried away home. As a supermarket flashed past, I remembered my commission for Gwinny. Artichokes. I turned off the road hoping they’d have some. My luck was in and they were reduced because it was so late on a Saturday afternoon. On the way to the cash desk I snatched up a tin of stuffed vine leaves, one of her favorites.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    After such a busy week, Felix and I had a family day on the Sunday. We packed a picnic and took off up the coast to find a quiet cove. Sam and Emmanuelle came with us. Gwinny had been touched that I’d bought her favorite stuffed vine leaves for her. It made me ashamed that such a little thing could give her so much pleasure and I determined to show her more affection. Ten months after we’d all found each other again was surely time enough for me to come to terms with my wounded inner child? 
 
    We enjoyed our day out at the beach. It hadn’t been warm enough to swim, too early in the year for the Atlantic Ocean, but we’d paddled, caught crabs and hunted about in the rock pools at low tide. Jimbo had filled a jam jar with tiny shrimplike creatures which he insisted on taking home with us. I warned him they would die but he wouldn’t listen. On the Monday morning he at last saw reason and tipped them over the sea wall into the bay at Beaucoup-sur-Mer. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Felix and I had an unpleasant task ahead of us the next day. We had to interview Gilbert Clancy, the man who’d pestered Hélène with love letters. We’d left him till last because we’d hoped we’d turn up something indicating the killer before we got to the bottom of our list of suspects. It was wrong of me to prejudge him. However, everything we’d heard about him had put me off him and if I could have got out of the interview, I would have done so. 
 
    We’d been told he was an estate agent in Cognac. Felix had called him up for an interview, and he’d said his office was closed for viewings on Mondays although he usually worked in the office on his files and the preparation of publicity. He’d offered to receive us in his office at four o’clock for tea and discussion. 
 
    We left Jimbo at home with Gwinny and sped away back to Cognac again on the Monday afternoon. 
 
    With many of the smaller shops in the city center being closed on Monday, we found it easy to slot our car into a space a street away from Clancy’s office which occupied prime real estate in the modern pedestrianized city center. A sign declaring Clancy’s Number One Agency straddled the front door. Clancy was obviously more successful than either of us had imagined; being a creep hadn’t harmed his business opportunities. 
 
    We tried the door which was locked. Felix knocked but still no answer. We were ten minutes early. Felix pulled out his phone and rang through. Clancy answered and came hurrying to the door with his phone still held to his ear. He opened the door bowing his head in abject apology for keeping us waiting. 
 
    “So sorry,” he said. “I was dictating a bit of catching up with my headphones on. He leaned towards me as Felix stepped aside for me to precede him. Before I could duck away Clancy had his hand draped loosely around my waist ostensibly shepherding me into the shop, but it gave me the willies. My reaction to him didn’t improve when we all halted inside the door for the obligatory handshakes. Talk about unpleasant. Think wet fish with the emphasis both on the wet and the fish bit. Yuck! It was all I could do not to wipe my hand on my jeans when he eventually released it. 
 
    I didn’t dare look at Felix. 
 
    Clancy ushered us into the back office spouting off as we went, “How kind of you to let me know you were coming and to fit in with my schedule. It’s not often I meet with such thoughtfulness.” 
 
    He pulled out a large white handkerchief and flicked it several times across one of the chairs in front of his desk. 
 
    “Sit, please, Madame Munro. I wouldn’t want you to dirty your… designer jeans… they must be designer they fit you so perfectly.” 
 
    He turned to Felix. “And you so tall and strong, sir. Will this chair be adequate for you?” he asked pointing to my chair’s twin. 
 
    Once again I kept my eyes away from Felix. If our eyes met, I was sure one of us would burst out laughing. How could this vapid guy have imagined he had a chance with the gorgeous, smart Hélène de Portemorency? 
 
    “Tea, coffee, a soda?” he asked slithering over to a bar unit in the corner of his office. 
 
    I chose soda not wanting to have to spend more time in his office than necessary. I didn’t want to wait for the kettle to boil. Felix followed my lead. 
 
    Clancy handed the drinks around and took up his seat behind his desk. He wrung his hands together and straightened his tie. “Now, what can I do for you good people? You said it was to do with Madame de Portemorency’s unfortunate demise. Is that not so?” 
 
     I drained half my glass while I thought about how to tackle this man. He appeared so sycophantic on the surface, but we knew he was capable of great deviousness. Hadn’t he been writing love letters to Hélène behind her husband’s back? I didn’t expect to trust a word he said, but I had to start somewhere if only to watch his act. 
 
    “Monsieur Clancy, we’re interviewing everyone we can find who knew Hélène de Portemorency, especially her friends.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said stroking his hands down his arms. “I wouldn’t say I was a friend. Not nowadays anyway. True, we knew each other years ago at university.” 
 
    “We heard you went out together.” 
 
    He pursed his overfull lips and gave a slight nod. “True again. But only the one date, you know. She wasn’t my type at all. Not a bit of it.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. 
 
    “You’ve heard something to the contrary?” he asked quickly. 
 
    This exchange had been too much for Felix. He reached into his pocket, pulled out one of Clancy’s letters and tossed it onto the desk aiming it to land on the blotter in front of the man. 
 
    “How do you explain this then?” he asked. 
 
    Clancy shrank back as from a snake and turned his head away closing his eyes. When we didn’t move or say anything, he peeped through half raised lids at the letter as if to check it was what he thought: one of his. 
 
    He snapped around, thumped his hands on his desk and sprang to his feet. “This is an outrage. An absolute outrage. How dare you? That is my private correspondence to Hélène. It’s none of your business.” 
 
    “So you admit you’ve been writing to Hélène on a regular basis?” Felix continued. 
 
    Clancy slunk his gangling frame up and down his office, casting quick glances at the letter lying on his desk as if he expected it to dematerialize and save him from having to answer our questions. 
 
    “Monsieur Clancy?” I prompted him. “You don’t deny that you’ve sent Hélène de Portemorency a stream of letters over the past few months?” 
 
    He halted his pacing and sat down again. 
 
    “So what if I have? There’s no law against it. They weren’t anonymous, nor were they threatening or abusive. I wrote to tell her how much I loved her and how I was looking forward to the day we could be together.” 
 
    “But she never answered you, did she?” I said. 
 
    He shook my question off saying, “Of course, she did.” 
 
    “You can show us her replies?” I asked. 
 
    He pursed his lips again and ran his fingers through his hair. “I didn’t keep them.” 
 
    “What? You didn’t hold them dear and re-read them?” 
 
    He didn’t answer because he couldn’t. 
 
    Felix took over the questioning. “Monsieur Clancy, we have to tell you that it’s clear from the context of your letters, the many we’ve read, that you never received an answer from her.” 
 
    He sighed with exasperation. “You’re correct, of course. How could she write to me with that brute of a husband of hers watching her every move?” 
 
    “You think she welcomed your letters?” 
 
    He tossed his head at me. “She kept them, didn’t she? Or you wouldn’t have them. And she didn’t show them to her husband. He would have said something to me if she had. It was our little secret, you know.” 
 
    “How long would you have gone on writing to her without a reply from her if she hadn’t been killed?” I asked him. 
 
    “Forever. I’d always loved her. When she was forced to stop dating me when we were at university, I thought it best to let things drop. But then, I met her by chance in the street one day and she made it clear to me she was unhappy with her husband and I had a chance.” 
 
    Felix raised his brows at me. 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t get weary of waiting for her? Decide to punish her? Deprive Jean-Claude of her love because you feared she wasn’t returning yours?” Felix asked. 
 
    Clancy sprang to his feet. He was around the desk and at Felix before we had time to realize what was happening. He grabbed Felix by the collar and hauled him up out of his chair and kicked it out from under him. Caught off guard, Felix lost his balance and crashed into the desk taking Clancy with him. They slid off onto the floor in a tangled mess of arms and legs. I wasn’t worried Felix would come to any harm. I was afraid he might do Clancy real damage, and we didn’t need a complication like that. 
 
    Quick as a flash, I ran through my repertoire of spells. I found one that would do. I concentrated, spoke the words of the spell and Clancy froze in situ. 
 
    “What the hell, Penzi?” said Felix releasing his collar from Clancy’s stiff fingers before easing himself out from under Clancy’s petrified body. “You might have given me some warning. Good thing you got that right and didn’t freeze me as well.” 
 
    “It’s more than you deserve. Your questioning smacked of interrogation. It was never going to get us any useful answers.” 
 
    Felix straightened his clothes, and I picked up my purse. A tactical retreat was in order. When we reached the door, I turned back and clicked my fingers to release the spell. Poor Clancy fell to the floor in a heap now that there was no one beneath him. 
 
    We left him rubbing his head and wondering what on earth had happened.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “So what did you make of that?” I asked Felix as we walked quickly back to our car to get away before Clancy realized something odd had occurred and came after us for an explanation. 
 
    “Nasty creature that he is, it’s unlikely he’s our killer. He’s one sad individual, living in a fantasy world. Completely delusional.” 
 
    I strode across the last few paces to the car and thumped my hand on the roof in frustration. 
 
    “Whoa,” said Felix as I snatched my hand back and rubbed it. “No point hurting yourself.” 
 
    I looked at him over the top of the car as he waited for me to unlock the doors. 
 
    “We’re not getting anywhere. And he was the last person on our list. All that’s left now are the dozens, possibly hundreds, of casual workers, one of whom may hold a grudge. It’s too vast a pool for us to deal with. We don’t have the resources.” 
 
    “Open the door, Penzi, and let’s get home. We need to do some thinking and regroup.” 
 
    I clicked the doors open and got into the car. I was about to switch the engine on when I hit my palms on the steering wheel. 
 
    “I need a drink, Felix, after that. And I want to wash Gilbert Clancy off my hands.” 
 
    Felix chuckled. “In that order? And isn’t it a little early?” 
 
    “It’s never too early for medicinal purposes,” I said climbing out of the car again. I bent down and peered at him, saying, “Well, are you coming or not?” 
 
    Felix sighed his give-me-patience sigh and got out of the car. 
 
    We crossed the road to a jolly looking bar and ducked in out of the bright early evening sunshine to the dusky interior. I perched myself on a barstool while Felix stood alongside me. A pineau on ice later and I could weigh up our situation more calmly if not optimistically. 
 
    That’s when I remembered Martine’s cousin, the postman. I pointed out to Felix that Henri Duval lived in Cognac. As we had no one else to interview in the city, it would be sensible to find out if he could give us a few minutes before we drove home. 
 
    “Aren’t you clutching at straws, boss?” 
 
    “We have to. We have no other leads. If he can’t help us, we’ll have to wait until Dubois’s investigation turns up something.” 
 
    Felix put the call through to Duval who said he’d be happy to offer any friend of his cousin’s a drink. Felix wrote down the directions, we paid our bill and took off for Duval’s house which lay to the south of the city, on the way home for us. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Henri Duval welcomed us with a double kiss for me and a mighty man hug for Felix as if he’d known us all his life. I couldn’t miss the family likeness. Duval was as stout as Martine and with the same mustache. 
 
    On the way to his house I’d rabbited on to Felix that this man could have the answer to our problems. Postmen knew everything there was to know about the people who lived on their rounds. As I accepted yet another glass of pineau, I anticipated a few quick snippets of information that would shine a light on the murk of suspicion and confusion. 
 
    I couldn’t fault Duval’s manners or his willingness to help us, but he knew nothing. His current round was nowhere near the Château de Portemorency. He’d worked that round in the past, he said, but not for a good five years or so. As he talked my spirits sank lower, part disappointment and part too much pineau on an empty stomach. 
 
    By the time we got out to our car again, I was close to tears. Clancy had left an unpleasant feeling on my skin, Duval hadn’t been the savior I’d expected him to be and we had got nowhere. 
 
    “We have no avenue left to us,” I said to Felix as we waved goodbye to Duval. 
 
    “Don’t be so downcast, boss,” Felix replied. “Something will turn up. It always does.” 
 
    “Meanwhile the person responsible for Hélène’s death, whether through carelessness or intent, is living their life having robbed Hélène of hers. I’ve never felt so down in all the time we’ve been in Beaucoup-sur-Mer. I’m afraid this is one case that is going to get away from us.” 
 
    Felix put his hand on my knee to cheer me up. “Give it time, boss. You’re tired.” 
 
    I hoped fatigue was the cause of my depression and feeling of inadequacy, but I feared things were more serious than that. I shook my head at my dark thoughts. This wasn’t about me. It was about Jean-Claude and his three children. I had to pull myself together, find some inspiration and solve the puzzle.
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    It was two weeks later that we got the call that changed everything. At six thirty on a Saturday night, my phone buzzed. It was Jean-Claude. Through his hysterical sobbing, I managed to work out that he wanted us at the château immediately. Why, he wouldn’t say over the phone. 
 
    “P-p-please, please, come now. The worse thing possible has happened. I need you here to h-h-help and advise me,” he stuttered and cut the call. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Felix asked me. “You’ve gone quite pale.” 
 
    “It was Jean-Claude,” I said snatching up my jacket and throwing it on as I hurried out into the hall to pick up the car keys. “He needs us urgently. Come on, Felix. Hurry up.” 
 
    “Right,” he said stopping at the kitchen door to let Gwinny know we had to go out and she was in charge of Jimbo. 
 
    I had the engine running and in gear by the time Felix joined me. I let in the clutch and we tore off bouncing over the cobbles and then across the Esplanade. A couple of minutes later we shot through the medieval town gates and out onto the road to Cognac. 
 
    I now had the time to relate the gist of Jean-Claude’s call to Felix, stressing how upset he’d been but that he wouldn’t say what was wrong. 
 
    “I’ve got a nasty feeling about this,” Felix said. “Unpleasant events tend to happen in three’s: first Jean-Claude’s accident with the lawn mower, then Hélène’s bizarre death and now… what?” 
 
    We made the journey to the château in half the time it usually took us. Fortunately, we met with no speed checks on the way. The two towers guarding the gateway came into view in the gathering dusk. I swung the car through and sped up the avenue coming to a gravel-spraying halt in front of the château whose every window was ablaze with light. 
 
    Jean-Claude was at my car door wrenching it open before I’d switched off the engine. He half pulled me out of my seat and flung his arms around me. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you for coming so quickly.” He caught hold of my arm and dragged me up the steps almost making me lose my footing. 
 
    “Steady on,” Felix called out at him as he clutched my thighs and gave me a boost. 
 
    I flashed Felix a warning look not to interfere and followed Jean-Claude’s hobbling lead as he dragged me down the hall and into the library. 
 
    Waiting for us on the ornate brocade sofa was Madame Brune. Sitting alongside her and holding tightly to her two hands were two of Jean-Claude’s children: his older daughter, Violette, and the boy twin, Marc. I wondered vaguely where Nina, the girl twin, was. 
 
    Jean-Claude flung me down into an armchair facing the sofa and pointed at his housekeeper and his children. 
 
    “You see?” he shouted at me. “She’s gone. Nina’s gone… vanished. We can’t find her anywhere. And it’s gone seven o’clock. It’s dark out there,” he added waving distractedly out of the window. 
 
    Felix put his arm around Jean-Claude’s shoulders and tried to get him to sit down, but he shook Felix off and continued his shuffling pace up and down. 
 
    I jumped up out of my chair and took hold of Jean-Claude’s arm to stop him. I wrenched him around to face me and asked if he’d told the police yet. 
 
    “I can’t. I simply can’t. You don’t understand,” he ended with a wail. 
 
    “Right, Calm down. And tell us what you know. And then we should let the children leave the room.” 
 
    “I’ve asked them both, but they know nothing. Nina had a ballet class this afternoon in Cognac. Madame Brune always collects her at the end of her class, but she was a few minutes late today. That’s so, isn’t it?” he asked her. 
 
    Madame Brune nodded. “She’s a good girl, Nina is. Very obedient and careful. All the children know they mustn’t accept lifts from strangers.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked looking at Marc and Violette. 
 
    They murmured, “Yes. Nina knows, too. Papa is strict about this.” 
 
    Perhaps Madame Brune could add a little more. I asked her what exactly had happened when she arrived at the ballet school. 
 
    “Several of the children were sitting on the steps waiting to be collected,” she said. “Nina wasn’t among them. It was unlike her to dawdle inside, but I wasn’t too worried at first. Maybe she’d gone to the cloakroom or something harmless like that. I sat waiting in my car watching the door for her to come out. The children gradually peeled off as they were fetched one by one and still no Nina. After fifteen minutes, I judged the delay too long.” 
 
    “You went in to ask about her?” 
 
    “Yes. Most of the teachers had left by then. The one teacher who remained was not Nina’s teacher, so she didn’t know her very well, but she said there were no pupils left in the building. She had checked prior to locking up and was on her way home herself.” 
 
    “How about you, two?” I asked Violette and Marc. “Did Nina say anything to you about being collected by someone else? Did she mention going home with a friend?” 
 
    They both shook their heads. It was clear they knew nothing about the incident and were growing more and more frightened by the tension in the room and their father’s anxiety. 
 
    I suggested to Jean-Claude that Madame Brune take the children into the kitchen and give them some cookies and soda to distract them while we got down to business. As soon as the door closed behind them, I asked Jean-Claude if he had called the principal of the ballet school to find out if any of the teachers knew anything. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that,” he said. “I’m in such a panicky state, I can’t think clearly. We should do that. I’ll find the last invoice for the phone number.” 
 
    He ferreted about in his desk drawer and fished out an invoice which he passed to Felix. Felix dialed the number and passed his phone to Jean-Claude who asked the principal if she could help. He shook his head at us but he did write down a number and a name. He closed the call. 
 
    “She knows nothing, but she’s given me Nina’s teacher’s home number. I’ll try that now.” 
 
    He put the second call through. As he listened, his face fell and his brows scrunched up. He didn’t like what he was hearing. 
 
    As he put the phone down I asked him, “What did she say? You look upset.” 
 
    “She said she saw Nina get into a car she hadn’t seen before, and it wasn’t Madame Brune at the wheel.” 
 
    “Didn’t she do anything? Run out to check?” 
 
    “Yes, she did. The driver was a man. Elderly, about sixty. She asked what he was doing collecting Nina, and he said he was a friend of the family and I’d asked him to fill in because Madame Brune was busy.” 
 
    “But what about Nina? Was she happy to go along with this?” 
 
    “Her teacher says she asked Nina about the situation and Nina said she knew the man. She’d known him for, quote, a very long time.” 
 
    “So, to recap: a man, who was not authorized to do so by you, picked up Nina after her ballet class. Nina said she knew him and had known him a long time. She wasn’t distressed and appeared happy to be driven home by him. She never arrived home. You don’t know who this man was?” 
 
    Jean-Claude collapsed into his chair and put his head in his hands. He rocked from side to side as if in denial of his thoughts. That wasn’t surprising given the circumstances of his missing daughter. I gave him a few moments and repeated my question. 
 
    “Do you have any idea who this man could be?” 
 
    He let out a groan and slowly raised his head, his eyes staring off into the distance watching a scenario visible to him alone. 
 
    Felix sat down opposite Jean-Claude and leaned across the desk to take hold of his hand to bring him back to the present. “Jean-Claude?” 
 
    He swung his gaze back to us. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to tell you. Help me out here. If I tell you what I know it could be dangerous for Nina… and for my other children.” 
 
    “Tell him, boss,” said Felix. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Jean-Claude we should have informed the police by now. As soon as they know they will put out an Alerte-Enlèvement. To my knowledge, they have a one hundred per cent success rate with finding missing children here in France.” 
 
    One of the first things I’d done when we arrived in France was check out what to do if either of my brothers ever went missing, being especially concerned for Jimbo who was nine. The French system of Alerte-Enlèvement which literally means Abduction Alert, is based on the US Amber Alert system. However, I knew that it could not be triggered without parental consent. Therefore, we could do nothing if Jean-Claude insisted he couldn’t tell the police. We had to find out why he was so reluctant before the trail grew too cold to find the poor child. 
 
    Jean-Claude shuddered. “Not in this case,” he said. “You simply don’t understand.” 
 
    Felix lifted Jean-Claude’s hand up in the air and thumped it down on the desk to get his attention. “Jean-Claude, why do I get the feeling you know more about this than you’re letting on?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know for certain,” he replied. “I would be guessing at this stage, but I don’t think she’s been taken by a pedophile.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know that? If you know something… anything… you must tell the police.” 
 
    “It’s more complicated than that,” he said as his laptop pinged to say he’d received a new email. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he said. He reached over to slide the laptop in front of him and click the email open. 
 
    He read through the message and gasped as he reached the end. 
 
    “See what I mean?” he said turning the screen around towards us. 
 
    I was put on alert before I knew what it said by the large bold italic font which made it clear it was anything but a normal email. The distorted characters shouted at me and made it even more difficult than usual for someone dyslexic like I was. I had to wait for Felix to read it out loud. 
 
      
 
    How many warnings do you need? First your accident, then your wife’s untimely death, not to mention that of your precious vines. Maybe this warning will show you I mean business. Cough up the million Euros or else… Can you guess which one of your pretty little chicks I’ll snatch next? And don’t even think about contacting the police. 
 
      
 
    The message validated Jean-Claude’s instincts. A pedophile would never contact a parent in this way. He’d make off with the child and that would often be the last the child would be heard of alive. 
 
    “Felix, this sounds more complicated than a straight forward child abduction, if there is such a thing,” I said. “Read it again more slowly this time.” 
 
    Felix did as I asked. The second reading didn’t diminish the threat implied in the message. I realized the writer had to have been involved in the previous strange happenings at the château to list them in such a way. 
 
    “What is all this about, Jean-Claude?” I asked him. “Now is not the time for secrets. You need to tell us everything you know.” 
 
    The color had left Jean-Claude’s face leaving his skin a transparent gray. He began to sway from side to side. Although he was sitting down, he was on the point of passing out. 
 
    “Felix,” I said quickly pointing at the bar in the corner of the library. “Give him a large tot of cognac, now.” 
 
    Felix leapt to obey my instruction and poured some out for himself and for me at the same time. 
 
    “We all need it,” he said handing both of us a glass. 
 
    We waited until Jean-Claude had drunk half before pushing him to tell us the whole story. We were both so certain there was more to it than he’d told us up to that point. Maybe it hadn’t been instinct that had made him so sure Nina hadn’t been snatched by a pedophile but prior knowledge of some kind. 
 
    He put his glass down and breathed in deeply but didn’t speak. 
 
    I drained mine to give me strength and replaced it on the desk with a clunk. 
 
    “Jean-Claude, you say this is obviously not a sex crime and that at first sight, it doesn’t appear that Nina has been snatched by a pedophile. So, what is this all about?” 
 
    When Jean-Claude still didn’t answer my question, Felix walked round to him, seized him by the shoulders and shook him. 
 
    “Snap out of it, man. Tell us what you know. This is not the time to hold your cards close to your chest. You’re gambling with Nina’s safety here.” 
 
    One look at Jean-Claude’s face showed me he’d closed down in denial of the situation. It was clear he was not coping. I had to do something and quickly. Every second counts in the kidnapping of a child. I had to take the initiative. 
 
    I pulled out my phone and dialed Dubois’s number. 
 
    He answered immediately as if heaven-sent. “Salut, Penzi. Not another murder, I hope. I’m about to go out to dinner with friends. It is Saturday n—.” 
 
    I broke through his waffling. “Dubois, we need you, now. At the Château de Portemorency. Jean-Claude’s younger daughter Nina has been kidnapped.” 
 
    His voice snapped to official. “I’m on it. I’ll be there in ten minutes with Madame Fer-de-Lance.” 
 
    I put my phone away and told the others Inspector Dubois would be there in ten. 
 
    Jean-Claude broke into a wail. “Now, you’ve done it. The man will see them arrive. He’s bound to be watching, and he’ll hurt Nina. You shouldn’t have called the police.” 
 
    “I had to. The Alerte must go out. Dubois is bringing Madame Fer-de-Lance with him to save precious time.” 
 
    Felix took a step towards me and whispered, “Why’s he bringing her? She’ll terrify Jean-Claude. We’ll never get a word out of him.” 
 
    “Because it’s the juge d’instruction, the prosecutor, who has to call the Ministry of Justice to initiate the Alerte-Enlèvement, and we’ll save time if she’s here on the spot.” 
 
    “I’ll rustle up some coffee. Maybe that’ll shake Jean-Claude up and we’ll get some sense out of him by the time Dubois arrives.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Dubois was as good as his word and sensible with it. He pulled up outside in an unmarked car well within the ten minutes. He held the car door open for Madame Fer-de-Lance who took his arm on their way up to the door, faking a close friendship which brought a smile to my lips in spite of the seriousness of the situation. It was clear Dubois was doing his best not to let the kidnapper know the police had been called in even if it meant appearing to be chummy with the prosecutor. 
 
    I hurried him through the hall and into the library where Madame Fer-de-Lance took control at once. She galloped through the formalities of bonsoir and introductions and launched her first question right at him. 
 
    “I understand your daughter is missing, Monsieur de Portemorency?” 
 
    A cup of strong coffee and a second tot of cognac had fortified Jean-Claude sufficiently to bring him back to life. He sat up straighter as if he was relieved to find someone else in charge. He nodded back at her. 
 
    She went on extracting the crucial facts from him, getting the child’s name, age, physical description, clothes she was wearing, the address of the ballet school and asking for a photo. 
 
    Jean-Claude left his desk to take down a school photo from the mantelpiece and pass it across to her. 
 
    While she was taking it out of its frame, Felix approached her saying that the story was more complicated. She cut through him in her usual brusque fashion. 
 
    “We’ll get the alert out first and then come back to the rest of the story. We can always cancel the alert, but it has to go out without a moment to lose. The first twenty-four hours are of the utmost importance.” 
 
    Meanwhile Dubois had taken out his laptop and opened it up. He was busy typing in the information about Nina de Portemorency. Madame Fer-de-Lance handed the photo to Jean-Claude and instructed him to scan it and send it to Dubois’s laptop so he could include it with his report. 
 
    As soon as the report was ready with the photo attached, Madame Fer-de-Lance signed off on it using her secret code so that the Ministry would know the report was legitimate. 
 
    “Right,” she said. “All that’s been copied to the local gendarmerie. Within minutes the alert will be on all news channels and websites, with the national press agency for inclusion in tomorrow’s newspapers, on the appropriate Facebook pages and even on the motorway warning panels. Now, what do we know about the actual abduction?” 
 
    I expected Jean-Claude to give her the information we’d gleaned from Madame Brune and the teacher who’d been on duty at the ballet school when Nina’s abductor had picked her up, but he turned to me and said, “Please, Penzi, you tell madame.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance made a French moue of disgust. She didn’t like me at the best of times although I had earned a modicum of respect from her in the past for helping in the solution of several murders. 
 
    “Madame,” I said dipping my chin in a bow of respect, “if I may?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she said with impatience. “Get on with it. A child’s life hangs in the balance. What do we know?” 
 
    “The teacher…” I looked at Jean-Claude. 
 
    “Madame Golan,” he filled in. 
 
    I continued, “The teacher, Madame Golan, had a good look at the driver of the vehicle. She said it was a white van—” 
 
    “Pshaw!” Madame Fer-de-Lance interrupted. “White vans are two for a sou around here. It’ll take forever for us to track it down. I don’t suppose she made a note of the number?” 
 
    I shook my head. “She said the registration plate was obscured by mud.” 
 
    “Typical villain’s ruse,” Madame Fer-de-Lance commented. “Did she mention any distinguishing marks… dented panels? Broken windows? Tradesmen’s signage?” 
 
    “She didn’t mention anything, did she, Jean-Claude?” I asked giving him a nudge. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance scowled and then addressed Dubois. “Perhaps she’ll have remembered something helpful by now, Inspector. I suggest you send a couple of your men to her house now. And get them to take along a police artist to draw up a Photofit. The sooner we get all the data possible, the sooner we can make a concerted effort to find this child. We must be ready to make a serious search for the van and for the child at first light. Tonight we’ll put out alerts for the van and the child, set up search parties for tomorrow and begin door-to-door inquiries in the vicinity of the school. Someone can check for CCTV cameras now, Dubois.” 
 
    Dubois went out into the hall to put the prosecutor’s instructions into motion. At the same time, I nipped outside onto the veranda to call Gwinny. I told her what had happened and asked her to break the news gently to Jimbo. I didn’t want him to learn about his friend Nina’s disappearance from a newscast or from Martine over the breakfast table. I told her we’d be home soon as there wasn’t more we could do that night. The police would be handling the initial stages of the search overnight and setting themselves up for the next day. 
 
    When I walked back into the library Madame Fer-de-Lance was seated in a chair at Jean-Claude’s desk. She raised her eyebrows at Dubois as he entered the room again. 
 
    When he nodded, she heaved a great sigh and said, “There’s not much more we can do on an active front tonight. Let’s see what else we can find out. More coffee, I think?” she said looking pointedly at Felix who took up the hint and went out to the kitchen to fetch a fresh tray of coffee. It was going to be a long night. 
 
    I waited quietly for Felix’s return so I could pour out and hand round the coffee cups before sitting down. Behind me, Madame-Fer-de-Lance and Dubois were doing their best to calm Jean-Claude down and assure him that they would catch up with the man and find his daughter. Far from being reassured, Jean-Claude had begun to collapse again and fell to sobbing once more. 
 
    Felix returned quickly with the fresh coffee which I poured out and handed around. Madame Fer-de-Lance held back until Jean-Claude had drunk his and the color was returning to his cheeks before she asked, “So, now tell me what the back story is on this situation. You said it was complicated. How so?” 
 
    Jean-Claude didn’t answer her. He turned a look of helplessness towards me. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    I moved my chair up against his and put my arm around him. “Jean-Claude, you have to tell us everything. First of all, explain to Madame Fer-de-Lance why you don’t think the kidnapper is a pedophile.” 
 
    The prosecutor jumped up out of her chair and threw her arms in the air. “What? You know something important like that and you haven’t thought to mention it? That piece of information could change the whole thrust of the search for Nina. We don’t want the police wasting precious time searching through the records of local sex offenders if you are aware of a completely different motive.” 
 
    “I haven’t had a chance to say anything yet,” murmured Jean-Claude. 
 
    “So, speak,” prompted Madame Fer-de-Lance. “Why are you so sure your daughter hasn’t been taken by a pedophile?” 
 
    Jean-Claude moaned. “I’m so guilty.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance made a note of this. It wouldn’t be the first time a parent had arranged the kidnapping of his own child, but I was sure she wouldn’t see a motive here any more than I could. This wasn’t a custody battle. Jean-Claude had no competition. Nina’s mother was already dead. Perhaps Jean-Claude was struck by the normal parental guilt any parent would experience, guilt at allowing a set of circumstances to exist in which his child could be snatched. 
 
     I tightened my grip round his shoulders. “I don’t see how you can be guilty. You weren’t to know that Nina would disobey your instructions. You’ve done what every good parent should do, warned your children about not taking lifts with strangers.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance broke in, “Enough. That’s enough of this self-important twaddle. Tell me everything now, monsieur, and let us do our job. Why are you so sure this is not an abduction by a pedophile?” 
 
    Jean-Claude dislodged my arm and reached down to the bottom drawer of his desk from which he drew out a file. He pulled out the contents and threw them on the desk in front of Madame Fer-de-Lance. 
 
    “These are print-outs of emails I’ve received over the past few months. You’ll notice I got the first one after we’d finished pruning the vines last autumn.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance picked up the top email and scanned it quickly, her eyebrows rising higher and higher with surprise as she read through to the end. She handed it off to Dubois and moved on to the next. Felix and I crowded over Dubois’s shoulders. Felix sucked in a sharp intake of breath as he read down the page. Dubois grunted. I stood with frustration building in me because I couldn’t read the darned thing. 
 
    “Please, Felix, what does it say?” I asked giving him a sharp nudge. 
 
    “Sorry, boss. Let me read it out to you.” 
 
    “Shush,” Madame Fer-de-Lance called out. “Take it over to the other side of the room if you must.” 
 
    The three of us moved off to huddle against the fireplace and Felix read the first email out to me. 
 
      
 
    I demand one million Euros in used notes. Signal your acceptance to me at this address and you will be given instructions on where and how to deliver the money. Failure to concede to this demand will put your livelihood in danger. I am in a position to kill off all your precious vines. Take a look at the patch on the left at the bottom of the first vineyard. You will see an example of my work. 
 
      
 
    I looked across at Jean-Claude and asked him, “You didn’t comply, did you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “How could I? I didn’t have the money. Even if I’d been able to pay, how could I know it would stop there? Everyone always says not to give in to extortion. That’s what this was–plain and simple extortion. The message was clear: pay up or else.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance raised her eyes from the emails she was reading. “Did you tell anyone? Ever discuss this with your wife?” 
 
    Jean-Claude shook his head again. “No, I couldn’t. I didn’t want to worry her.” 
 
    “And the vines? You checked them?” 
 
    “Oh, the threat was real all right, as far as it went. At first sight, the vines in question appeared to be all right. It was their season to be dormant so there was no contrast with the others, but I cut a couple of them down. The wood was dead, not dormant.” 
 
    Dubois stepped back towards the desk and sat down again. “Did you get them analyzed by a professional?” 
 
    “Of course. I sent them to a laboratory in Bordeaux. I didn’t want to use the local one. I didn’t know what the repercussions would be if the news got out that my vines were dying.” 
 
    “And the result?” asked Dubois. 
 
    “They’d been injected with a strong weed killer. One that kills anything within range. It’s normally used for pathways and terraces. My vines didn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance rustled the emails in her hand. “Why didn’t you report this to the police?” 
 
    “I hoped whoever it was would give up and go away if I ignored his threats.” 
 
    “But he didn’t, did he?” she said. 
 
    She held up the second email and read it out. 
 
    “This one’s just before Christmas,” she began. 
 
      
 
    Do not ignore my demand. I have drilled over a hundred of your vines. All I have to do is inject them with weed killer. For every week you do not answer me, I shall inject another ten vines. I continue to drill others in preparation. Answer this email or lose your business. Make arrangements to send me a million Euros now or else! 
 
      
 
    “You still did nothing, monsieur?” she asked Jean-Claude. 
 
    “What could I do? I couldn’t pay him. I doubted that the police could do anything.” 
 
    Dubois took the second email from Madame Fer-de-Lance and read through it. He looked up at Jean-Claude. “Did you check out this email address?” 
 
    “I did. It’s one of those secret IPs. The guy I got to check says it’s several levels deep, and he can’t trace it.” 
 
    Dubois tutted. “I don’t suppose it would do us much good. We can already guess the man is local. He has to be to attack the vines on such a regular basis. But we’ll get our forensic department onto it, anyway.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance held out her cup for a refill. As I poured she asked, “What about surveillance? Did you think about putting up cameras?” 
 
    Jean-Claude sighed. “Of course, but the areas being attacked are a long way from any electrical supply. I had to use battery operated ones. I even tried solar, but it was winter, not much sun around. And anyway, no sooner had I fixed one than it was dismantled and stolen away. This man is always one step ahead of me.” 
 
     The prosecutor rifled through the emails. “I note he sent you a reminder, a renewed threat every week. He’s a patient man, your persecutor.” 
 
    “He’s a clever man, madame. He was waiting for the spring. As soon as the vines came into leaf, the extent of the damage he’d caused and was continuing to set in motion became all too apparent. Dotted about the beautiful burgeoning bright green of the new season’s shooting tendrils were these ghastly patches of dead vines. Nothing but bare stems, their wood brittle and quite, quite dead.” 
 
    “But still you didn’t pay him or tell the police?” Dubois asked. 
 
    “Read the next email,” said Jean-Claude. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance read out: 
 
      
 
    I am a patient man but my patience has a limit. Either you pay up or you will regret it. Look to your loved ones. They may not be as precious as your vines but they are just as vulnerable. Think about it. 
 
      
 
    Jean-Claude broke in before Madame Fer-de-lance could comment. “He didn’t do anything to my family then, but there was that unexplained accident I had with the lawn mower. I’ve never got to the bottom of that. I’ve known Louis Menton, the gardener, since he was a kid and I’d vouch for him anywhere. All the staff–we have five grounds men–who work on the vines all the year round, clearing between the rows, doing the autumn pruning. They knew how important it was for the garden to be neat for the award ceremony and yet a rough patch of grass had been left on a slope opposite the drawing room windows. Louis says he got a message saying I wanted it left rough on purpose.” 
 
    “Who from?” asked Dubois. 
 
    “He couldn’t remember. Said it was verbal. And he didn’t pay much attention to it at the time. Looking back, I now realize someone watered that slope to make it slippery.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance hadn’t heard about this accident before. She asked, “Why was that important? I don’t understand.” 
 
    Jean-Claude explained how he’d rushed out to mow the slope with the sit-on mower only minutes before the award ceremony. He wanted the garden looking its best. The mower had slipped on the wet grass and turned over. 
 
    “This is what it did to me,” he said showing his leg still in bandages and the crutch leaning against his chair. “But he didn’t stop there.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Madame Fer-de-Lance suddenly realizing where the story was going. “The sad event of your wife’s death. Inspector Dubois has been keeping me posted on his suspicions that it may not have been an accident. Or, that if it was, there’s a possible question of culpable manslaughter.” 
 
    Jean-Claude stifled a sob. He took a deep breath. “Madame,” he said, “this is a very dangerous man. He’s been escalating his threats and his actions against my business and my family in an effort to get me to pay up a million Euros which I don’t have. And now he’s stolen my sweet little Nina. God only knows what he’s going to do to her. I can’t pay.” 
 
    The prosecutor, usually so fierce and definitely not a people-person, surprised me by hurrying round to Jean-Claude and throwing her arms around him, giving him a mighty hug of empathy. Perhaps I’d always misjudged her, being guilty of typecasting her along the lines of a television police series: tough unfair boss to Dubois’s earnest and sympathetic police officer doing his job to the best of his ability. 
 
    “Right,” she said breaking away from the poor father. “That’s as much as we can do tonight. It’s late. Everyone get some sleep. I’ll make arrangements for extra manpower to be sent in from the surrounding Departments: the Charente-Maritime and the Dordogne. We’ll need every man or woman we can get to track down the van and run through the possible villains.” 
 
    With that she withdrew with Dubois to return to the gendarmerie and supervise the work needed to put the search for Nina and the white van in motion, leaving us to comfort Jean-Claude as best we could before we left to make our way home to Beaucoup-sur-Mer.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    It was one o’clock in the morning when I drew up in front of Les Dragons. The emotions of the evening had drained me of every ounce of energy. I was mentally counting the steps up to my bedroom and the solace of a few hours’ sleep as Felix unlocked the front door and we went into the hall. A shaft of sickly pale moonlight from a waning moon followed us in. The kitchen light shone under the door. I pushed it open to find Gwinny seated at the table with her head on her hands, fast asleep. Felix scraped a chair and coughed lightly to wake her up. 
 
    “Oh, goodness,” she said sitting up with a jerk. “Thank heavens, you’re home. I stayed up in case you wanted to talk things through with me. I’ve explained the situation to Jimbo who as you can imagine is upset. I’m afraid I ended up giving him a mild toddy. I hope that was all right?” she asked me in her usual placatory manner. 
 
    “It won’t do him any harm,” I answered. “Sleep is important for all of us at the moment. I’m not going to quote Shakespeare at you at this time of the morning, but we all know we can’t function without sleep. I may even take a pill tonight. Something I never do. The thought of poor little Nina in the power of a kidnapper is the stuff of never-ending nightmares. I can’t begin to imagine what Jean-Claude is going through. This villain has already shown his colors. He’s not a man to be trifled with.” 
 
    Gwinny got up to fill the kettle to make us all a hot toddy. She asked me how things had gone down at the château. We filled her in on the back story to Jean-Claude’s predicament and told her what the prosecutor had set in motion. 
 
    She nodded and said, “I saw the item on the late news. I’ve been wracking my brains trying to think of something I could do to help.” 
 
    Gwinny had a soft heart. Yes, she’d left us when we were children to follow her own particular dream, but I had no idea what it was like to live with my father as an absentee husband, nor how he treated her when she was home. 
 
    “Gwinny,” I said, “they’ve got the police force from three departments lined up to work on the case tomorrow morning. The French Alerte-Enlèvement system has an excellent record. Perhaps this is one time when we have to leave it to the police to do their job.” 
 
    Felix snorted. “I’ll believe that when I see it. I bet you wake up tomorrow morning with a Book of Spells full of ideas.” 
 
    “That’s it,” said Gwinny, slamming the kettle down on its cradle and switching it on. “I knew there was something hovering in the back of my mind.” 
 
    Felix and I looked at her. It had to be something to do with witchcraft because that was the only subject on which Gwinny was confident enough to challenge me. 
 
    “Think. Think, Penzi,” she went on. “What did we do last time we wanted to trace someone who was missing?” 
 
    Felix blinked a couple of times and took a step backwards. He hadn’t a clue what Gwinny was talking about, but I had–Emmanuelle. She was the mayor’s daughter and my brother Sam’s copine as they say in France, his chum. 
 
    “Felix, you weren’t here when Gwinny and I performed the magic of scrying. You were off with Sam looking for Emmanuelle.” 
 
    “So, what did you do? And what is scrying?” Felix asked. 
 
    “I’m not going to explain it at this time of night. You can come with us,” I said. “By the way, Gwinny, is Sam home tonight?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Good, then we can leave Jimbo in Sam’s care and the three of us can perform the scrying. I guess we should do it on the beach again with salt water?” I asked Gwinny. 
 
    “Yes,” she said taking down the large glass bowl we’d used the time before. “But there’s not much of a moon tonight. We’ll have to hope it’s enough.” 
 
    “How about if I bring a mirror to double the moonlight?” I asked. 
 
    “I haven’t heard of anyone doing that before, but there’s no reason why that shouldn’t help,” she said. “Take the one from the hall cloakroom.” 
 
    Felix wrote a quick note to leave on the table telling Sam and Jimbo where we’d gone and took the mirror down off the wall in the hallway, meeting Gwinny and me as we were taking our coats down off the rack. 
 
    Zag came out into the hall. “Where are you going at this time of night?” he asked. He noticed the bowl. “Oh, you’re doing your magic business on the beach. Do you need me to come with you for protection, Penzi, like last time?” 
 
    I patted his head and gave him a push back into the kitchen. “Not this time. I’d rather you were here in the house guarding Sam and Jimbo. Gwinny and I have Felix with us this time.” 
 
    “Grrrr!” said Felix shooting out his leopard’s claws to underline my reassurance. 
 
    “All right. All right,” said Zag turning tail and going back into the kitchen. “There’s no need to show off.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We hurried over the cobbles down to the Esplanade, Felix taking care not to drop the mirror, and Gwinny and I holding on to each other for support. Gwinny carried the bowl because I was on my last drop of adrenaline by that time. I did wonder if I’d have enough mental force to aid Gwinny with the scrying. Magic is so exhausting, but everything in life that’s worth doing comes at a cost. 
 
    This time it was high tide when we stepped onto the beach from the long flight of steps that runs down from the Esplanade. None of us had thought to check on the tides, but it was clear that the tide was still coming in. We found a space above the high water mark and knelt down. Gwinny dug a hole in the dry sand in which to wedge the bowl while I filled it with seawater and brought it back up the beach to the cradle Gwinny had made. We patted the sand up around the sides to darken the background. 
 
    “Now what do we do?” asked Felix. 
 
    “Shush,” said Gwinny. “Penzi and I have to concentrate to get the magic to work.” 
 
    I took several deep breaths to flood my brain with oxygen, hoping the slow deep breaths wouldn’t send me off to sleep. What a good thing Gwinny hadn’t got round to making the hot toddies. A feeling of euphoric relaxation spread through my limbs as I remembered how well this had worked last time we’d done it. In a few minutes, all would be revealed, and we’d know where Nina was being held. I wasn’t worried about how we’d explain our sudden knowledge to Dubois and Madame Fer-de-Lance. I wanted and expected a positive result. 
 
    When Gwinny and I were ready to consult the scrying bowl, Felix held the mirror to bounce a second beam of the weak moonlight into the bowl. I stirred the surface of the water with my fingers and closed my eyes to picture Nina as I’d last seen her playing with her brother and Jimbo. A shiver ran through me. I took it as a good sign and opened my eyes to find out what the bowl would tell me. 
 
    I was met with a concavity of dense black. Even the moonbeams didn’t light up the depths. Not a glimmer of an image disturbed its surface. I looked across at Gwinny. She inhaled sharply. 
 
    “This isn’t good, Penzi. Not a thing.” 
 
    “We didn’t get the right picture straight off last time, remember?” 
 
    “True, but we did get the motor bike. That was something. This time there’s absolutely nothing.” 
 
    Felix coughed, and the mirror jerked. “Ladies, sorry to seem obvious, but couldn’t you try it again. Maybe you need to give it more wellie. A bit more mental oomph.” 
 
    Sometimes Felix can be so exasperating. He has no idea how much energy it takes to work magic. 
 
    He smiled. “You’re thinking I underestimate how much it takes out of you to do your magic stuff, but you’re wrong. Every time I shift, it saps me of my life force and it takes me ages to build up my strength again. So, come on ladies, give it your best.” 
 
    I pushed myself up from the sand and walked down to the waves which were on the turn. I wrenched off my shoes and threw them back up the beach towards Felix and Gwinny. 
 
    “I’m going to paddle for a few moments to relax my body and my mind,” I said and stepped into the sea. 
 
    The gentle massage of the wavelets as they ran up and down my ankles sent a surge of energy through my spirit. I smiled back at Gwinny and Felix. 
 
    “Come along, join in. It’s boosting my morale. It never hurts to get in touch with the power of the sea if you need it to help you.” 
 
    The three of us paddled up and down the beach until the mighty Atlantic Ocean had refreshed us. We made our way back to the scrying bowl scuffing up the dry sand on the way, touching base with nature. 
 
    Once again, we knelt down and Felix positioned the mirror. 
 
    “Perhaps, we should hold hands to increase our impact,” Gwinny said to me. 
 
    I took hold of hers and together we rippled the surface of the water in the bowl. Gwinny squeezed my hands as we both closed our eyes and concentrated. 
 
    Two minutes later she whispered, “Open.” 
 
     The bowl was still an opaque black. Nothing to be seen. Not the faintest outline of anything. A sharp pang shot through my belly as realization hit home. 
 
    “Gwinny, tell me. This is powerful magic, isn’t it? We should be able to see something? Link up with Nina’s essence in some way?” 
 
    She nodded and gripped my hands even more tightly. 
 
    Another pang lanced across my belly. “Gwinny, if there’s no image of Nina, she must be d—” 
 
    “Don’t even say the word,” she hurled back at me. She pulled her hands out of mine and sat back on her heels. “Let me think.” 
 
    Felix laid the mirror on the sand. “This isn’t what happened last time, then?” he asked. 
 
    “Absolutely not. Last time we got a clear picture of the hotel where Emmanuelle had been taken by Jonny Sauvage.” 
 
    “There’s another possibility,” Felix said. “What if there are limits to how far the magic can travel?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What if some materials don’t allow the magic to pass through them, such as lead or a Faraday cage?” 
 
    I was never any good at physics, but even I could understand what Felix was getting at. 
 
    Gwinny knelt back up. “This is something I don’t know the answer to. How about something underground? Especially if it’s deep?” 
 
    “If that’s so, we haven’t learned anything here, have we?” I said in despair. 
 
    “Wrong,” said Felix. “If we ignore the worst scenario–that Nina is already d—” 
 
    Gwinny clapped her hand across Felix’s mouth. “Sorry,” he muttered through her fingers. 
 
    She took her hand away. 
 
    Felix continued, “That scenario aside, we can guess that Nina is being held in some sort of cage or dungeon, probably underground. That gives us something to go on.” 
 
    I didn’t want to give up and insisted we make a third try but as with the first two, the bowl gave us nothing. The three of us returned home dispirited. Magic wasn’t going to give us a quick solution to the disappearance of Nina de Portemorency. It looked as if we would have to leave it to good old police work.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Jimbo woke me up early Sunday morning by jumping on my bed accompanied by Zig and Zag. 
 
    “Penzi, Penzi,” he called out at me as he pulled my duvet down letting in a blast of cold air. “Nina’s on television. Quick, come and see.” 
 
    I slid out of bed, put on my dressing gown and made my shaky way downstairs after him. Lack of sleep always hits me that way. I’m an eight-hour a night girl. A bare three hours after the disturbing events of the night and early morning had not replenished my vital functions. 
 
    Gwinny looked up from the television as I entered the kitchen. She’d been watching a twenty-four-hour news service. I pulled out a chair and sat waiting for it to churn round to the report on Nina again. 
 
    Gwinny got up to make me a cup of tea. “I keep thinking how I’d feel if it was Jimbo. It’s horrific.” 
 
    “Careful,” I said nodding my head towards Jimbo. 
 
    Jimbo pulled a chair up close to mine and laid his head on my shoulder. “Penzi, I’m so scared for Nina. What if that man is one of those people who does unkind things to children?” 
 
    I ruffled his hair, making him sit up in disgust. “Leave off,” he said. “Penzi?” 
 
    “It’s true. Nina’s in danger, but we know that the man who took her didn’t take her for that reason, Jimbo. Her kidnapping’s got to do with money. The man’s motive is greed. That’s not to downplay how serious the situation is.” 
 
    Felix came in at that moment. “Oh good. You’re explaining things to Gwinny and Jimbo.” 
 
    Gwinny poured him a cup of coffee and handed it to him as he sat down. “Penzi,” she said, “that’s something of a relief, isn’t it? Money is the easiest thing to sort out.” 
 
    “The man is demanding a million Euros, Gwinny. Jean-Claude simply doesn’t have it. The château is already mortgaged to the hilt. Unless some unknown philanthropist steps in and offers him the money, he’s stumped. And, anyway, we couldn’t be certain the man would give Nina back even then. This is all part of an elaborate scare campaign that has already cost Hélène her life.” 
 
    That’s when the idea hit me. I clinked my cup down in its saucer. “Felix, come into the hall with me for a moment. There’s something I want to say to you in private.” 
 
    Gwinny looked quickly from Felix to me and back. It was unusual for me to be as untactful as that. Felix picked up on my urgency, pushed back his chair and followed me out into the hallway. 
 
    As soon as the kitchen door closed, I said, “I don’t know why we didn’t think of it before. We could pay the million Euros ransom, couldn’t we? At five hundred thousand each, we’d still have plenty left over from the reward we were given after our last case.” 
 
    Felix lent back against the wall and searched my face while he considered my idea. It was a good idea, but would Felix find it so. The tension built in me as I waited for his verdict. It was all so simple: pay the money, get Nina back. 
 
    He pushed himself off from the wall and took my hands in his. “Penzi, your generosity does you credit. Yes, we could afford it, but there are some serious but’s.” 
 
    Oh no, Felix’s business head was going to squash my idea flat. 
 
    He went on, “We could certainly offer the money, boss, but should we? We can’t go around throwing money at every problem we encounter.” 
 
    “Why can’t we? It was a windfall after all. We’ll have enough left to see our family safe for ever.” 
 
    “Penzi, kind heart, there’s no guarantee the kidnapper would give us Nina back, you know that. He may escalate his demands. When would we stop paying? And we could never be sure he’d return Nina alive. We’re dealing with a right heavy villain here.” 
 
    I snatched my hands away. “Well, if you’re not prepared to go along with my idea, I’ll give Jean-Claude the whole million Euros on my own,” I said marching into the kitchen and slamming the door in Felix’s face. 
 
    I collapsed into my chair and burst into tears. Me, tough Mpenzi Munro, who never cries. But my imagination was conjuring up the most terrible images of little Nina held against her will, her clothes torn, her eyes red with weeping and her blond curls all a-tangle. Wait! Hold that image. I stopped crying and closed my eyes, concentrating on the background. This was a different kind of magic. Was the power of good in the world granting me a telepathic glimpse of her surroundings? Anything was possible. No one knows the limits of magic and of benevolence. 
 
    Nina crouched huddled up against a rough hewn wall. No, not a wall. Rock? Beneath her the ground was uneven. I’d instinctively thought ground and not floor. She was in a cave? 
 
    I resurfaced from my vision of Nina to find Felix had re-entered the kitchen and was standing beside me, an arm around my shoulders. I wiped my eyes on the sleeve of my dressing gown. “She’s in a cave. Nina’s in a cave. I saw her in a vision. Is that possible, Gwinny?” I asked turning to my mother for her greater experience with all things to do with witches and magic. 
 
    “Of course. Anything’s possible, but it was probably more to do with the power of good than with magic because you didn’t summon the vision. We have a limited understanding of all that goes on in our world and others.” 
 
    Felix gave me a squeeze. “Come on, eat some breakfast. We must get out to the château as soon as possible and tell the police what you’ve seen.” 
 
    Jimbo jumped into the conversation asking if he could go with us to spend time with his friend, Nina’s brother. “He must be missing her. Twins are very close, you know.” 
 
    I nodded. Yes, I did know, and Jimbo had saved me from pouring cold water on Felix’s belief that the police would listen to my story of visions. However, I’d been wrong about Dubois before. Maybe he would give credence to the idea of telepathy. I’d have to wait and find out. 
 
    Jimbo dashed out to fetch our morning croissants from Monsieur Brioche’s bakery. I drank a second cup of tea, with sugar this time and had a bowl of muesli. I loved croissants but decided to avoid one. My stomach was tied up in knots and all that butter wouldn’t sit lightly. The sugar had made up for my lack of sleep, giving me the energy to take the stairs two at a time up to my bedroom and get dressed. We wanted to be off as fast as possible. The sooner we told the police about where Nina could be the better. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Along the way we met with police roadblocks at every major junction and every roundabout. They waved us on past the queues of white vans held at the side of the road for further investigation. Blue uniforms abounded, each gendarme with his side arm at the ready. A strange sight for an English woman because our police are not armed in the normal course of business. It was something I’d have to get used to over time if we stayed in France. 
 
    “I’m impressed,” said Felix. “Dubois wasted no time setting up the search for the kidnapper’s white van.” 
 
    “Necessary but unfortunate,” I replied. “The kidnapper can’t fail to know Jean-Claude has informed the police, can he?” 
 
    “If the police move fast enough, they may find Nina before the kidnapper harms her.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let him have the chance. I’m making the offer of the million Euros as soon as we arrive at the château. I’m doing it alone.” 
 
    “Boss… no. Don’t do it.” 
 
    Jimbo stuck his head between our two front seats. “Felix, you have to let her. If we can save Nina, we must. I don’t mind not being rich.” 
 
    Felix chuckled and turned round to ruffle Jimbo’s copper hair. Jimbo batted his hand away. “You know I hate that, Felix. But, seriously, you won’t stop Penzi giving Nina’s dad the money to get her back, will you?” 
 
    I took my eyes off the road for a moment and asked Felix, “You wouldn’t?” 
 
    Felix laughed outright at that. “How could I stop you even if I wanted? And, anyway, I’ve been thinking it over. If you’re so determined to play the white knight or should I say white lady, I’ll go halves with you. How’s that?” 
 
    I gave a quick Shave and a haircut on the horn, and Felix rapped his knuckles on the dashboard, Two bits. 
 
    Jimbo rolled his eyes at me in the mirror, but he relaxed back into his seat and was silent for the rest of the journey. 
 
    It wasn’t so quiet overhead. As we approached Cognac, the thrup-thrup of a pair of helicopters buzzed backwards and forwards across the sky in a grid search pattern. Dubois had called the police helicopters out from Bordeaux. 
 
    “They’re using every tool at their disposal,” said Felix peering up through the windscreen. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    We were to find out the vast scope of the search when we reached the command post Dubois had set up at the Château de Portemorency where he’d taken over the library.  A low buzz of voices reached us as we opened the door. Several officers manned computer stations, all working in deep concentration. Dubois and Madame Fer-de-Lance stood talking in front of a huge white board which straddled the ancient fireplace. Dubois broke off and came towards us. 
 
    “Good, Penzi. I’m glad you’re here… for moral support if nothing else.” 
 
    “You’ve wasted no time, Dubois. I wasn’t expecting this hive of activity.” 
 
    “We’ve been working all night. It’s crucial we hit this search hard in the first twenty-four hours, as you know. My men are making lists of all white van owners in the area. Now that it’s daylight, we’re tracking them down. We’re conducting door-to-door inquiries in the streets around the ballet school. Other men have been working on lists of previous employees. They’ll carry on when Monsieur de Portemorency comes back to advise them.” 
 
    “Oh, where is he?” I asked looking around for him. 
 
    “He’s gone to catch some sleep at our insistence.” 
 
    “I hope he has better luck than I had. I have something important to tell you about that, Dubois.” 
 
    “I’ll listen to anything you have to tell me, Penzi. You know that. Come and sit down over here,” he said leading me out onto the verandah. “Now, what is it?” 
 
    I sat down quickly with Felix taking the chair next to me. 
 
    “Don’t laugh at me, Dubois, but I had a vision of Nina. Some sort of strange telepathy, I guess.” I looked up at him expecting to find him suppressing a smile of disbelief, but he was staring at me, waiting for me to continue. “She was in what looked like a cave. The walls were hewn out of rock. She was sitting on the ground, not on a man-made floor.” 
 
    “And?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s all. I’m sorry, the picture faded before I noticed anything else.” 
 
    Felix caught my eye. “Tell him about the feeling you had, boss.” 
 
    “What feeling?” 
 
    “You know. That seawater feeling,” Felix hinted. 
 
    Silly me. I’d almost forgotten about our unsuccessful scrying attempt to find Nina. 
 
    “You have something to add?” asked Dubois. 
 
    “Yes. I’ve had this strong sensation that Nina could be underground somewhere. That would fit in with my vision of a cave, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Possibly, but not necessarily. The cave could be open to the elements, not underground. But what you say is important. We’ve been concentrating on streets, houses, everything above ground level. Perhaps we need to look deeper. This area is riddled with tunnels, some natural some man-made. I’ll get a couple of my men working on that idea straight away,” he said and strode back inside. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance came outside to greet us… in a surprisingly friendly way. I asked her how she thought the search was progressing. 
 
    “It’s still early. In spite of the ransom demands and Monsieur de Portemorency’s assurances that this is not a sexual crime, we are checking all known sexual predators to make sure we don’t miss anyone.” 
 
    “Jean-Claude does have a point though,” I said. “Money is the motive, isn’t it? And while we’re on the subject of the ransom demands, madame, my colleague Felix and I are offering to pay the million Euros to have Nina released.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-lance rocked back on her feet and stared at me, her mouth and eyes wide open. “Comment?” she asked at last. 
 
    Felix jumped up and pulled out a chair for her and pushed her down into it, not too gently. 
 
    “She was going to faint,” he whispered to me in an aside. 
 
    We waited for her to catch her breath. I repeated my offer. 
 
    “Not a chance,” she said waving her arms in front of her to emphasize her disapproval. 
 
    I expected her to say it was unwise to pay the ransom because there’d be no assurance Nina would be returned, alive or dead, but what she said stunned me. 
 
    “You are English,” she said. “We do things differently here in France. Our state considers itself responsible for the safety of every one of its citizens. If we are unable to find Nina within twenty-four hours, the state will pay the ransom.” 
 
    Felix and I exchanged looks of surprise. Neither of us had known that. 
 
    “Are you sure, madame?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded vigorously. “It’s been that way for years now. I have already set the request in motion by sending all the details of the case to the Ministry. I await their approval. So, you see, Mpenzi, generous as your offer is, it is not required in this instance.” 
 
    She took another deep breath, rose to her feet and disappeared back into the library. 
 
    Felix was smiling at the thought of saving a million Euros. I smiled back thinking that we could be sure that Nina would be found safe now.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t to be. When the clock ticked round to twenty-four hours after Nina’s capture outside the ballet school without her being found, we looked to Madame Fer-de-Lance. She’d taken up position in the corner of the library at a temporary work station with her back to the room for peace and privacy. She was watching the lower corner of her screen. As the time limit ran out, she picked up her mobile and dialed her contact at the Ministry. We expected her to turn around and face us with news that the payment of the ransom was imminent, but that is not what happened. As her contact spoke to her, she tensed up, her shoulders rising up to her ears. 
 
    She shook her head violently from side to side, shouting loudly, “Non, non, non. C’est-pas vrai!” 
 
    Everyone turned to listen to her side of a heated discussion. Again we heard her say, “That can’t be true. What am I to tell the poor father? And the English?” 
 
    She closed the call and spun round on her chair to face the room and swept us all up with her look of despair. 
 
    Jean-Claude hurried over towards her. She held up her hand to stop his progress. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “Government policy regarding kidnapping and the payment of ransom demands is undergoing review. In the circumstances, the state will not pay out to rescue Nina at this time.” 
 
    A gasp of horrified dismay ran round the room and Jean-Claude fell to his knees with his hands clasped over his face. 
 
    “What are we to do?” he cried out. “It’s twenty-four hours now and we are no nearer finding my daughter than we were yesterday.” 
 
    I rushed over to him and crouched down throwing my arms around his shoulders. “We are going to pay the ransom, personally, Felix and I. We’ll sort it out now.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance stared down at us. “You cannot. The Ministry has expressly forbidden it. No one is to pay the ransom. No one.” 
 
    “But why are they changing their policy?” Felix asked. He was as usual the only person to keep a level head. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance wrung her hands. “Believe me, if I could change things, I would. It’s all to do with the recent events in Africa. 
 
    “Africa?” Jean-Claude cried out again. “But that’s thousands of miles away.” 
 
    “Nevertheless,” Madame Fer-de-Lance continued, “that is the reason. You can blame the new policy on the kidnapping of a French family in Northern Cameroon in 2013. It was said to be in retaliation for our military operations against the Jihadists in Mali.” 
 
    “Mali’s not even in France,” I protested. 
 
    “It’s a former French colony,” said Felix. “The French don’t want Mali taken over by Jihadists. And don’t forget the 2014 seizure of 276 female students by Boko Haram in Nigeria, another extreme group allied to Al-Shabab and Al-Qaeda.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance added, “Our government now feels that would-be kidnappers and extortionists will be encouraged if they know that a pay-out by the French state is guaranteed. Just before our president visited Mali this year to re-state France’s support against extremism in Western Africa, Al-Qaeda released a video of six captives, including a French citizen, a woman who’d been working to feed malnourished children in Northern Mali. All this has hardened our government’s stance on kidnappings.” 
 
    A collective sigh soughed around the library. We all understood the government’s hesitation once Madame Fer-de-Lance had explained the official reasoning to us, but their refusal to pay the ransom hit us all hard. 
 
    She stood up and held out her hand to Jean-Claude. “So, we have to re-double our efforts to find your daughter, monsieur.” 
 
    I attempted to rise to my feet putting out my hand for Felix. I needed his solidity after the buffeting we’d all received. He clasped my hand and gave it a tug, simultaneously jerking his head towards the door. 
 
    I picked up his cue at once and said, “Madame, we amateurs should leave things to you professionals. We’ll take Monsieur de Portemorency with us to visit his other children. He should spend time with them.” 
 
    Jean-Claude gave me a puzzled look. I smiled at him in reassurance and linked my arm in his. Thus joined together in friendship and mutual support, we made our way out of the library leaving the door to close behind us with a clunk. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Felix drew us both across the hall into the reception room. “We need to talk,” he said, “in private.” 
 
    “What are you up to now, Felix?” I asked him. 
 
    “Sit down both of you and let me explain.” 
 
    I took a seat on one of the gilded and brocade covered Louis XV sofas, and Jean-Claude dropped down beside me. “Well?” 
 
    Felix pulled a chair across the floor towards and sat down back to front, his arms resting on the chair back and his long legs stretching out either side. 
 
    “It’s not like you, boss, to allow yourself to be reined in once you have the bit between your teeth. You’re not going to let the Ministry’s ban on the paying of the ransom stop you, are you?” 
 
    I looked at Felix in astonishment. “You’re suggesting we do something illegal–pay the ransom, anyway?” 
 
    “What’s to stop us? I can fix it so that the police can’t track the payment. I’m not a hacker for nothing.” 
 
    “Apart from the fact that as a barrister, I’m an officer of the court, you resisted my idea at first. You did eventually change your mind, but I’m surprised you want to press ahead now we’ve been warned off by the Ministry of the Interior.” 
 
    Felix got up and turned his chair around the right way, sat down again and leaned forwards towards us with his elbows on his knees. After a pause of a few seconds, he reached out and laid his hand on Jean-Claude’s knee. 
 
    “What I’m about to say will distress you, but it needs saying.” 
 
    Jean-Claude shifted his weight. “There’s not much you can say that I haven’t been thinking. The situation is dire. It would be marvelous if you could pay the ransom and get Nina back before any harm comes to her.” 
 
    “What’s your point, Felix?” I asked him conscious that time was passing while he pussyfooted around the subject. 
 
    Felix breathed in deeply and exhaled again with a loud blast of air. “The police will not find Nina the way they’re going. There’s no CCTV footage of the kidnapper or his van. They have only the vaguest of images of him done by the police artist. No one’s come forward with a definite sighting. They’ve been through our list of suspects for Hélène’s death and come up with nothing concrete. Now, they’re wading through past employees and owners of white vans. The list is endless and incomplete. If we don’t pay the ransom and get Nina back, I dread to think what will happen to her.” 
 
    Jean-Claude had begun to shake while Felix gave us his summing up of the problem facing the father of three. “Can you really do it?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, if I can contact the villain. Do you know his email address without going back into the library to look it up on your laptop?” 
 
    Jean-Claude nodded. He brushed Felix’s hand away and walked over to a credenza. He opened a drawer and took out a pen and a letterhead. With care, he write down the email address and handed the sheet of paper to Felix who stowed it away in his pocket. 
 
    “Right, we should go,” he said. “The sooner we get home, the sooner I can start this rolling.” 
 
    Jean-Claude stepped forwards to shake Felix’s hand and exchange a quick man hug. As he broke away, he asked, “How are you planning to do this exactly?” 
 
    “I’ll use the dark web. That’s where this man is hiding. That’s why the police can’t home in on his IP address any more than the guy you employed to find him could.” 
 
    I hugged Jean-Claude, told him to keep his spirits up and hurried after Felix. As the car turned out onto the main road and I had to check the rear view mirror, I realized we’d forgotten Jimbo. I flung the car around and tore back up the drive to the château. 
 
    “Don’t you dare tell Jimbo we didn’t remember to collect him,” I warned Felix. “The last thing he needs is to feel insecure.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Felix replied as we hurried up the stairs and back into the château. 
 
    On the way out between the ancient towers for the second time that night, Felix turned to me and asked, “What if this doesn’t work, boss? What if he keeps the money and doesn’t free Nina?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer, but Jimbo did. 
 
    “Penzi can use her magic, can’t she?” he said. 
 
    I smiled at him in the mirror, but for the fifty-mile drive home to Beaucoup-sur-Mer I questioned myself. Could I? Was my magic strong enough? My knowledge of the craft had so far to go. I had to hope our plan worked and the villain gave Nina back to her father.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    As soon as we reached home I handed Jimbo off to Gwinny. Felix and I hurried into the study. Felix opened up his laptop to put into motion our determination to pay the ransom of a million dollars to end the kidnapping of Nina de Portemorency. I asked him if he wanted me to help in any way. 
 
    He smiled at me in answer and said, “I’ll call you if I manage to make contact with him. I’ll need you then as we’ll both have to transfer our five hundred thousand each. Why don’t you take some time out to consider all we know? You may come up with a brilliant idea.” 
 
    Dismissed from Felix’s digital bubble, I wandered out onto the veranda where the warmth of the day hadn’t yet been replaced by the evening coolness of spring. A few tardy bees buzzed about the garden on their way to their hives for the night. Beyond the sea wall separating our garden from the path that skirted the Atlantic Ocean, the waves of high tide crashed against the cliffs below our house. The milky blur of the waning crescent moon hung in the paling blue sky far out over the ocean waiting for the sun to sink below the horizon and let the stars out. 
 
    I stretched my arms high above my head and shook them out relieving the tension and stress of the last thirty hours. Zig and Zag appeared at my side like bookended security guards. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Zag asked. “You’ve been gone a long time.” 
 
    “Have the police found the little girl?” asked Zig. “I don’t want nasty things to happen to her.” 
 
    I bent down to give them both a cuddle and a fuss and told them the police search had so far been unsuccessful. I thought about telling them that Felix and I’d decided to pay the ransom but wasn’t sure they would understand, so I didn’t. 
 
    Instead I said, “I need to do some thinking. Come and sit with me and join your mental energy to mine.” 
 
    They wagged their tails in unison, glad to help. I turned and walked over to the Roman litter and lay down upon it with my head cradled in my arms looking out at the sky and waiting for the stars to appear. The litter may have been a stupid mistake but it was comfortable. Zig climbed up beside me and rested her head on my leg while Zag sat on his haunches on the floor at my head. The events of the past few weeks floated in and out of my mind as I set my thoughts adrift. All of a sudden I sat up with a wrench. How dare I lie relaxing on the veranda admiring the sky at dusk when the villain held Nina somewhere she couldn’t see the sky? There it was again. The certainty he held Nina captive below ground. I’d thought it was a cave the first time I saw the image. Now, I concentrated and scanned the walls surrounding her. They seemed to break away at one point and disappear into the darkness along a badly lit corridor. It wasn’t a cave. It was a tunnel. 
 
    I pulled out my phone and called Dubois. “Xavier,” I said when he answered. “I’m sure Nina’s in a tunnel. I just had another vision. It’s a tunnel not a cave.” 
 
    “Relax,” he replied. “I’ve got my men working on that. They’re collating all the local information on the tunnels around here. Once we have it together, we’ll start searching. It’ll be a long task and I’ll have to ask for help from the Gironde and the Dordogne. We’ll need their men and dogs. Now you take things easy tonight and I’ll see you again tomorrow.” 
 
    Tomorrow? With any luck the search would be over by tomorrow. Money transfers by internet are instantaneous. As soon as Felix made contact with the villain, we’d get him to release Nina. 
 
    I fell asleep waiting for Felix’s summons. I awoke in the dark when he jiggled my foot. 
 
    “Come along, sleepyhead. I’ve made contact. I need you to transfer your half of the ransom to the villain.” 
 
    I shook myself, slid my feet to the floor dislodging poor Zig. Zag already stood to attention by the side of the litter as if he realized how serious the situation was. 
 
    “Is everything all right, Penzi?” he asked. 
 
    I ruffled his ears. “Felix has found the man who took the little girl away.” 
 
    “What? Around here?” Zag asked, his ruff rising down his back as he pivoted in a full circle scanning our surroundings. 
 
    “No silly. On the dark web. It’s not something you know about, but don’t worry. Felix has him pinpointed. We have only to pay him a great deal of money and he will free Nina.” 
 
    “You’re going to buy her?” 
 
    “Kind of. He wants money and we want Nina back.” 
 
    “Come along, boss,” said Felix dragging me by my arm into the study. “The sooner we get this done, the sooner he’ll give her up.” 
 
    Felix sat me down in front of his laptop. “Now, you have to buy bit-coins first. Key your password in and I’ll show you what to do.” 
 
    “Why do we have to buy bit-coins?” 
 
    “Because this is the dark web. Bit-coins can’t be traced. That’s why he’s insisting on them. Don’t you remember Keith Gardener and his purchases on the dark web?” 
 
    “Of course, but I wasn’t expecting to pay a kidnapper this way. It’s too sophisticated. Felix, you do realize that this man has to be digitally savvy to insist on this. That could be an important clue to his identity.” 
 
    “I’ve noted that. Put your password in.” 
 
    One thing I never forget is how to key in the password for my bank account. I have practiced and practiced it so that I don’t get the letters and numbers mixed up. As soon as I was into my account, Felix set up the bit-coin purchase and then the transfer to the villain. Only then did it strike me I hadn’t asked Felix what arrangements he’d made with the villain for the release of Nina. 
 
    “Wait until he acknowledges receipt, and I’ll tell you everything,” he said. 
 
    We sat anxiously staring at the screen for several minutes until a message flashed up. 
 
    “Right,” said Felix. “He’s got the million Euros. Now it’s up to him to keep his side of the bargain.” 
 
    A second message flashed on the screen. 
 
    “What does it say?” I asked unable to keep my voice from trembling. 
 
    Felix read out, 
 
      
 
    Take the road west to Saintes. Ten miles along, turn off to the village of Vieux Marchand. At the second crossroads, you will come to a roadside shrine. The child will be sitting beneath the cross at 0100 hours. Do not arrive early. The land is flat. I shall be watching. If I see the lights of a police vehicle approaching, the child will disappear never to be seen again. Understood? 
 
      
 
    Felix typed a message back. 
 
    “What did you say?” I asked him. 
 
      
 
    Understood. If any harm comes to Nina now that you have received the money you demanded, my colleague and I will never stop hunting you down even if it takes us until the end of time. 
 
      
 
    “That’s telling him,” I said giving Felix a hug. “Now what shall we do? I’m a bit limp after all the stress and we’ve several hours to fill. It won’t take us long to reach the rendezvous.” 
 
    “You should collect up blankets and something to eat and drink. Perhaps we should take Jimbo with us even if it’s the middle of the night. He would help Nina to feel safe when we pick her up. She’ll wonder what’s going on being dumped by the side of the road in the dark after being kept captive for days.” 
 
    “Good thinking. Should we tell Jean-Claude we’ve arranged things?” 
 
    Felix shook his head. “Definitely not. We mustn’t get his hopes up. These arrangements can go wrong.” 
 
    “Not this time, surely? We’ve paid the money. We’ve not told the police.” 
 
    Felix gave me a warning look. “We’re not home and dry yet, boss. We should warn Gwinny we’ll be out late, and we should have some supper. We’ll need our wits about us.” 
 
      
 
    At half past eleven we woke Jimbo up and explained we needed him to come with us to fetch Nina. He rubbed his eyes as he sat up, his little face creased in bewilderment. 
 
    “Whaaaat?” he asked. “It’s the middle of the night.” 
 
    “That’s why we’d like you there. She’ll be sitting by the side of the road all on her own in the dark. Imagine how scared you’d be if that was you,” I answered. “If she sees you, she won’t be so afraid. Remember she’s been locked up by a nasty man for days now.” 
 
    He scrambled out of bed and ambled into the bathroom half asleep. Then he was back and dragging on his clothes, his sweater inside out and his T-shirt back to front, but I let him be. He stumbled downstairs for a quick cup of hot tea and some of Gwinny’s cookies. Felix collected up his laptop and a powerful flashlight while I picked up the basket of hot drinks and sandwiches. We’d stowed a pile of blankets and pillows in the car earlier on in the evening. Outside, only the soft lapping of the waves on the beach at low tide disturbed the silence of the seaside town. The night air had a nip in it making us duck into the car quickly. Felix wrapped Jimbo up in a blanket. I checked the time. Ten past midnight. We had about forty miles to travel. As we drove up the hill towards the town’s medieval gates, we met no one but a solitary dog scrounging around the bins on a corner. Here and there a light still shone out of a window where the householder was busy locking up before retiring. 
 
    We met little traffic on the main road. As we turned off towards Vieux Marchand the absence of street lighting plunged us into a blackness lit only by our headlights. The earlier moon had disappeared taking the stars with it. Our wheels hummed along the tarred surface eating up the miles far too fast. As we sped through the second crossroads a glance at the dashboard showed it was only twenty to one. 
 
    “Slow down, boss,” said Felix. “We’ll be too early. He might take fright.” 
 
    I reduced our speed, so we crawled along in second gear. This gave us the chance to scan our surroundings, but there was nothing to be seen in the almost pitch blackness. No houses, no trees and the land proved as flat as the villain had warned us. At last our headlights lit up the white stone of the wayside cross forty yards ahead. Two minutes to one. 
 
    “No cars… and no white van,” said Felix staring through the windscreen. 
 
    Jimbo’s eyes met mine in the rear view mirror as he took them away from the road for a moment. 
 
    “I can’t see anything,” he said. 
 
    “This doesn’t look good,” said Felix jumping out of the car as I pulled into the side of the road. 
 
    The side of the shrine facing the road held nothing but a low iron railing filled with vases of devotional flowers. A hedge of ornamental shrubs on either side hid the other three sides from our view. I held my breath while Felix ran up to the shrine shining his flashlight from side to side. He turned around and shook his head, but then ran forwards and around the shrubs towards the back. I hurried to catch up with him and reached him as he pushed his way back through the shrubs towards me. 
 
    “She’s not here,” he said. “There’s no sign of anyone.” 
 
    “The bloody cheat. He’s welshed on our deal.” 
 
    “Maybe we missed him,” Felix said as I rushed into his arms and he hugged me close in a brotherly fashion. Jimbo straggled along the road towards us with his blanket hanging off his shoulders and threw himself at us. The three of us stayed locked together for a few moments overcome by the disappointment of the villain’s betrayal until Felix let go of us. 
 
    “We should check all around carefully. Maybe he was here. Maybe we got the time wrong,” he said, but a heavy dread had settled deep in my gut. No way. We’d been meticulous over the time and had followed the villain’s instructions to the letter. 
 
    Felix wouldn’t give up. He searched about looking for footprints, tire marks and discarded cigarette ends, sweet papers… anything to show that Nina and her captor had been there; to show that her captor had acted in good faith, but he found nothing. 
 
    “Come, back to the car. I’ll contact him now before we drive home,” he said at last. 
 
    He took his laptop out of the car and placed it on the hood. I watched him type and send an email. We waited for a reply as the chilly night air swirled wisps of an early morning mist around us. Jimbo clung to me, scared and shivering in spite of his blanket. 
 
    At last a ping. Felix clicked the message open. The screen flashed yellow. Row upon row of stupid smiley faces grinned out at us. That was all. 
 
    We’d been had… for a million Euros… and Nina was still missing. What were we to do now?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Gwinny opened the front door to us. “What are you doing back so early?” 
 
    I pushed her gently back into the house in front of me. Felix followed me in carrying a sleepy Jimbo whom he took straight upstairs to his bedroom, leaving me to explain to Gwinny that our expedition had been a failure. 
 
    “He’s still got the poor child then,” she said, her hand to her mouth. “What are you going to do now?” 
 
    “Right now, we’re going to bed. We need sleep if we’re to analyze this situation tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Do you want some soup?” Gwinny asked hurrying down the hall and into the kitchen. “I made some for the child in case you brought her back here.” 
 
     I overtook her and switched off the pan. “Too late, Gwinny. Let’s go to bed, but thank you,” I said giving her a quick hug. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’d do if it was my child,” she said. 
 
    I blinked at her and stopped myself just in time from issuing a biting remark. Sometimes I found it difficult at the strangest of times to forgive her for her desertion of us. She’d skated blithely through seven years of our young lives without giving a toss about our safety. But now was not the time or the place for such resentment, so I bent down to stroke Zig and Zag before shooing them gently back to their baskets where the little kittens Slinky and Floss lay tucked up nose to tail. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I crashed out of a deep sleep the next morning to face the task of having to tell Jean-Claude we’d contacted the kidnapper, had paid over the ransom but he had reneged on the deal. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” said Felix when I walked into the kitchen. “It’s not fair to keep his hopes up in the circumstances.” 
 
    “Nor to crush them,” I answered. 
 
    “We’ll think of something,” Felix assured me as we made our way out to the car. 
 
    Jean-Claude was crossing the hall on his way to the library when Felix opened the front door of the Château de Portemorency. 
 
    I called out, “Hold on a minute, Jean-Claude. We need to talk to you in private.” 
 
    He stopped dead and one look at our faces must have told him to expect bad news because he retreated to the far end of the hall and stood waiting for us his face white and strained. He’d developed a tic at the corner of his mouth over the last few days. He fought to control it as we exchanged greetings. 
 
    “Well?” he asked. “I can see you don’t have good news. What is it?” 
 
    Felix filled him in on all that had happened since we’d left the château the day before. He let out a wild cry, fell back against the wall and slid down to the floor, landing with his legs stuck out in front of him and his chin sagging on his chest like a broken rag doll. Great dry heaving sobs racked him. 
 
    I sat down beside him and drew his head onto my chest, cuddling him to give him comfort while he collected himself. 
 
    When he could speak he said, “So it’s hopeless. He took your money, but he kept Nina. What does this man want out of me?” 
 
    I murmured soft platitudes until Jean-Claude was able to scramble to his feet again. As he straightened himself up and ventured to thank us for what we’d done, the library door crashed open and an irate Dubois appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “What have you done?” he shouted at me. “Get in here at once, all three of you.” 
 
    I reeled back against Felix who was standing behind me. I’d never seen Dubois so angry. He was quite beside himself. I’d have to have it out with him later. His attitude was out of order when speaking to a distraught father, insensitive and cruel, so unlike Dubois’s usual courteous comportment. 
 
    As we straggled through into the library, Madame Fer-de-Lance marched up to us. “See what you’ve done.” 
 
    She grabbed Jean-Claude by the arm and dragged him over to his laptop which stood open on his desk. 
 
    “Look,” she almost screamed. “This message just arrived.” 
 
    Jean-Claude bent over to read it. Felix gasped. 
 
    “What?” I asked him. “What does it say?” 
 
    Jean-Claude took a step back and fell into the chair Felix pushed under him in the nick of time. 
 
    “Tell me someone, please,” I asked them. 
 
    Felix put his arm around me and led me to the screen. Once again it was filled with silly smiley faces with a message typed below them. He read it out: 
 
      
 
    Suckers! A million Euros down and five hundred thousand more to go. Same place, same rules, tonight… or else. And just in case you hadn’t noticed, I’ve poisoned another three hundred of your precious vines... and counting! 
 
      
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance thumped her fist down hard on the desk. “What did I tell you? I expressly forbade you to pay the ransom. The Ministry forbade it. You’ve encouraged this madman. He’s escalating his demands and all at the expense of that sweet child. There is something mighty personal about all this.” 
 
    Jean-Claude raised his head and said in his defense that he’d had nothing to do with it. 
 
    “So it was you?” Madame Fer-de-Lance spat out turning to me. 
 
    I had to admit Felix and I had paid the ransom in the belief that the villain would free Nina once he had his hands on the money he wanted. I told her what had happened. 
 
    “Huh!” she said and turned aside in exasperation at what she obviously considered our foolish antics. She took a couple of deep breaths and turned to face me again. “Mpenzi Munro, I am very angry with you. You have made a tricky police investigation even more difficult, but I can’t fault your generosity or your kind heart. Please from now on, let’s have a little more head and a little less heart. Agreed?” 
 
    Felix and I nodded. 
 
    “Do not pay this demand for five hundred thousand, understood?” 
 
    Again we nodded. 
 
    “Promise,” I said. 
 
    “At the very least you should have allowed us to set up police surveillance of the handover point.” 
 
    Felix coughed. “We realize that, madame,” he said, “but you wouldn’t have caught him, anyway. He didn’t show up.” 
 
    “You don’t know that for sure.” 
 
    Felix and I looked at each other. No, we didn’t. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance brushed us away with her hands. “You should leave and let us get on with the job we’re trained for.” 
 
    “Can you at least tell us what lines of inquiry you’re following, madame?” Felix asked. 
 
    She relaxed her hard posture. “That I can do. We’re tracking down all white vans, searching all buildings outward from the ballet school and we have all Monsieur de Portemorency’s competitors and friends under surveillance. You can be sure, we will catch this man.” 
 
    Felix muttered under his breath as we walked out of the room, “God help him if we get him first.” 
 
    We had a cup of tea with Jean-Claude in the kitchen before we left. He’d calmed down by then and thanked us for what we’d done. 
 
    “I can’t believe you paid over a million Euros to get my Nina back. I shall be for ever in your debt.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” I said giving him a hug. “We’d do it again today if it would do any good.” 
 
    “Steady on, boss,” said Felix. “We don’t have bottomless pockets.” 
 
    That made us all laugh. We left Jean-Claude standing at the top of the steps, looking forlorn but with the shadow of a smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “That was a fierce telling-off,” said Felix on the way home. “I suppose we deserved it. We broke all the rules.” 
 
    “What are we going to do now? The police don’t appear to be making any progress in spite of what Madame Fer-de-Lance says. This man is so evil he could quite easily do harm to Nina: leave her locked up somewhere and walk away, or even kill her. Time is running out, Felix.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking you should try magic, boss.” 
 
     I took my eyes off the road to look at him and nearly swerved into the ditch. 
 
    “It’s easy for you to say,” I said. “I’ve been wracking my brain trying to think of something I could do, but I can’t think of anything. Our scrying didn’t work. None of the spells I’ve learned so far would do anything. Can you think of one that would be useful?” 
 
    Felix said he couldn’t. “I suggest we go through your Book of Spells and see if we can find a new one that would fit the situation.” 
 
    “All right. We’ll start after lunch,” I said and continued the drive home in a happier frame of mind. At least we’d be doing something.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Felix and I spent all afternoon reading through the Book of Spells with only a short break to collect Jimbo from his school bus. Six o’clock found us both with headaches from mental fatigue. 
 
    “We need a night out,” said Felix. “Too much work and no play is bad for us. We’ll be more effective tomorrow if we take some time out for fun and exercise. We should go dancing.” 
 
    “I couldn’t,” I said. “I’d feel guilty all night long for enjoying myself while Nina is imprisoned and Jean-Claude is heartbroken.” 
 
    “Trust me, boss,” Felix went on. “We need it.” 
 
    So, Felix and I visited the Club des Blues and danced the night away. I’d been reluctant to revisit the strange stone cavern after what had happened there when I’d performed with Jonny Sauvage, but Felix persuaded me to find out if the bad ghosts had been banished. After all, he said, we’d found Jonny’s murderer and so allowed his soul to rest in peace. 
 
    Felix had been right. The exercise, the change of scene, the music and the memory of our success in finding justice for Jonny had relaxed us both and given us confidence. I’d fallen into bed pleasantly exhausted at gone three in the morning. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe my watch when Felix hurried into my room waking me up out of a deep sleep. It was only half past five and still dark outside. 
 
    “What the hell, Felix? Look at the time,” I said shaking my watch at him. “And where’s my tea?” I added as an afterthought. 
 
    “No time for that, boss. Jean-Claude’s just called. He needs us… now! At the château.” 
 
    “What on earth for? Have they found Nina? Found the kidnapper?” 
 
    “Not as far as I know. Surely Dubois would be the one calling if that were the case,” Felix said pulling my duvet off me. “Get up, boss. Jean-Claude sounded beside himself.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said sliding out of bed and making for the bathroom. “I’ll take a cold shower to wake myself up and disperse last night’s alcohol while you make me a cup of tea… no, second thoughts… the strongest cup of coffee possible. And grab some biscuits or something to eat on the way. This could be a long day.” 
 
    We left a note for Gwinny and promised Zig and Zag she would take them out for a walk later that morning. 
 
    Zag followed us to the front door with his tail between his legs. “I’m anxious, Penzi. Are you going into danger again? Should we come with you?” 
 
    I cut Felix off before he could remind Zag that he, Felix, was a demon shape shifting leopard and well able to look after me. I stroked Zag’s head and reminded him I needed to leave him at home to guard Gwinny and Sam. 
 
    “All right, then. If you’re sure,” he replied. 
 
    Felix and I sped on our way to the château, finding the roads clear of all traffic at that hour of the morning except for the now usual police roadblocks. The officers at the latter stood idle. Not many white vans around at six o’clock. 
 
    I turned in through the two old towers and started up the long driveway to the front of the château. As we drew closer, a crowd came into view lined up in a semi-circle at the foot of the front steps. Closer still and they turned out to be animals: a grouping of cats, dogs and horses standing at attention in the dim pre-dawn light. I parked the car to the side not wanting to start a stampede. The front door had opened at the sound of our engine and Jean-Claude appeared. The animals hadn’t turned their heads at our arrival and stared fixedly ahead as we scrunched our way over the gravel towards them and Jean-Claude. They parted to allow us through and we began to mount the steps, millions of questions spinning around in our heads. That’s when I noticed that the two spoiled or treasured, depending on one’s opinion, house cats–the two highly priced Asheras–were ensconced in stately splendor, one on either side of the top step. That in itself was unusual as they were kept safe or imprisoned, again depending on one’s opinion, inside the château, never being allowed out into the rough and tumble of the real world. 
 
    “Thank goodness you’ve come, Penzi. I think I may be losing my mind. Have you ever seen anything like this? All the animals we own in close formation right outside the front door. It’s as if they want to tell me something, and they can’t.” 
 
    “What are your special cats doing outside?” I asked him as I passed them. 
 
    “That’s how I knew what was going on out here. They jumped out of the cloakroom window and set the alarm off. As you know that alarm gives them a mild electric shock which usually knocks them back inside the room. This time, they braved the shock to join the other animals. This has to be important, but I don’t know what to do next. It’s like being in the middle of a dream.” 
 
    I turned to look behind me at the ring of animals lined up at the foot of the steps. They were watching our interaction with Jean-Claude with keen attention. Nina’s piebald pony tossed his head and pawed the ground as if to say Get on with it. 
 
    “So what made you call me?” I asked Jean-Claude. 
 
    Jean-Claude shrugged. “I didn’t know what else to do. Can you suggest something?” 
 
    I looked at the line of animals again and they all turned to stare at me. Two of the stable cats meowed loudly while Jupiter began to bark with excitement and jump up and down. 
 
    Felix ran back down the steps to the animals and I faced Jean-Claude. “I suggest seeing if they’ll come to the stables with me,” I said. 
 
    I had to get them away from Jean-Claude so I could ask what was wrong. Jean-Claude wasn’t allowed to find out Felix and I were supernaturals and could talk to animals. 
 
    Jean-Claude shut the front door behind him and made to follow, but I told him it would be better if he took his two precious Asheras back inside and left me to cope with the other animals. 
 
    We formed quite a column: the two German shepherds, three horses, the children’s ponies, and the clowder of stable cats who kept the grounds free of rats and snakes. 
 
    As soon as we were out of sight and earshot of the house, I asked Jupiter what was going on. 
 
    He looked back at his fellow creatures. “This was the only way we could get Monsieur de Portemorency to send for you. The brave house cats allowed themselves to be shocked so that they could set off the alarm and draw his attention. I’ll never think of them as spoiled and feeble ever again.” 
 
    We crowded into the vast barn which held the stalls, the cats and dogs taking up the space at the front. 
 
    “Why don’t we all sit down?” I said. “Well, at least you cats and dogs.” 
 
    Once everyone was comfortable on their haunches, I had the chance to take a good look at them all. 
 
    “Oh, you have an addition to your team,” I said, noticing a large misshapen and scruffy tabby right at the front. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced.” 
 
    The other cats got to their feet again and pushed him forwards, saying, “He’s not new. He’s the reason we had to call you. He’s not employed here. He’s a wild cat.” 
 
    I crouched down and held out my hand to him. He came towards me and rubbed his scarred old head against my hand. Civilities over he began to speak. 
 
    “They’ve told me I can trust you. That you’re a witch. A good witch.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I said and Felix grunted behind me in agreement. “So, tell me what’s so urgent.” 
 
    “My name is Toby. As the others have said, I’m a feral cat. The vineyards around this château are part of my hunting territory. That’s how I recognized the little girl.” 
 
    “You’ve seen Nina?” I asked him. “Nina de Portemorency? The little girl who’s been kidnapped?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about kidnapping,” he said, his tail beginning to lash from side to side as he tried to understand what I was talking about. 
 
    “Forget kidnapping,” Felix interrupted. “Just tell us what you know about her.” 
 
    “My colleagues and I came across a little girl on the edge of the woods some way from here. It was late last night when my friend, Agnes, found her. Agnes thought she was dead at first.” 
 
    All the animals shuffled their feet and several of the cats let out a meow. 
 
    Toby continued. “Agnes noticed the child was breathing, but she was cold and her clothes were torn. Agnes searched about until she found several of us coming back from our hunting sorties and took us to the child. I instructed everyone to scuff up the leaves to cover her, but when she didn’t stop shivering, we clustered round her to warm her up with our fur.” 
 
    “Can you take us there?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, that’s why I’m here. It’s a long way. I didn’t reach here until the sun was beginning to rise and then we wasted time trying to work out how to get help for her.” 
 
    Jupiter spoke up. “One of the stable cats came in through the kitchen to fetch me. I thought of the alarm, but Juno and I don’t wear the kind of collars that set it off. So we contacted the house cats and set up the scheme.” 
 
    Felix grabbed hold of me. “Penzi, we’ve got no time to lose if what Toby says is true. Maybe Nina’s hurt. She’ll certainly be exhausted. We have no idea where she’s come from or how long she’s been out wandering around the countryside on her own in the dark.” 
 
    “And the villain might find her first,” I said as the thought struck me. “We’ll take our car and Toby will show us the way. Who does Nina like best, you or Juno?” I asked Jupiter. 
 
    “Him,” Juno said pointing at Jupiter with her paw. 
 
    “We’ll take him with us to reassure Nina when we find her. Felix, see if you can rustle up some blankets and a bottle of water while I fetch the car and tell Jean-Claude we’re going out.” 
 
    I hurried away from the stable with the dogs at my heels. Jean-Claude must have thought I was mad when I told him I was going off to look for Nina at six o’clock in the morning with no knowledge of where she was as far as he knew. 
 
    As I scrambled into my car, I told him to phone the doctor and Dubois and have them both waiting when we got back, and to say nothing to the gendarmes on duty in the library. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you wait for Dubois?” he asked me. 
 
    “No, this is an emergency. Just do what I say,” I said ushering Jupiter into the backseat, starting the car up and spinning the wheels over the gravel on the way back to the stables. 
 
    Felix was waiting surrounded by animals when I screeched to a halt in front of the barn. He threw a pile of old horse blankets into the car beside Jupiter and got into the front seat clicking his fingers for Toby to jump up onto his knees. And away we went. As we passed through the two towers onto the road, Toby stood on his hind legs and leaned on the side window with his front paws. 
 
    “Don’t go too fast, Penzi,” he said. “Everything looks different from up here.” 
 
    “Which way?” I asked. “Left or right?” 
 
    “Left,” he said pointing to the woods a long way off. 
 
    A fifteen-minute drive later and we were approaching the trees where the vineyards gave way to the ancient forest. 
 
    “You must be worn out,” Felix said giving Toby a stroke and then ruffling him under his ear. “You walked a long way to fetch us. You’re a courageous cat.” 
 
    “Goes with the territory if you’re feral,” he said with a nonchalant swish of his tail. “And we couldn’t let the child come to harm, could we? The de Portemorencys have always been good to us, leaving out food for us in the winter even though it’s against the law to feed us wild cats. Whoa, Penzi. You should stop and park the car here. It’ll be easier for me to find the way on foot from this point on.” 
 
    I pulled into the side of the rural lane we’d been traveling down for the past few minutes and parked. Felix picked up a couple of blankets and the bottle of water and we set off after Toby. It was clear he was following a trail well-known to him although nothing marked it out as anything to us. He led us deeper into the woods, the bushes and shrubs giving way to hazels and walnuts. Soon, we were pushing our way through horse chestnuts and centenarian oaks. Dawn had broken behind us as we walked westward deeper into the forest, the first rays of the sun now lighting our way. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Toby called out, halting for a moment and sniffing the air. He uttered a long drawn-out meow to be answered by a chorus of short mews. A large multi-colored cat came towards us. 
 
    “Thank goodness,” he said. “The child’s beginning to wake up.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    We hurried after him towards a clearing in the forest where several felled trees lay on the ground. Behind a pile of old logs we found Nina. A battered and tattered little girl, her face scratched by brambles and her feet in shredded ballet pumps. 
 
    I rushed forwards and scooped her up into my arms. 
 
    She opened her eyes for a second and whispered, “Penzi...,” and fell fast asleep again. 
 
    “You have to wake her up, boss. She needs to drink,” Felix said passing me the bottle of water. 
 
    I shook the child gently and when she looked up at me with sleepy eyes, I coaxed her to drink down a few sips of the life-giving water before her head drooped and she was off again. I held her in a sitting position to make it easy for Felix to pick her up for the journey back to the car. 
 
    The covering of cats who’d been keeping Nina warm sat and sprawled around us on the tussocky rough grass, some wide-awake and excited, watching us with their pupils round and alert, others still half-asleep. I bowed to them all and thanked them for the care they’d taken of Nina and for their foresight in sending Toby off to the château for help. 
 
    “You’ve probably saved her life,” I told them. “She’s so young and as you can see, she’s been through a lot.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” one of the cats asked me. 
 
    “She was stolen by a wicked man. He drives a white van. If you see anyone like that acting suspiciously around here, please send a message to the stables at the château. Nina’s too small to have traveled far, especially in the dark in her dancing pumps.” 
 
    The cats all nodded. 
 
    Toby waved a paw at them and said, “Between us we cover a vast area, each of us having our own territory. Now we know what to look out for, we’ll do our best and let you know if we find anyone.” 
 
    I knelt down on the ground and called the cats to me. Each one rubbed himself or herself against my thighs and I returned the gesture by stroking them all and tickling them under the chin. 
 
    “Come along, boss,” Felix reminded me. “We have to get going. This child needs attention.” 
 
    I scrambled to my feet, a little annoyed that Felix thought I needed reminding, but when I saw his face, I could see how worried he was. Even wrapped up in a horse blanket, Nina was shivering. 
 
    We strode off back to the car where we found Jupiter pacing around and around trying to walk off his anxiety. He ran to greet us with a low chuffing bark. 
 
    “Oh good. You found her. She’s all right?” he asked as he snuffled her feet. 
 
    “She’ll be fine after a good hot bath, some clean clothes and seeing her dad again,” Felix said, gently laying her down on the back seat and tucking her in with the blankets. Jupiter climbed up beside her and hunkered down to guard her all the way home to the château. 
 
    We passed Dubois’s unmarked vehicle and what I guessed was the doctor’s car on our way to the front steps where I pulled up. Jean-Claude already had the front door open and was halfway down the steps before I’d switched the engine off. 
 
    Over to our right the château’s animals stood in a group waiting for the return of their young mistress. When Nina’s pony saw we had her safe, he nickered to his companions and pawed the ground. 
 
    Felix took the steps two at a time escorted by Jupiter who pushed past him into the hall barking joyously for the rest of the family and for Juno. 
 
    Jean-Claude put his arm around Felix with his precious burden of the sleeping Nina and led him up the stairs to Nina’s bedroom where the doctor was waiting. Felix laid her on her bed then he and I retreated down the stairs to the library leaving Nina in the care of her father and the doctor. 
 
    We had to update Dubois on the happenings of the morning. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Et alors?” he asked as we entered the makeshift control room where several of his officers were already at work in front of their screens, scrolling down the long lists of possible perpetrators and following up the thousands of tips received from the public. 
 
    “Is there any coffee or tea?” Felix asked as he collapsed onto the sofa. Strong as he was, he’d had to carry Nina a long way through the undergrowth back to the car and we hadn’t had any breakfast. 
 
    At that moment Madame Brune came in as neat and tidy as if it was an ordinary day and ten o’clock in the morning. She put down a tray of coffee, tea and croissants. Felix was so overcome he leapt of the sofa and flung his arms round her giving her a mighty kiss on both cheeks. 
 
    She broke into a wide smile. “It’s so good. Little Nina is home and now all the family is happy.” 
 
    As the door closed behind her, Dubois spoke again, “For the time being. Who knows what this monster will do next? He’s obviously not content with the million Euros you paid him, Penzi.” 
 
    “Dubois,” I said pouring myself a much needed cup of tea and loading it with sugar. “The rest is up to you. I’ve worked my magic, now you do yours?” 
 
    Felix coughed loudly behind me, but not in time to stop Madame Fer-de-Lance asking, “How did you know where to find the child? It all seems a bit suspicious to me.” 
 
    Fortunately for me, Dubois jumped in saying, “Madame le Juge, I have worked with Mpenzi Munro several times. She has an uncanny knack of finding out things. I believe she has special qualities like telepathy or clairvoyance. We have to take some things in life as gifts and not demand explanations. You don’t for a moment suspect Penzi of any nefarious involvement in this case, do you?” 
 
    The prosecutor had the grace to look discomforted and muttered something under her breath but did not pursue her line of questioning. Instead she asked me to mark on the map the position where we’d found Nina. This I did saying that it was as close as I could get. Felix checked and agreed with me. 
 
    Dubois walked up to the board and ran his finger around my mark. “It’s a spot deep in the old forest but we should be able to work out a rough radius of how far the child could have traveled. I’ll get an officer onto that immediately,” he said turning away and walking off towards one of his men. 
 
    Felix and I sat quietly eating our croissants and drinking our tea and coffee while we waited for Dubois to finish. Madame Fer-de-Lance was busy calling off the Alerte-Enlèvement, contacting the Ministry and the neighboring gendarmeries. 
 
    “So,” said Dubois rejoining us and pouring himself a cup of coffee. “The child is safe but we don’t have the kidnapper. The villain has the million Euros you paid him. If he has any sense, he will now fade away, but I sense something personal in all this. Why else keep the child after he received the money? I’m sure I don’t have to point out that the child escaped.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance glanced across at us. “We can’t know that for sure until we’ve talked to her. He could have dumped her somewhere, and she walked from there.” 
 
    “I’ll run upstairs and ask the doctor when we can be allowed to question Nina about her experience,” I said making for the door. 
 
    “Do that,” said Madame Fer-de-Lance to my surprise. I’d expected her to insist that Dubois go. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Nina lay fast asleep, her hand in her father’s. 
 
    Jean-Claude whispered, “I changed her clothes and Dr Joseph helped me give her a quick sponge bath. He’s put antiseptic ointment on all the scratches and cuts.” 
 
    The doctor rose from his chair at the side of the room and joined me at the bedside. “Physically, she’s going to be fine. As you can see we have her on a drip to counteract any effects of dehydration. Psychologically, it’ll be another matter. We’ll have to see what her attitude is when she wakes up.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here, doctor,” I said. “The police would like to know when they can question her. They need her story of what happened. Anything she can tell them about where she was held could help them track down this man. Also, at the moment we don’t know if he let her go to make her own way back, or if she escaped.” 
 
    Jean-Claude sighed and whispered, “Of course, if he let her go, that’s positive. Maybe he’ll stop now, but if she escaped, he’s still hell-bent on his campaign against me and mine. So, how long, doctor?” 
 
    Doctor Joseph checked Nina’s pulse and felt her forehead. 
 
    “She’s not running a fever. I was worried about pneumonia, but so far so good. If that is still the case when she wakes up, you could let the police in for ten minutes, but I suggest Penzi is here with them. Nina mentioned your name several times in her sleep,” he said turning to me. 
 
    I told Jean-Claude he should not relax the restrictions he’d placed on the movements of his other two children. They were not to leave the garden immediately surrounding the château. No horse riding and no bicycle trips. 
 
    “And Jean-Claude, as soon as Nina is awake and feels safe leave her with Madame Brune. The police would like you to tour your vineyards and check for any new damage to the vines. They want to know if the villain was telling the truth about continuing with the poisoning.” 
 
    Jean-Claude nodded his understanding and turned back to Nina. Dr Joseph said he would accompany me downstairs to speak to Dubois before he left. There was no more he could do for Nina for the moment, sleep and her father’s love being the best medicine. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    After the doctor had left, the morning ground on with the police continuing their routine work to find Nina’s kidnapper. Everyone was waiting for the chance to hear Nina’s story. The whole future direction of the investigation depended on whether her abductor had let her go or whether she had escaped. 
 
    I took the opportunity to spend some time with Nina’s sister and her twin brother in their den, making sure they understood they were still to be cautious. They were glad to hear Nina had suffered no serious harm from her exposure out in the woods and were counting the minutes until they could visit her. I checked they had plenty to keep themselves occupied and had access to food and drink should they need it. With the house in such turmoil I wasn’t sure how much attention they’d be getting from their father and Madame Brune. 
 
    As I was going downstairs, I ran into Juno. She was on her way to join Jupiter in guarding Nina. I suggested it would be better for her to look after the other children and left her running up to the children’s den. 
 
    Next, I popped back into the library and asked Felix to accompany me. 
 
    “Where to?” he asked looking annoyed as he was involved in checking a list for one of Dubois’s officers. 
 
    “Shush,” I said. “Just come.” 
 
    “Huh,” he said as he closed the library door behind us. “What is it, boss? I was busy.” 
 
    “I want to go across to the stable and update the animals on what’s happened. I was sure you wouldn’t want me to go alone.” 
 
    “Certainly not,” he replied grabbing hold of my arm and marching me to the front door. “That villain probably knows by now that you’re helping the police with their inquiries. He may try to snatch you and then where would we be?” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    They were all waiting in a clump in the barn: cats, horses and ponies. At this time of the day the cats were usually asleep storing up energy for their nocturnal patrols. The ponies and horses would be out in the paddock, but no one had thought to take them out. Where the workers were I didn’t know. I guessed Dubois had roped them in to help his operation. 
 
    Nina’s pony banged his head on the door to his stall when he saw us approach. “Ah, news at last. About time.” 
 
    “Yes,” said the top cat. “We saw you carry Nina inside, but no one’s told us if she’s alive or dead.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said stroking the pony’s nose. “We’ve all been taken up with police business and seeing that Nina has the attention she needs. She’s doing well. Only minor scratches and grazes. The doctor says she’ll be fine once she’s caught up on her sleep.” 
 
    While I’d been talking, Felix had put halters on the three horses. 
 
    “We should take these guys out, boss,” he said throwing a couple of halters at me for the ponies. 
 
    As soon as the equine component of the de Portemorency family was ready, Felix and I led them out into the large grassy paddock that opened onto the stable yard, closely followed by all the stable cats who wanted to hear more. 
 
    With the ponies and horses listening to us over the gate and the cats grouped around us, Felix and I told them the story of how Toby had led us to the forest and then through the trees to the clearing where we found Nina. 
 
    “He’s a good scout, that cat,” said the chief. “I’ll think twice before attacking him next time he ventures onto our property.” 
 
    “What can we do to help?” one of the other cats asked. 
 
    “The police are working out roughly where Nina could have come from, when we have that area pinpointed, you could all carry out a recce of the area in combination with the feral cats to see if you can find anything that would help the police. At the moment all they have to go on is a white van and the fact that this villain does his work of poisoning the vines at night. Maybe you could split up into teams and see if you can catch him at it.” 
 
    Felix and I left them discussing who would do what and where.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Nina came to later that afternoon. The bewildered and disoriented little girl opened her eyes to find her anxious father sitting on one side of her bed and me on the other. 
 
    She stared at Jean-Claude, her pupils adjusting to the light. “What happened?” she croaked. 
 
    I raised her head and held the water glass to her cracked lips. She took a few sips and dropped her head back on the pillow. 
 
    “Better?” I asked. 
 
    She rewarded me with a faint smile. “You’re Penzi, Jimbo’s sister. What’re you doing in my bedroom?” 
 
    Jean-Claude bent forwards and kissed her cheek. “So, you recognize your room and Penzi. You had us worried for a while there, young lady.” 
 
    “Why are you both looking at me like that?” she asked as she tried to sit up. 
 
    She noticed the drip in her arm. “And what’s this?” she asked shaking her wrist. 
 
    “It’s to put liquid back into you, chérie. You were dehydrated when Penzi and Felix found you,” her father answered. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she said. “Can I sit up so I can see things properly?” 
 
    Jean-Claude and I took hold of her under the arm, one on each side, and hoisted her up the bed. As she helped us by scooting her feet up the mattress, she let out a cry. 
 
    “Ouch! My feet hurt,” she said feeling down inside the covers with her free hand. “They’re all bandaged up. Papa?” 
 
    “There, there, chérie,” Jean-Claude said patting her arm. “Wait a few moments and see if anything comes back to you.” 
 
    “I’m locking the door,” I said suiting action to word and returning to my seat next to Nina. “We don’t want Dubois or Madame Fer-de-Lance coming in and pestering Nina with questions until she’s herself again.” 
 
    Jean-Claude nodded in agreement. “And I’d like to hear what Nina has to say before things get official.” 
 
    Nina had been following this conversation with a look of puzzlement on her face. She needed more time to adjust. I picked up the glass of water and this time she took it from me with her free hand and drained it. 
 
    “I was so thirsty,” she said as she handed the empty glass off to me. She raised a knee and pushed the covers down so she could see her feet. “But why are my feet in bandages?” 
 
    Jean-Claude signaled for me to answer by tipping his head to the side. 
 
    “You had to walk a long way. Do you remember?” I asked her. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    I bent down under her bed, pulled out her shredded ballet shoes and laid them on her knees. “Do these help you to remember?” 
 
    “Oh my goodness. They’re brand new. Papa, I didn’t mean to ruin them,” she said turning to her father her voice rising as she anticipated his disappointment, “but….” 
 
    “Yes?” prompted Jean-Claude. “But?” 
 
    Nina closed her eyes for a moment and shook her head as if attempting to banish an unpleasant memory. Her eyelashes fluttered, and she opened her eyes wide in disbelief. 
 
    “The man took my shoes away so I couldn’t escape. I’m beginning to remember.” 
 
    Jean-Claude and I waited quietly for the events of the past few days to resurface in Nina’s mind and for her to process what had happened to her. 
 
    At last she said, “I ran away… in the dark… from that nasty man.” 
 
    Jean-Claude hugged her to his chest. “That’s right, Nina. You were a very brave girl. Now, do you think you could tell us about him and about where you were?” 
 
    “Papa, I was lost. I thought you’d never find me. And you’d be so angry with me.” 
 
    “Angry, my darling?” 
 
    “Yes, you made us all promise not to get into a car with a stranger.” 
 
    “I understand you told the teacher he wasn’t a stranger; that you knew him.” 
 
    She wrinkled up her face while she thought that idea through, then she said, “I did know him… sort of… from a long time ago, but I knew I’d made a bad mistake when he went the wrong way. I tried to tell him he should have taken the other road, but he wouldn’t listen. That’s when I began to get scared.” 
 
    I took hold of hand and held it firmly. “You’re safe now, Nina. Home with your dad and your sister and brother. The nasty man is far away. Can you tell us about him? What did he look like?” 
 
    “He was big, bigger than Papa, and a bit fat. He didn’t smell very nice. When he took his beret off, he was almost completely bald.” 
 
    I looked across at Jean-Claude. The teacher hadn’t mentioned a beret, not that it was a great help. Many of the local farmers wore berets though it did put him in a certain age group, over fifty or thereabouts. 
 
    “Did he hurt you? Hit you?” asked Jean-Claude. 
 
    Nina shook her head. “No, but he did tie me up with rope at first and that was painful. Look.” 
 
    The doctor had already shown us the abrasions on her wrists so that was not as distressful as it could have been for Jean-Claude. 
 
    “And he made me use a bucket for a toilet. I didn’t like that.” 
 
    “Where was this, Nina?” I asked her. “The police want to catch him for the bad things he’s done. It would help them if they knew where he’s living. I have a funny feeling it was a cave or something like that.” 
 
    “How did you know?” she asked her eyes widening again. “You’re so right. It was a cave, but it was also a tunnel.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    Her brow knotted up with the effort of trying to explain. She gave up and shrugged saying, “You know….” 
 
    “Were you hungry?” 
 
    “No, he gave me food to eat and left packets of biscuits and crisps when he went out. I wasn’t hungry, but the food was boring. The whole thing was boring. There was nothing to read. No games. He said he hadn’t meant to take me, so he had nothing for children in the cave.” 
 
    Jean-Claude nodded at me. I, too, had noticed that Nina said the man’s seizure of her was unplanned. 
 
    “So, what did you do all day?” I asked her. 
 
    “He had a laptop but he didn’t let me use it. I couldn’t use it when he went out because I didn’t know his password.” 
 
    “You had electricity then?” 
 
    “Yes, and we had the lights on all the time because there were no windows. It was a cave, you see. There were wires everywhere; just hooked over roots and bits of sticking out rock. And one big thing.” 
 
    “A TV?” Jean-Claude guessed. 
 
    “He had a small TV, but that’s not what I mean. It’s that thing that all the plugs go into and there were plugs going into the plugs.” 
 
    “Electric plugs? A multi-socket?” 
 
    “Yes. It wasn’t tidy like our house. Sometimes the lights flickered and last night they suddenly went out–right at the end of Future Number One–just as they were about to announce the person who’d won. The man–he told me to call him Albert, but I didn’t–opened the door to the cave.” 
 
    She stopped and breathed in deeply as she recalled the scene. 
 
    “I guessed he wouldn’t be able to see me because it had gone dark so suddenly. I grabbed up my ballet bag and pushed past him. I ran… and ran… and ran… then I stopped to put on my ballet pumps and ran some more until I was too tired. So there. That’s what happened,” she finished in a rush. 
 
    Jean-Claude gave her another big hug and told her she was wonderful only to break away when a mighty thumping hit the door. I unlocked it and pulled it open quickly, guessing it would be Dubois. It was, looking angry, but standing beside him was Violette. 
 
    “Papa,” she cried out as she pushed past Dubois and ran into the room. “I can’t find Marc. I only went to the cloakroom for five minutes leaving him in front of the TV. When I came back, he’d gone. I’ve looked everywhere for him. No one’s seen him. Papa, you said we were to stay safe, but he’s gone off somewhere.” 
 
    Dubois had followed Violette into Nina’s bedroom. He had the grace to stand aside while Violette told her father about her brother’s disappearance, but he tapped his foot. 
 
    Jean-Claude jumped to his feet pushing his chair over. “I have to go, Nina, but I’ll be back. Come on, Inspector,” he said tugging at Dubois’s arm. “We have to find Marc. He’s a stubborn kid, but I’m sure he won’t have gone far.” 
 
    Violette called out after her father, “Papa, his bike’s gone. He’s done something stupid, I just know.” 
 
    I couldn’t leave Nina alone so I called down to the kitchen for Madame Brune. She came running up the stairs as fast as her girth would allow. 
 
    “Stay and keep Nina company, madame,” I said. “We have to find Marc.” 
 
    “Oh no,” she said. “Not Marc. What’s wrong with these children? They never do anything they’re told.” 
 
    Nina whimpered and burrowed down into her bed. I threw Madame Brune a warning glance and ran down the stairs after the two men. Jean-Claude slowed as we reached the hallway, wincing as he set his bad leg down on the floor. I sent him to fetch Felix and suggested he wait while we made a quick search. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Marc wasn’t to be found in any of his usual haunts and his bike had gone. We checked the stables, the gardens, all the rooms in the house but he was nowhere to be seen. Jean-Claude called all his grounds-men together and Dubois added the men he could spare. The search for Marc began in earnest, everyone hoping he’d come cycling up the drive any minute. 
 
    Eventually, the search had to spread wider. We found his bicycle in a ditch on the main road not far from the turning into the château. No amount of shouting and blowing of whistles raised him. Dubois sent for the dogs again, but it would be some time before they arrived. He delegated the search to his next in command. Felix, Dubois and I raced back to the château. 
 
    As Dubois ran up the front steps breathing heavily after our run up the drive, he said, “I hate to mention this, but it’s time for another Alerte-Enlèvement. Madame Fer-de-Lance is not going to be pleased.” 
 
    “That’s the least of our worries, Xavier,” I said. “Marc is more important that Madame Fer-de-Lance’s bad temper.” 
 
    Dubois harrumphed loudly and shrugged as only a Frenchman can. “Do you really think I don’t know that?” 
 
    As we walked into the library, Jean-Claude’s laptop pinged to announce an incoming email. My stomach lurched. My intuition was working over time. 
 
    Another batch of hateful yellow smileys appeared on the screen when Dubois clicked. Everyone gasped as they read the message. They didn’t have to tell me what it said. I knew. The only thing I didn’t know was how much the villain was asking for this time. 
 
    Felix read the email out: 
 
      
 
    I see you’ve found my runaway. Never mind. Plenty more where she came from. Because of the trouble caused me and because of your non-payment of the five hundred thousand Euros I asked for, the bill’s increased to seven hundred and fifty thousand. 
 
    Pay your bill and you get your brat back. 
 
    I must say I preferred his sister. She didn’t whinge so much. 
 
    And you can tell the police they’ll never find me. 
 
      
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance laced her fingers through her hair and nodded her head up and down moaning softly, “I don’t believe it. I’ve never heard of anyone doing this before. Never. I must phone the Ministry at once. They’re going to wonder what is happening here in the Charente.” 
 
    She dragged herself over to her workstation in the corner and for the next few minutes spoke feverishly into the phone. 
 
    Felix pulled me aside. “Boss, we should go. There’s nothing more we can do here tonight.  You’ve been up since five. Time for your family. You’re spreading yourself too thin.” 
 
    I gave Jean-Claude a hug and told him we’d be back next day; my family needed me at home now. Dubois caught up with me as we were leaving. 
 
    “Did little Nina tell you her story?” he asked. 
 
    So much drama had elapsed since his appearance at her door annoyed that we hadn’t called him as soon as she felt ready to talk that he’d calmed down, his manner reverting to its usual courtesy. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “You should go and see her. She doesn’t know it, but some of the things she told us you’ll find useful, especially now that you have to find her brother.” 
 
      
 
    As we stepped off the bottom of the flight of stone steps leading down from the front door, a flash of bright red caught my eye. Something had fallen off the balustrade onto the gravel at the side. I picked it up. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Felix over my shoulder. 
 
    I showed him. It was a hoodie marked with Marc’s name tape. I turned round sharply to take it back into the house. 
 
    “No,” said Felix. “Hang on to it. It’s late. We’ll take it with us and give it back tomorrow. The police have plenty of Marc’s clothes for the dogs.” 
 
    When we reached the car, I threw the hoodie onto the backseat and forgot about it. 
 
    “Phew,” I said as I drove out through the two towers and onto the main road. “It’s been a heavy day.” 
 
    Felix sighed and said he could only agree. “And we’re no further forward. One child’s returned and another one’s been taken. Boss, the police are never going to solve this case. Nor are we by conventional means. We have to use magic.” 
 
    I thumped my hand on the steering wheel in exasperation at the truth of Felix’s statement, but what could we do? 
 
    “Felix, we haven’t found a spell that’ll help us. We spent all last night searching the Book of Spells.” 
 
    “We’ll have to look again.” 
 
    We drove on in silence. At last we reached the town gate into Beaucoup-sur-Mer. That’s when Felix sat up to attention. “Penzi, we have to call on the High Council of the Guild of White Witches for help. This situation is beyond your novice capabilities.” 
 
    “Oh no, Felix. They’ll be begrudging, irritated, disappointed in me.” 
 
    “Boss, you cannot win in the fight of good against evil if you do not have the right tools. They must give them to you.” 
 
    “Must?” I asked. “Can you imagine using the word must to those seven powerful and all-seeing women?” I asked, causing the engine to protest as I changed from third to second at a roundabout without braking enough. 
 
    “We’ll be diplomatic.” 
 
    “I’m too tired for that,” I said accelerating out of the turn. 
 
    “Sleep for an hour first. Then another go at the Book of Spells. If we don’t find anything we can use, we have to visit the High Council at midnight. We cannot let this situation continue for one more night, boss. The man could lose patience and harm Marc.” 
 
    “Don’t you think I realize that, Felix? Of course, we’ll do what you suggest.” 
 
    Neither of us spoke for the rest of the way home; Felix glad to have won his point; me wondering how to phrase my request to the High Council of the Guild of White Witches in such a way as not to bring down the wrath of the Chief Witch.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Gwinny had a hot meal waiting for us. While we ate, we filled her and Jimbo in on the goings-on of the day. As soon as supper was over, Felix and I left the kitchen for the study. 
 
    “Wait,” I said taking hold of his arm as he was about to open the study door. “We’ll need a precious gem if we’re to visit the witches tonight. I used one of my own jewels last time. I don’t want to do that again. So, come to the brocante with me now, before it gets too late.” 
 
    “Right-ho, boss,” he said pivoting on his heels in mock obedience and marching to the front door. 
 
    It didn’t take him long to prize a small ruby out of the mirror frame we had already vandalized in the name of magic. We gathered together the other items we needed, stowing them away in a basket ready for a possible trip to the dolmen: the cognac, a sprig of bay leaves, the silver goblet and a box of matches. Back in the study, we braced ourselves for the flash of dazzling light that always accompanied my lifting of the cover on the Book of Spells. With that safely out of the way, we searched the index once more but had to admit defeat. There was nothing for it if we wanted to save Marc but to visit the High Council. First, we allowed ourselves an hour of sleep, not that I’d ever be able to fall asleep in the circumstances, but I must have done so because I was awoken by Felix at a quarter past eleven. 
 
    We tiptoed down the stairs, drank down a quick cup of coffee, scooped up poor little Slinky for duty as a natural being, collected our basket and made it out to the car in ten minutes. As I was the one calling this meeting and not the High Council, we had to be punctual. One minute past midnight and they would not answer my call. 
 
    I handed Slinky to Felix who cradled him in the crook of his arm while I started up the car and drove slowly along the cobbled road, out over the Esplanade and up the hill towards the medieval town gates. We had the bad luck to run into a series of red lights one after the other. At the last one before the gates I happened to glance down at the dashboard. The fuel gauge read empty. In all the to-ing and fro-ing of the last few days I’d forgotten to fill up. What a lucky thing I’d noticed before we set off on the main road leading to the dolmen. I’d never have found a service station open outside the town at close to midnight. As Felix filled up the tank, I decided to take this little mishap as a good omen. We’d nearly run out of fuel but we hadn’t. All set for our unscheduled appeal to the High Council, we carried on our way, reaching the foot of the hill up to the dolmen at ten to midnight. 
 
    All lay dark around us. No moon. No stars. A shrill wind whistled past as we scrambled our way up the hill encumbered by our basket and a sleepy Slinky. The pointed crests of the firs whipped backwards and forwards. The new leaves on the ancient oaks fluttered above us as we set the ruby down in its wreath of bay leaves. While I tucked Slinky away out of sight and sound under the top flat stone, Felix filled the silver chalice with cognac. We stood together hand in hand for a few moments waiting for the clock to tick round to midnight. As his watch clicked over, Felix struck a match and lit the cognac. Up the blue flames spiraled into the night air. Felix and I set off on our triple circumference of the dolmen, making sure to travel in a clockwise direction to keep evil spirits at bay. 
 
    “What’s that wonderful aroma?” a voice called out above us, seconded by another saying, “Mmm, smells like Christmas pudding.” 
 
    Good. The White Witches of the High Council sounded jolly. Maybe they’d go easy on me for once and not scold me. 
 
    High above us they materialized one by one until all seven peered down to see who had called them 
 
    “Ah, Mpenzi Munro,” said the Chief Witch. “To what do we owe this pleasure? It’s only a couple of weeks since your last assessment. Are you in trouble, m’dear?” 
 
    Hearing the witch speak in such dulcet tones, little Slinky let out a plaintive mew for attention. The witches had spoiled him last time, and he hoped for more of the same. 
 
    “Oh, you’ve brought the cute little kitten with you,” said the secretary leaning out over the dolmen to get a look underneath. 
 
    “Watch it,” the Chief Witch called out pulling her back and saving her from falling out of their shimmering illusion. 
 
    I bent down and picked up the little kitten before the secretary had a nasty accident. I handed him up to her, and she tucked him into her lap. He purred like a vacuum cleaner on full power as she tickled and stroked him. 
 
    The other witches held out their hands saying, “My turn. My turn.” 
 
    Felix laughed. “Witches and cats,” he whispered to me. “Works every time. Perhaps we should always bring a cat or a kitten as our natural creature. Keep the old biddies sweet.” 
 
    “I heard that,” the Chief Witch shouted down at Felix. “You watch your manners, young man. Remember you are here on sufferance as our Mpenzi’s helper.” 
 
    Felix bowed his head and muttered, “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    All this good humor was all well and good, but we had a serious matter to attend to. I coughed and shuffled my feet to draw the Chief Witch’s attention away from Slinky. 
 
    “Yes?” she said raising her bushy eyebrows at me. “Why have you called us out on this cold night?” 
 
    “Your Ladyship…,” I began. 
 
    “Go on, get on with it.” 
 
    It hadn’t taken her long to get back to her usual brusque self. 
 
    “Your Ladyship, I’m doing my best to fight evil, but I can’t do it on my own.” 
 
    “You have your magic to aid you, m’dear.” 
 
    “That’s just it, your Ladyship. I don’t know enough for this case.” 
 
    “That surprises me. We take great care to match up tasks to skills, you know. Don’t we, Madame Secretary?” 
 
    The secretary tore herself away from Slinky for a moment and muttered, “Yes, your Ladyship.” 
 
    The Chief Witch addressed me. “Our secretary doesn’t seem too sure of herself. Perhaps you could explain the situation, Mpenzi Munro.” 
 
    “It’s like this, your Ladyship…” and I gave her a précis of all that had happened with the vines, Hélène’s death and the kidnapping of first Nina and then Marc. 
 
    “He’s only a little boy. The same age as my brother Jimbo. He’ll be scared to death. His sister says the kidnapper didn’t hurt her, but he must be growing impatient for the extra money he’s demanded. Felix and I want to rescue Marc before something horrid happens.” 
 
    “And why can’t you?” 
 
    “We don’t know where the man is holding Marc. We tried scrying, but all we got was a blank black nothing. Nina says the man lives in a cave, but we don’t know where the cave is. If we could track Marc in some way, we could possibly find the cave and set him free.” 
 
    “Haven’t you looked in your Book of Spells?” 
 
    “Yes, your Ladyship, but we couldn’t find anything that would do.” 
 
    The Chief Witch gestured for the other six witches to put their heads together with hers and they held a whispered confab while I shifted uneasily from one foot to the other. Felix tapped his watch. Slinky mewed. 
 
    As last they broke free, and the Chief Witch addressed me again. “Mpenzi Munro, we all agree these are exceptional circumstances. Added to that, you have earned extra good points for so generously donating five hundred thousand Euros to pay the ransom for Nina… and you, sir,” she said turning to Felix. “We have decided to give you access to a Level Six spell. You will find a leaflet giving instructions in your Book of Spells when you next open it.” 
 
    “What power does the spell have?” I ventured to ask expecting to have my head bitten off, but the Chief Witch answered me civilly. 
 
    “It will allow you to summon up visions of the person on whom you bend your mind. You will need something belonging to him. Do you have anything of his?” 
 
    I shook my head sadly. We’d have to go all the way back to the château to fetch something of Marc’s and then home to use the Book of Spells. That would probably mean a trip all the way out to Cognac again. I was so weary. We’d had little sleep over the last few days. 
 
    “Feeling tired?” asked the Chief Witch with a softer note in her voice. She must have read my thoughts. 
 
    I nodded. “A little… and magic takes it out of me so.” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it after a while, Mpenzi Munro. The more magic you use, the tougher you’ll become. Perhaps you haven’t been practicing enough.” 
 
    Felix burst into the conversation saying, “Your Ladyship, Mpenzi doesn’t have to do the double trip. We do have something belonging to Marc.” 
 
    “What?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “His hoodie. Don’t you remember picking up his bright red hoodie and throwing it on the back seat of the car?” 
 
    Of course. We could go straight home, learn the spell and rescue Marc. All of a sudden I didn’t feel so tired any more. 
 
    My spirits lifted, and I smiled up at the Chief Witch. “We’ll manage your Ladyship. We’ll set that little boy free if it’s the last thing we do.” 
 
    “Good girl,” she said. “Remember to keep on with the studying.” 
 
    With that the High Council shimmered away back into their world. Felix collected up the silver goblet and replaced it in our basket. We turned to leave when there was a sudden whoosh behind us and Slinky came flying through the air to land in the basket–on all four paws, of course. 
 
    “Sorry,” the secretary’s voice called out through the cold night air. “I wanted to keep him, but I’m not allowed to.” 
 
    As Slinky settled down next to the goblet and we began our descent, I said to Felix, “Don’t you dare say anything about witches and cats.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it, boss,” he said. Then he crossed his fingers and said, “White witches, black cats.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    While Felix put Slinky back in Zig’s basket, I hurried into the study and opened up the Book of Spells to check whether the promised spell had been added by the Chief Witch. Sure enough, a sheet of ancient parchment had been leafed inside the front cover where we couldn’t miss it. I lifted it out marveling at the beautiful colors of the margin illustrations and the gilded capital letters, and laid it on my father’s desk for Felix to read. 
 
    “Okay. What have we got here?” he asked seconds later. His enthusiasm to hurry on with the task almost made him touch the page. I smacked his hand away just in time to prevent him from receiving a mighty electrical shock. Only witches can touch the pages of the Book of Spells with impunity. 
 
    “That was close,” he said. “I’ll take it more slowly.” 
 
    He pulled up my father’s chair and sat down. I nudged the page closer so he could read it without straining. I watched his finger hovering above the words and symbols as he gave the page a first quick scan. 
 
    “Doesn’t look too difficult. Let me check again.” 
 
    This time he read out the makings of the spell as he moved down the page. 
 
    “First: a mirror–to see the image when it appears.” 
 
    “Check,” I answered and disappeared to fetch the one hanging on the wall above the basin in the downstairs cloakroom. 
 
    I laid it on the desk and waited for Felix’s next instruction. 
 
    “Salt. It has to be non-iodized.” 
 
    Simple. I darted across to the kitchen and collected up the glass jar full of sea salt crystals that Gwinny kept next to the stove. 
 
    “The third item’s more difficult, and certainly at this time of the night… or morning,” he said as he checked the time. 
 
    “So, what is it?” I asked. 
 
    “It says a likeness of the person to be found. I guess that’s an old-fashioned way of saying a photo. We can’t go waking Jean-Claude up at half past two in the morning to ask him to email us a photo of Marc. We’ll have to wait till morning, boss.” 
 
    We couldn’t afford to wait that long. The adrenaline pumping through my body warned me the villain could become desperate and do what kidnappers often do: cut off a finger as a threat. I concentrated hard and sent a mental plea for help to the High Council not expecting it to work but hoping against hope that inspiration would strike me. 
 
    Like a thunderbolt, I remembered the details of the Alerte-Enlèvement. Marc’s face would be all over the news and newspapers… and Facebook. The Ministry had a page dedicated to child kidnappings. 
 
    “Felix, there’ll be one on the Alerte-Enlèvement page on Facebook.” 
 
    “Heck, boss. I should have thought of that. I’m the digital guru, not you,” he mumbled as he clicked away on his laptop. 
 
    “Here we are,” he said as the page came up. 
 
    There was Marc’s sweet face looking out at us from the top post. 
 
    “Quick, print it off, Felix. My gut is becoming more agitated by the minute.” 
 
    “While I do this, can you find a fireproof dish or bucket?” 
 
    I dashed into the kitchen sure there’d be something suitable. Good. A metal roasting tin. 
 
    Back in the study Felix had the photo of Marc in his hand. He placed it in the roasting tin and poured a tablespoonful of salt on top of it. 
 
    “What next?” I asked. 
 
    “Cross your fingers while I teach you the spell.” 
 
    Secure against mishaps, Felix taught me the spell, and I repeated the words and imagined the symbols several times for practice. We were ready. 
 
    Felix pointed to the mirror. “It says here that as the salt and the photo burn, the image of the person conjured up will appear in the mirror, so slide it next to the tin, boss.” 
 
    I moved the mirror until it touched the roasting pan. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. We uncrossed our fingers. I summoned up what mental and psychological strength I had left after the past few days. As the energy pulsed through me I shouted out, “Ostende mihi ubi est Marc!” and added, “Show me where Marc is,” for good measure. 
 
    Felix lit the edge of the photo. It began to curl and burn. Our attention shifted to the mirror. Nothing showed; only our anxious faces peering down into it. The photo speedily turned to ashes, but the mirror remained blank. 
 
    What had we done wrong? It had to be our fault. Felix shrugged his shoulders, palms out. 
 
    We went over every step of the spell but couldn’t find anything we’d done incorrectly; the ingredients, the words and symbols; all exactly as had been specified in the spell the Chief Witch had sent me. 
 
    There had to be something we’d missed and time was running out. I had to relax; the stress was preventing me from thinking clearly. I sat down across the desk from Felix and closed my eyes. Emptying my mind of all thought, I let it spin this way and that. Poor little Marc… all alone with a monster… and probably cold because he didn’t have his hoodie with him. What? I flashed my eyes open. 
 
    “The hoodie, Felix. The Chief Witch mentioned we needed something belonging to Marc, something imbued with his essence. What could be better than his hoodie?” 
 
    Felix was at the door before I’d finished speaking. He was back in a trice carrying the bright scarlet fleecy top. 
 
    We set the spell up for a second time. This time when I uncrossed my fingers to cast the spell, I held Marc’s hoodie in my hands. As I brought it up close to my face, his little boy smell touched my heart. It reminded me of Jimbo. What a state I’d be in if it was Jimbo shut away in a cave with the horrible villain. I took a deep breath to steady myself and replaced Jimbo in my thoughts with Marc. I nodded to Felix. He lit the second photo. 
 
    Again I called out, “Ostende mihi ubi est Marc!” 
 
    The photo crumbled and turned brown; the salt sent up a yellow flame as it ate its way across Marc’s likeness. 
 
    Lights flashed across the mirror, then met in the middle as a churning whirlpool of color. Gradually, they settled down and Marc began to appear. He was in a cave, the cave I’d seen before in my visions of Nina, but this time in the bottom right-hand corner dim figures or letters appeared. I didn’t know which. As I absorbed Marc’s condition: disheveled with his hands tied behind his back and tears running down his face, the print crystallized. 
 
    “What does it say?” I asked Felix. 
 
    “You’ll never guess,” Felix answered in that annoying way of his. 
 
    “Of course, I won’t,” I snapped back. 
 
    Felix grinned. “It’s the geographical co-ordinates. Longitude and latitude. That magic’s mighty powerful. We know exactly where to find him now, down to the last minute of the last degree.” 
 
    Not to be outdone in the cleverness stakes, I added, “You can put them in your phone and we can use the GPS to find the spot. Come on, Felix. We shouldn’t waste a moment. Look at the state of the poor kid.” 
 
    “Hold on, boss. Let me Google the co-ordinates to give us the general direction. We don’t want to be zigzagging all over the countryside.” 
 
    Felix’s fingers clicked over his keyboard and he let out a yelp of astonishment. “Look,” he said turning the laptop round towards me. “He’s right in the middle of the de Portemorency vineyards. Come on.” 
 
    We stopped long enough to collect blankets, biscuits and a bottle of soda, not wanting to waste time making a hot drink. At the last minute, we decided to take Zag with us to keep Marc company in the car on the way back. Marc had a German shepherd of his own so he wouldn’t find Zag intimidating. We’d toyed with the idea of waking up Jimbo, but decided the rescue could turn dangerous and place a second child at the villain’s mercy. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Once we left Beaucoup-sur-Mer and took the road to Cognac and the de Portemorency vineyards, the dark crowded in on us. By now the clock had ticked round to that time before dawn when the stars disappear, but the sun has not yet shown its face. As we approached the château, Felix navigated according to the GPS on his phone. We drew closer to our destination and found we were tracing the very route we’d followed days earlier to search the area where Hélène met with her accident. The car bumped down the little rough track between the vines until I came to a stop in the middle of the patch of dead vines where Hélène’s horse had been tied up. 
 
    Zag stood up on the backseat resting his front paws on the window and stared out into the darkness. “Where are we? This place has scary vibes, Penzi. I don’t like it one bit. You’re not getting out here, are you? It’s not safe.” 
 
    I switched off the engine and leaned over my seat to ruffle his ears and reassure him. “I’ll have you and Felix with me. Are you ready for this? We’ve come to take Marc, Jimbo’s friend, away from the bad man who’s locked him up. Your job is to make friends with Marc and stop him being frightened. All right?” 
 
    Zag gave me a low woof in reply and scratched at the window to be let out. 
 
    Felix opened the door and Zag jumped down onto the ground, ears back and muzzle forward sniffing the air. 
 
    Felix led the way following the GPS through the scrubland until we fetched up against the outcrop of rock. 
 
    “It’s right here,” he said, “but we scouted all this area last time we were here.” 
 
    “Could the cave be inside the rock?” I asked. 
 
    Felix studied the display on his phone and walked part way around the outcrop before saying, “It has to be, but if so, it’s cleverly disguised. I didn’t notice any openings before.” 
 
    “What are we to do?” I asked almost whining in desperation. 
 
    “Think, boss, think.” 
 
    “My mind’s gone blank.” 
 
    “What about your unlock spell? There may be no lock, but maybe the magic will paraphrase the spell and interpret it as open up.” 
 
    “Oh, Felix. You’re so brilliant.” 
 
    Zag knocked his head against my knee. “Steady on, Penzi. He’ll get a swollen head. He already thinks he’s your chief bodyguard; we all know that’s me.” 
 
    Felix let out a low chuckle. “Oh yes, and can you shift to being a leopard?” 
 
    I stamped my foot. “This is no time for levity, you two. We have the fate of a little boy in our hands and if we’re right, he’s only feet away from us. And I’ve remembered the unlock spell so here goes.” 
 
    “Wait a moment, boss. Shouldn’t we go invisible?” asked Felix. 
 
    “No, we’ll frighten Marc if he hears voices and can’t see anyone. Ready?” 
 
    Felix and Zag nodded. I cast the spell. Nothing happened. Felix shone his flashlight all around, up and down the foot of the outcrop but no openings had appeared. 
 
    “Try again,” he said. 
 
    I cast the spell a second time. We waited, we listened. Nothing. Not a sound. 
 
    Felix checked his phone. “We’re in the right place all right.” 
 
    “That’s it,” I cried out. 
 
    “Shush,” said Felix. “If the villain’s nearby, he’ll hear you.” 
 
    I tugged at Felix’s arm as I stammered, “It’s your phone. Switch it off. It’s interfering with the magic.” 
 
    Felix looked at me as if I was mad. “You really think so? But my phone’s modern magic.” 
 
    “It’s science, not magic. Switch it off, Felix. We’ll try again without,” I said barely managing to keep my exasperation under control. 
 
    This time as I uttered the words and imagined the symbols of the spell, a door slid open in the rock in front of us. It ran silently on plastic rollers set in an aluminum strip top and bottom. 
 
    “Stay and keep guard,” I whispered to Zag who obediently took up duty at the side of the opening leading into the darkened cave. 
 
    Felix signaled for me to stay behind him. I kept close peering around him as he covered his flashlight with his hand to dim it. He swept it slowly from side to side and took a step into the cave. A muffled grunting started up from the darkness. 
 
    “Marc’ll be right at the back next to the opening to the tunnel,” I whispered. 
 
    Felix raised the beam and splashed it against the far side of the cave. There sitting in a miserable huddle was Marc, gagged and bound hand and foot. 
 
    I pushed past Felix and knelt down beside the boy to undo the gag. “We’re here now, Marc. You’re safe. Where’s the bad man?” 
 
    He rubbed his lips before he answered. “He’s gone out… down the tunnel. I don’t know when he’ll be back. We must hurry or he’ll catch you as well and tie you up, too.” 
 
    “I’d like to see him try. Anyway, how long’s he been gone?” Felix asked shining his flashlight down the tunnel. 
 
    “Ages and ages,” said Marc. “He’s taken his drill. It was charging when he brought me here.” 
 
    “We must hurry, Felix,” I said. “He’s probably out drilling more vines, but it’ll be dawn soon and he’ll be back.” 
 
    Felix picked Marc up in his arms. “We don’t have time to untie him, boss. I’ll carry him back to the car like this.” 
 
    As we passed through the entrance to the cave, Felix told me to wedge the door open but as unobtrusively as possible. 
 
    “Why?” I asked him. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Felix said as soon as I’d put a small stone to stop the door clicking to. “I’ll explain on the way.” 
 
    We set off with me holding the flashlight and Zag in the lead. 
 
    Felix spoke quietly as we pushed our way back through the bushes. “As soon as I’ve seen you both safely back to the car, I’m returning to the cave to lie in wait for the villain’s return. We can’t allow him to continue like this. Who knows what he’ll try next. Dubois’s never going to catch him through normal police procedures.” 
 
    “But you never leave me alone,” I said, astonished that Felix was contemplating such a course of action. 
 
    “Needs must, boss. You can lock yourselves in the car, and Zag will be with you. Make use of the time to untie poor Marc here, warm him up and give him something to eat and drink.” 
 
    “What if the kidnapper comes back that way… past the car?” 
 
    “We’ll have to take the risk that he’ll come back through the tunnel because he left that way.” 
 
    Felix wasted no time on the turnaround once he’d seen us into the car and made sure we’d locked ourselves in. “I don’t want to miss the blackguard,” he said as he left. 
 
    I picked undone the knots binding Marc, resorting to my teeth at one point. At last he was free. Cold, shivering and still scared out of his wits, he clung to me inside the blanket tent I made for us both on the back seat. Zag insisted on taking up guard point on the front seat. I hugged Marc to me and rubbed him to warm him up. Once he’d relaxed and stopped shivering, I told him stories, glad that I’d had plenty of practice with Sam and Jimbo. And we waited…  and waited for Felix to return until Marc fell asleep safe from the pre-dawn chill and the vicious kidnapper.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Felix 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t without trepidation that I left Penzi and Marc in the car in the dark in the middle of a vineyard with a monster prowling around, but I judged it necessary to put an end to this villain’s malicious crimes against the de Portemorency family. 
 
    Before I entered the cave, I shifted to my leopard form. As a human being I had no weapons with me. As a leopard, I’d have all the power of tooth and claw and the element of surprise. The last thing the villain would expect to find waiting in ambush would be a full-grown male leopard, weighing in at a little over two hundred pounds of pumped muscle. My shift took longer than usual; the stresses of the past few days had depleted my reserves of physical and mental strength. When at last my spotted coat materialized, I spent several minutes flexing my muscles to fill them with oxygen, and I tested my claws to make sure I had the force to flick them out when necessary. Then I searched for somewhere high to hide. I wanted to be able to launch myself at the villain as he came into the cave from the tunnel. I didn’t know if he had a gun or not. Marc hadn’t mentioned one, but he may not have seen it. 
 
    A ledge ran around the walls of the cave one side, about ten feet above the floor. That would be perfect. The problem facing me was how to get up there in the first place. An old tool cupboard stood against the other side of the cave. With much pushing and shoving of my mighty foreshoulders, I managed to move it across underneath the ledge. I bounded up onto the table, then onto the top of the cupboard and onto the ledge. Now, I had only to be patient. My kind are designed by nature to ambush their prey. I had the element of surprise on my side. I had to put the villain out of action before he noticed Marc was missing. 
 
    I sank down onto my haunches, then stretched my front legs out in front of me and laid my heavy head down on my paws, all the while keeping my round ears swiveling like radar antennae, straining to pick up the first sounds of the villain’s progress along the tunnel on his return to the cave. 
 
    It was just as well I could see in the dark because I’d left my powerful flashlight with Penzi and Marc. Dawn was still some way off, but a pale light glimmered faintly through the crack in the doorway in contrast with the blackness in the cave. I had to hope I’d get the jump on the man before he registered the door had been opened. He wouldn’t be long now. He obviously did most of his nefarious deeds at nighttime; daylight would have him scuttling back into his burrow. 
 
    A scraping deep down in the tunnel. A stone dislodged along the way. He was approaching. His footsteps came closer. Any moment now he would appear in the opening to the tunnel. I edged my way to the end of the ledge, sank back on my rear legs and tensed my powerful muscles. 
 
    The instant I saw his head, I sprang with every ounce of energy I could summon. I had to take this man down. He had the advantage of weight and height over me, but I was fit and nature had designed me to be a hunter. My attack hit him with the force of a high rugby tackle to the shoulders. Down he went with me straddling him, two legs on either side of his plump body. He had just time enough to scream his disbelief before I socked him with my mighty left paw and knocked him right out. I hadn’t had to use my claws or my fangs; he’d been well and truly south-pawed. 
 
    As quickly as I could, given the energy I’d expended in tackling him, I shifted back to being Felix the human being. My leopard self does not have the advantage of opposable thumbs. I had to tie the villain up; truss him and leave him until we could get Dubois and his cohorts to the cave to make an arrest. 
 
    I double-checked my knots. He wasn’t going to get free. I made a quick exit of the cave, closing the door behind me. I found the trail we’d blazed through the scrubland and hurried back to the car. Penzi lay fast asleep with Marc curled up against her, both of them sheltered by the blankets. Zag heard me coming and sat up to watch my approach. He wagged his tail so fiercely it thumped against the back of the seat and woke Penzi up from her slumber. 
 
    I knocked on the back window for Penzi to unlock the doors and let Zag out for a doggy snuffle around and a much needed pee. 
 
    “Did you get him?” Penzi asked me as she gently dislodged Marc who hadn’t woken up. 
 
    “Of course. He’s well and truly bound up. As soon as we deliver Marc to his father, we’ll brief Dubois, and he can send a posse out to arrest the villain.” 
 
    “All right, but first I must copy Zag; I’m busting. I suggest you wake Marc and take him to do the same. Gentlemen in front of the car; ladies to the rear.” 
 
    Toilet requirements sorted out, a gulp of water and a couple of cookies, and we set off to the Château de Portemorency with our precious cargo on board. I couldn’t wait to see Jean-Claude’s face. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Although day had barely broken, we found the household already in action with lights on in the downstairs rooms. Jean-Claude ran down the front steps when he heard our car. The look of joy that burst over his face as he came close enough to the car to see Marc sitting in the back with Penzi, made all the discomforts and stress of the past twenty-four hours worth it. He burst into tears of joy and yanked the door open to scoop his son up and hug him to within an inch of his life. He broke away to look at Penzi and me, but he couldn’t speak. We both patted him on the back and ushered him back to the house. 
 
    “Marc needs a hot drink and a hot bath and lots of TLC,” said Penzi. “And would you take Zag to the kitchen with you. He’s probably hungry and thirsty, too. We have to see Dubois at once. Has he arrived for the day yet?” 
 
    Jean-Claude came to a sudden stop, pivoted back towards us and said, “Dubois’s not here. Of course, you don’t know. He didn’t want to wake you.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” Penzi asked her face paling as she imagined the worst. “Not another kidnapping or another accident?” 
 
    “No, no. Not at all. He and his men have gone off to search for the kidnapper. An important exercise with men from all the surrounding Departments. They left at midnight taking a local geologist with them and that machine they’d been waiting for from Bordeaux.” 
 
    “Get Marc inside, Jean-Claude, and I’ll phone Dubois to let him know we have Marc safe and sound and brief him on everything else that’s happened tonight.” 
 
    When we stepped into the hall I took out my phone as I watched Jean-Claude and Marc walk off towards the kitchen followed by Zag. Wouldn’t you know it? My battery was flat. I asked Penzi for her phone with the same result. We’d been too busy to charge our phones. We’d have to borrow one from a policeman in the control center Dubois had set up in the library. Dubois would have left a skeleton staff on duty I was sure. 
 
    I called Dubois on a borrowed phone but there was no answer. I waited a few minutes and tried again. Still no answer, so I left a message. 
 
    “Inspector Dubois must be too busy to answer his phone,” I remarked to the young officer who’d lent me his. 
 
    “That’s possible, but he may have it switched off if he doesn’t want it to ring,” he answered. 
 
    A second policeman looked up and said, “They were to conduct an underground search. His phone is probably out of reach.” 
 
    “Did he brief you on where they were going? Could we catch them up? We have important news for him.” 
 
    “In that case,” the young policeman answered, “come and sit down here next to me and I’ll show you what’s going on.” 
 
    As Penzi and I pulled up chairs, the policeman called out to his colleague, “Ring for some coffee and something to eat, will you? These guys must be tired and hungry.” 
 
    Once Penzi and I were settled, and we had a steaming hot cup of coffee and a couple of stale but still enjoyable croissants in front of us, the officer begun his briefing. 
 
    “Now, this is Inspector Dubois’s plan….”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Dubois’s story: 
 
      
 
    On the point of scolding Penzi for not advising him Nina had regained consciousness, Dubois had the words snatched out of his mouth by Violette’s announcement that her brother Marc had gone missing. 
 
    Another possible kidnapping and he hadn’t debriefed the victim of the first one. First things first. Maybe the child had not gone far. 
 
    “Come,” he yelled at Penzi and Felix. “We must search the house and the gardens. Hunting down the villain can wait for a few minutes.” 
 
    But Marc was nowhere to be found in the proximity of the château. He had vanished leaving his red bicycle in the ditch beside the main road. Dubois ran back with Felix and Penzi, his stomach churning at the realization that the child had probably been snatched on his watch. 
 
    Back in the library when the email came through from the villain, images of Dubois’s future life flashed before his eyes: failure, disgrace… dismissal. He had to get a grip on the situation. No way would Madame Fer-de-Lance or the Ministry countenance the payment of a second ransom even if a second child’s life was at stake. 
 
    While the prosecutor organized the second Alerte-Enlèvement, Dubois had his men phone round all their prime suspects in the hope of catching one of them unable to explain his whereabouts or provide an alibi. At first inquiry, everyone was accounted for. Anyone who hadn’t had an alibi for Nina’s kidnapping, had one for Marc’s and vice versa. Nevertheless, Dubois sent men to check all alibis in person for completeness but not expecting any information to change. 
 
    While Dubois stood lost in thought facing the white board without seeing anything written or pasted thereon, the door to the library opened, and Jean-Claude entered accompanied by his two young daughters, Violette in tears and Nina barefoot in her pajamas. 
 
    “You haven’t found him?” Jean-Claude called out. 
 
    Dubois turned to face the distraught father and shook his head slowly. “Not yet, monsieur. We’re looking. My men are searching as we speak. I’ve dispatched them to check the alibis of all our known suspects.” 
 
    “My daughters need to see that something is being done to find their brother.” 
 
    Dubois stepped towards the two little girls and held out his hands to them. “I can understand that. Come with me and I’ll–” 
 
    At that moment, the lights went out and all the computer screens died. 
 
    Dubois broke off and exclaimed, “What the hell? Another power cut? What is wrong with the electricity service?” 
 
    Immediately, everyone switched on their phones and lit the room with splashes of light, but this was no rock concert. This was the middle of an important police investigation with the safety of a small child at stake. 
 
    “Inspector,” called out one of his men waving his phone. “It’s not a power cut. I’ve just rung them. Something’s tripped the main circuit breaker.” 
 
    “Oh not again,” said Jean-Claude letting go of the two girls and striding towards the door. “Anyone got a flashlight?” he called back over his shoulder. 
 
    The man who’d phoned to check on the power cut ran after him saying, “Yes, I have, monsieur. I’ll come with you.” 
 
    The two little girls burst into tears and collapsed onto the floor. Madame Fer-de-Lance knelt down beside them speaking softly. She coaxed them to their feet and with her arms around them both, led them over to one of the sofas that had been pushed against the wall to clear space for the police equipment. 
 
    “Don’t worry, little ones,” she told them. “Your father’s sorting out the light and we’re going to catch the nasty man who’s taken Marc. We’ll bring your brother back home to you.” 
 
    She sat down on the sofa pulling the girls down to join her. She hugged them both and soothed them with soft whispers of encouragement. 
 
    “Fetch a blanket,” she ordered one of her men, and he left in a hurry to return with the covers off Nina’s bed. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance tucked Nina and Violette into the duvet and comforted them until the lights came back on. 
 
    “There you are,” she said. “Nothing serious.” 
 
    Violette had perked up and was smiling now that the scary darkness had been banished. “It keeps happening, madame. Don’t you remember the electricity went off last night?” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance nodded. “You’re right and at about the same time.” 
 
    Violette continued, “I was watching television in the kitchen with Marc. It was the final of one of our favorite programs, Future Number One. It’s an important talent show. The winner is given a huge contract to make them famous and rich.” 
 
    The prosecutor murmured, “Everyone knows about that show although I don’t watch it myself.” 
 
    Nina stared at her big sister. “Was it a power cut?” 
 
    “No,” Violette answered. “It was like this. They said something in the house had made it go off.” 
 
    Nina edged sideways along the sofa, her back stiffening as she settled in her new position. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Nina,” asked Madame Fer-de-Lance. 
 
    Nina gazed at the floor as if trying to make sense of what she’d heard. 
 
    “Nina?” 
 
    The girl looked up. “It’s peculiar, madame. When I was in the cave watching the same program last night, that happened to me. Just as they were about to announce the winner, the lights went out and the television went dark.” 
 
    “And me,” said Violette. “I had to find out who’d won on the news this morning.” 
 
    “I still don’t know who won,” said Nina. 
 
    “It was Pierre Duchamps. I voted for him.” 
 
    “Pierre Duchamps?” asked Nina in surprise. “I didn’t think he was the best.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance held up her hands. “Wait girls. Tell me again. Are you saying that the electricity was cut off here in the château at the same time as it was in the cave where you were being held prisoner, Nina?” 
 
    The two girls looked at each and shrugged. “Looks like it,” they answered together. 
 
    Nina added, “I thought it was a power cut.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t,” Violette said. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance stood up quickly. “I have to talk to Inspector Dubois. This could be important.” 
 
    She hurried down to the kitchen where she found Jean-Claude, Dubois and the other policeman talking in front of the fusebox. 
 
    “What caused it?” she asked. 
 
    Dubois pointed to the last fuse on the bottom rung. “This one flicked down setting off the main circuit breaker. It’s the one for the cellars.” 
 
    Jean-Claude broke in. “We’ve had the electrician here. He can’t find anything wrong but said we should leave the fuse off until we have the cellars rewired. Someone keeps flicking the cellar fuse on in spite of my instructions.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance put her hand on Jean-Claude’s arm to attract his attention. 
 
    “Yes, madame?” he asked. “Did you want me?” 
 
    “I may be wrong, of course, but this electricity problem could be a big clue to the whereabouts of the kidnapper’s cave,” she said. 
 
    “How so?” asked Dubois. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-lance told the three men what the two girls had said about the electricity going off at exactly the same time in both the château and the cave. 
 
    “And it was not a general power cut,” she added. 
 
    Dubois grinned. “Ah, I see where you’re going, madame. It was too much of a coincidence. Let’s get the electrician back here now to make sure.” 
 
    “At this time of night?” asked Jean-Claude in surprise. 
 
    “Do you want your son back or not, monsieur?” asked Dubois. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Inspector,” Jean-Claude snapped back, taking his phone out of his pocket and putting the call through. 
 
    Jean-Claude’s face told Dubois the electrician was reluctant to come out so late at night. 
 
    “Give it me,” Dubois said snatching Jean-Claude’s phone from him. “At once, do you hear me, monsieur,” he shouted down the phone. “At once. This is Inspector Dubois speaking. If you’re not here in fifteen minutes, I’ll charge you with obstructing the course of justice.” 
 
    “That did it,” he said with a grim smile. “Now, monsieur, would you fetch that giant key of yours while we wait?” 
 
    Jean-Claude hastened away and returned to hand it to Dubois. “I must see to my daughters. Nina needs to get dressed or go back to bed though I doubt either of them will settle for some time yet after all the excitement and drama.” 
 
    “He’s a good father,” said the prosecutor as the kitchen door closed behind him. “He doesn’t deserve what’s happened to him. We have to make the villain pay.” 
 
    Headlights flashed through the kitchen windows. Dubois was at the door to let the electrician in before the bell had rung. 
 
    On the way back to the kitchen Dubois explained their reasoning to the electrician: that there had to be something wrong with the cellar circuit if it kept tripping the circuit breaker. The electrician, a Monsieur Lafarge, insisted he’d advised Jean-Claude to leave the cellar circuit out of use until it had been rewired, even though he’d found nothing wrong when he’d tested it on the last call-out. Lafarge said he had promised to do the job as soon as he had a gap in his workload. 
 
    When they reached the fusebox, Lafarge clicked the cellar circuit on. It immediately shut itself off and tripped the main breaker sending the room into darkness. The light had lasted for a second. Lafarge hastily switched the main breaker on again but left the cellar circuit off. 
 
    “What exactly do you expect me to do, Inspector?” he asked Dubois. “It’s late and dark outside.” 
 
    “Accompany us down to the cellars and show us what’s what. Take another look. Check to see if anything appears out of the ordinary. But first we require some more flashlights if we can’t turn the cellar circuit on.” He turned to his sidekick, “Go fetch some flashlights from the library.” 
 
    While they waited Dubois laid out their theory again that there could be a connection between the electricity supply at the château and the cave for which they were searching. 
 
    “I didn’t see anything like that last time I was here,” said Lafarge, “but it won’t hurt to look again.” 
 
    When the officer returned with the flashlights, Dubois set off for the small hallway that led from the kitchen and the exterior door to the stairs down to the cellars. Dubois and his officer watched while the electrician checked all the electrical fittings in the first two cellars. He shook his head, “Nothing.” 
 
    The three men passed through into the last cellar, the one with the cement blocks sealing up the old tunnels off to the side. Still nothing, but then Lafarge moved a large wicker basket full of rusting garden tools to disclose another electrical socket in the room. 
 
    “Look at this extension cable,” he called out. “Someone’s plugged it into this socket. It wasn’t here on my last visit.” 
 
    He followed the cable as it made its way behind boxes and piles of junk to the far wall. “See, it disappears through the wall here, at the edge of this old door.” 
 
    Dubois hurried over and bent down to look. Someone had drilled a hole through the ancient oak door jamb. He tried the door before he remembered that Jean-Claude had said the door hadn’t been opened for decades because the main tunnel was unsafe on the other side. Nor did he have the key. Dubois tried the one he had anyway, but it didn’t turn. 
 
    “So, what do you suggest, Lafarge,” he asked the electrician. 
 
    Lafarge scratched his head. “Someone is stealing electricity, using your power source. My guess is they’re overloading the circuit from time to time and that’s triggering the main circuit breaker. I’ll unplug the cable. If you send someone upstairs to flick the cellar fuse on and the main circuit breaker doesn’t trip, we’ll know I’m right.” 
 
    Dubois deputized his officer to do as Lafarge suggested and the lights came on in the cellars. When he returned, the officer asked, “Is it possible, chief, that the cable runs to our villain’s hideout?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out. We must get this door open. Run upstairs again and fetch some of the lads. Meanwhile, Lafarge have you got a bit big enough to drill round the lock?” 
 
    “I’ll give it a try,” he said opening up his tool kit and taking out his drill. He scrabbled around in the bottom tray and came out with a one-inch wood bit and a pair of safety goggles. 
 
    “Wait a moment,” Dubois told Lafarge. “I have to get Monsieur de Portemorency’s permission to break down his door. He hurried back upstairs leaving the electrician alone with his officer to size up the task. 
 
    Five minutes later Dubois was back with several policemen and Jean-Claude. 
 
    “We have your permission, monsieur?” Dubois asked Jean-Claude who nodded and said, “Of course. Give it everything you’ve got, Lafarge.” 
 
    Lafarge’s first exploratory hole showed that the door was four inches thick and made of solid old oak. “Let’s hope it’s not bolted on the other side,” he said as he began the second hole. 
 
    The smell of burning oak filled the cellar making the men cough. The bit grew so hot Lafarge had to wait for it to cool down between holes. Drilling stopped when Lafarge hit the fifth hole. The centuries old oak had blunted the drill bit. 
 
    “I don’t have a spare,” he said rifling his tool kit again, “but I do have my circular saw with me and a metal cutting diamond blade. Give me a minute.” 
 
    He laid his drill down and took a circular saw out of his kit, fitted the blade, plugged the flex in and switched the saw on. 
 
    “We have power,” he said. “Stand aside. I’m going to cut through where I estimate the bolt of the lock to be.” 
 
    He braced himself and began to saw through the door on a line level with the keyhole. The whirring of the saw cut through the silent attention of the men waiting behind him. 
 
    He pulled the saw back and switched it off. “Now if you all ram the door with your shoulders at the same time, it might give.” 
 
    Dubois lined everyone up. “On the count of three: one, two, THREE!” 
 
    They crashed into the old oak and the door juddered but didn’t open. “Again,” Dubois called out. “One, two, THREE!” 
 
    The door flew open sending the men hurtling through to crash land in a pile on the other side. 
 
    As they picked themselves up they noticed with dismay that the tunnel was indeed blocked. The ceiling had fallen in centuries ago. The band of men heaved a collective sigh. 
 
    “So near, yet so far,” Jean-Claude muttered from the rear. 
 
    “Not at all,” Lafarge called out. “Look, the cable’s been threaded into lead piping. I bet this comes out on the other side of the rockfall.” 
 
    Dubois measured up the task before them. “We can’t move that mountain of rubble tonight.” 
 
    “Inspector, Inspector,” someone called from the château end of the cellars. It was Madame Brune. 
 
    “A truck has arrived. They say they’re from the Archeology Department of the University of Bordeaux. It’s urgent that they speak with you.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Dubois’s Story: 
 
      
 
    “Good,” said Dubois brushing the dirt of his hands and knees. “Everyone out and upstairs to the kitchen. We have to work out our next step. Madame Brune,” he called out to the housekeeper who’d walked down the cellars and was now standing with a look of astonishment on her face. “Madame, can you rustle up some food for my men? We have a long night ahead of us.” 
 
    “Of course, Inspector,” she answered and turned to lead the way out of the cellars while Dubois took photos of the scene with his phone. At the last moment, he thought of registering the GPS of the rockfall. He’d be needing it if he put his plan into action. 
 
    As the last man out, he locked up the cellars and put the old key in his pocket making a mental note to remember to return it to Jean-Claude who’d said it was the only key. Dubois didn’t want to leave the poor man without access to his wine collection; he had enough to worry about. 
 
    With something of a hop, skip and a jump Dubois passed through the kitchen on his way to see the man about his truck. The heart-warming smell of garlic had reached him from the top of the cellar stairs, and he wasn’t surprised his men were already tucking into bowls of cassoulet, the French country standby of beans with sausage and chunks of pork. Oh dear, cassoulet twice in one day. That would mean a tornado of farting, but if he went ahead with his idea for finding the cave, they’d all be out in the fresh air so it wouldn’t matter. 
 
    The driver stood waiting by his truck dragging on a hand rolled cigarette. 
 
    “Good evening,” said Dubois advancing with his hand outstretched for the obligatory French handshake. “Didn’t anyone invite you in for a glass of wine and a coffee?” 
 
    The driver pinched off the end of his roll-up and tucked the remainder away in his pocket for later. 
 
    “Inspector,” he nodded. “This equipment is valuable. I didn’t want to leave it until I’d handed over responsibility. I came as quickly as I could as they told me the delivery was urgent.” 
 
    He reached into his jacket pocket for a form which he handed to Dubois to sign. 
 
    Formalities over, he asked Dubois where he wanted the machine. “Will here do?” 
 
    Dubois nodded, and the driver moved round to the back of the pickup to let down the tailgate. “By the way, have any of you ever used one of these things?” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that. I have… on a police training course I did once. We were looking for bones.” 
 
    Together the two men rolled out of the vehicle what looked like a lawn mower with a computer monitor mounted on the handlebar. 
 
    “What on earth is that?” asked Jean-Claude appearing in the front door to find out what was going on. 
 
    Dubois looked up at him and smiled. “This is our secret weapon. It’s a Ground Penetrating Radar machine. We’re going to start from the GPS co-ordinates of that cable we found in the cellars but up here at ground level. Then we’ll follow that tunnel using this machine to detect it below the ground. It’s good for up to a depth of about sixty feet in chalk.” 
 
    Jean-Claude hobbled down the steps to take a good look at the machine. “But we’ve only just found the cable. How did you know in advance to get the machine?” 
 
    Dubois touched his finger to his nose. “Ah, professional secrets. No… As soon as Penzi mentioned her visions of a cave and tunnels, I phoned around for one of these. We don’t have one in our department. A model like this costs over twenty thousand Euros. So, I tried the university. Now, we’ve found the cable, we at least know which direction to go. We also have the maps the Ministry sent us earlier today.” 
 
    Jean-Claude clapped Dubois on the back. “For the first time, I feel hope, but shouldn’t you phone Penzi and let her know what you’re planning? I’m sure she’d like to be in on Marc’s rescue.” 
 
    “It’s late, Penzi’s tired. People with unusual powers of intuition like Penzi fatigue easily because they use up so much mental energy on things we ordinary people can’t do. When we find Marc, I’ll call her no matter what time of night or day it is. Now, let’s get the team moving.” 
 
    Jean-Claude whistled for Juno and Jupiter and told them to stand guard over the truck and the GPR machine. Dubois led the way back to the kitchen to brief his men and arrange for refreshments for the truck driver before he left on his trip back to Bordeaux. Jean-Claude brought up the rear, his wounded leg dragging more than usual due to the lateness of the hour. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, Dubois and a round dozen of his men set off on their ground penetrating trek across the countryside around the Château de Portemorency. The machine proved to be reliable, but the going was slow with many deviations around obstacles, not to mention the rows of vines tied to their supporting wires. At four in the morning they found themselves out of the vines and into an area of rough land with outcrops of an ancient rock that pre-dated the laying down of the standard chalk of the region. As they’d traveled slowly along on foot, Dubois had instructed his men to scout on either side of the tunnel to a distance of ten yards in the hope that they might discover something pertinent to the case. 
 
    It wasn’t until they hit the outcrop that one of his men shouted out, “Inspector, over here.” 
 
    The officer stood halfway down a steep incline leading down to a gulch. Dubois hurried over. He shrugged his shoulders when he reached the spot above his man. He couldn’t see anything from the top of the slope and began to turn away in disappointment. 
 
    “There,” said his man. “Do you see it? You have to come down to this level, Inspector.” 
 
    Dubois half scrambled half fell down the uneven surface to fetch up against his officer. He looked down to where the man was pointing. A splash of white showed up as the officer swung his flashlight across the greenery. The two men climbed down the rest of the way. They’d found the white van. The villain had hidden it in the dip and stretched jungle camouflage across it. No wonder the police helicopters hadn’t picked it up. 
 
    Dubois walked around it checking for signs of ownership. Many years had passed since the last renewal of the disks for insurance and vehicle control. The villain had been lucky not to be stopped for that. Mud obscured the number plate as the ballet teacher had reported. 
 
    “Wipe that off,” he instructed his man, “and check for the owner.” 
 
    As the officer bent down to brush the mud away, Dubois hissed, “Gloves, man, gloves.” 
 
    Dubois gloved up and walked back to the driver’s door and opened it. He made a quick search but found nothing immediately useful. He’d leave the detailed work to the forensics team when he called them at the end of the operation. He didn’t want to alert the villain now. He called six of his men down to join him telling the others to continue with the GPR machine. 
 
    “With the van hidden here, either the cave we’re looking for is close by or there’s a second entrance to the tunnel. Let’s see if we can find one or the other. He wouldn’t keep his vehicle far from his hideout.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    They searched the slope either side of the van for an hour and were on the point of giving up when Dubois himself decided to take a look at five yards more. And there it was… behind a fall of Virginia creeper. An entrance to a tunnel. He’d missed it on his first pass because the surrounds had collapsed, leaving only a hole in place of the stone lined entrance that had once been there. He called back to one of his men to fetch the others. 
 
    “Leave the GPR for now. We’ll check this out first,” he said. 
 
    Dubois crawled through the hole. When he stood upright, he found himself inside a tunnel which unlike its entrance was in good condition. He set off sure his quarry was close at hand. He’d covered about forty yards when sounds of his team following along behind reached him. Caution told him to wait for them to catch up. As they neared, he waved his hand up and down to signal quiet. From that point on, they crept forward like commandos on a clandestine raid. As the pale dawning light of a new day faded behind them, the damp closed in around them. Lit only by their flashlights, the tunnel was a creepy place. Dubois rounded a corner in advance of his men. Ahead of him light glimmered. Was it another opening or had they found the cave? 
 
    He waited for his men to catch up to him again. “Flashlights off. Stay close. I’ll keep mine on.” 
 
    He shifted his flashlight to his left hand, took out his gun and using it to shield the beam, he edged forwards slowly. The light grew brighter and larger as they approached it along the tunnel. Suddenly, the tunnel opened out and debouched into a cave. They’d found the cave they were hunting for as witnessed by the furniture and by the man lying trussed up and gagged on the ground in the center, his eyes wide  with terror, unable to do anything but moan. 
 
    But was he their villain or another victim? 
 
    Dubois didn’t run forward to free him. He took his time giving him a good looking over. The man was overweight and bald, not that his unappealing appearance proved he was a villain. However, the strong whiff of body odor emanating from his scruffy clothes hinted at his sleeping rough, presumably in the cave. A large red mark under his jawbone suggested he’d received a hefty punch. He’d have a huge bruise later on in the day. Dubois decided to play it safe and leave the man tied up for the moment. He scanned the room for obvious threats before waving his men in. “Check the place out without touching anything,” he instructed them. 
 
    Dubois went to stand over the man on the floor again while he waited for his men to report. 
 
    They all shook their heads. “Nothing, Inspector.” 
 
    “Cover me,” he said to his next in command. “Film this,” he said to the officer with the video camera. 
 
    Dubois knelt down to search the man’s pockets. Usual junk. A few coins, a half-smoked roll-up, a filthy face tissue and a wallet which held a tattered driving permit in the name of Albert Menton. The surname rang a bell but Dubois couldn’t remember why. 
 
    “You’re Albert Menton?” he asked the man who nodded his head. “Have we met?” 
 
    The man shook his head vigorously and grunted. 
 
    Dubois moved on to the next pocket. A Bic lighter, a chewed lump of gum in its wrapper and a folded piece of paper. As Dubois opened it, the man rolled onto his side turning his head away. 
 
    The note was dated with the day’s date and read: 
 
      
 
    Hi Dubois, Penzi and I found Marc here early this morning. In case you come across this villain before we’ve got hold of you, we’ve taken Marc home to his father. We tried to call you but couldn’t get through. This is the man who kidnapped Marc and Nina and, presumably, damaged the vines. I’m sure your forensics team will find proof of both in the cave. I ambushed him and tied him up for you. Felix Munro. 
 
      
 
    Dubois couldn’t help the slight feeling of frustration that hit him. Yes, he’d wanted the man caught and the child freed, but he’d liked to have been the one to do it. However, knowing how generous Penzi always was with allowing him to take credit for her actions and deductions, he took a deep breath and told himself not to be so petty. 
 
    “It’s the kidnapper all right,” Dubois told his men. “The Department’s civilian contacts whom most of you know, Madame Mpenzi Munro and her colleague, got to him first some time during the night. They’ve taken the boy home to his father and left this parcel of sh–, let me rephrase that, sheer evil for us to process.” 
 
    Dubois reminded his men the cave and the area round the van were crime scenes. He instructed two of his men to await the forensics team in the cave and sent two back to the van to await a second forensics team from, he hoped, one of the neighboring Departments. They hauled Menton out of the cave. Once outside, Dubois made the necessary phone calls to forensics. Then he called Jean-Claude and told him the good news: Albert Menton would be getting his next meal in a police cell. 
 
    Dubois asked Jean-Claude to guide the police van down to the cave to pick them all up, apologizing for the fact that it was close to where Hélène had met with her death. While they waited for their transport, Dubois phoned Penzi and woke her up. 
 
    “We’ve got him,” he shouted down the phone with glee. 
 
    “Whaaat?” asked Penzi half asleep and useless before she’d had her morning cup of tea in bed. 
 
    “The villain. The man Felix tied up. We found the cave by a different route. So, Albert Menton, wicked kidnapper of children and destroyer of our precious Cognac vines is about to be transferred to the gendarmerie.” 
 
    “Bravo, Xavier. We tried to call you.” 
 
    “We must have been underground in the tunnels. I’ll explain everything when I see you. Can you make it to the gendarmerie when we question the blighter at 7 p.m.? Forensics should have finished their work by then.” 
 
    “Of course. Wouldn’t miss it for the world. And I have a present for you.” 
 
    “Till seven then,” and Dubois rang off. 
 
    Penzi rolled over and fell fast asleep again.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    We’d returned home in the early hours of the morning. I’d gone straight to bed leaving Felix to write a note telling Gwinny and Jimbo that we’d found Marc and taken him back to his father. Gwinny told me later she’d done her best to keep Jimbo downstairs, but he’d been too excited to wait for me to wake up naturally. So, when we left for the gendarmerie at half past six I have to admit I felt hung over from the expenditure of too much adrenaline and lack of sleep. I was turning out of the Esplanade to go up the hill when I remembered the plastic box of urine soaked soil lying in the bottom of the fridge. 
 
    I slammed on the brakes and began to turn the car around in the nearest driveway. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Felix cried out as his seatbelt walloped him backwards and forwards. 
 
    “I forgot the box of urine.” 
 
    “It could’ve waited.” 
 
    “No. Dubois is holding a case conference this evening. Being able to put Albert Menton on the scene of Hélène’s death could be useful to him,” I answered as I pulled out into the road again. 
 
    When I reached Les Dragons, I dashed out of the car leaving the engine running and Felix shouting out after me that I should have switched off. Gwinny turned round as I rushed into the kitchen and opened the fridge door. 
 
    “You’re back soon,” she said with a healthy touch of sarcasm. 
 
    “I forgot the pee,” I told her blithely as I leaned down to take the box out of the bottom drawer. 
 
    “What do you want peas for?” she asked me. 
 
    I brushed past her saying, “Pee not peas.” 
 
    “What do you mean–pee?” 
 
    “It’s the villain’s pee. We found it at the scene of Hélène’s accident. I must go. Bye.” 
 
    Gwinny followed me out into the hall and as I closed the front door, I could hear her muttering behind me, “This sleuthing is all well and good, but I’ll not have urine in my fridge. We could all have died from food poisoning.” 
 
    I passed the box to Felix, “Put this on the floor by your feet. You’d better pray Gwinny will let us back in the house. She thinks we’ve contaminated it.” 
 
    “I hope Dubois appreciates your gift,” Felix said and fell about laughing all the way to the gendarmerie. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Dubois led us through to an office at the back of the station where we found Madame Fer-de-Lance and an officer Dubois introduced as Michel Kohl, his forensics expert. After civilities all around, we got down to business–a review of the case against Albert Menton. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance began the proceedings. As juge d’instruction and a highly qualified lawyer, her role was similar to that played by the Director of Prosecutions in England and a District Attorney in the States. She had to make the decision whether there was evidence enough to take the case against Menton to trial. 
 
    “Now, as to charging him with murder,” she began and gave a French pout and a shrug of her shoulders. “We can probably come up with enough circumstantial evidence to prove he placed the traps if we work on what we have, but I don’t see how we can ever prove murder. Yes, he could have had an intent to kill, but kill whom? That is the question we can’t answer. Of all the ways of murdering someone, this is the most hit and miss I’ve ever come across. What do you think, Dubois?” 
 
    Dubois shrugged back. “He couldn’t have been sure who would step in the traps. The court would see the situation as being one of trying to protect his den, his cave, his adopted property. Anyone could have stepped in one of the man traps, even a child out having an adventure.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance nodded. “The best we can go for as far as Hélène de Portemorency’s death is concerned is some degree of manslaughter.” She stopped and looked at Felix and me. “French law is not the same as the Anglo-Saxon law of England and the States. Our thinking is different and, therefore, our terminology and the available penalties. My opinion is that it would be almost impossible to get a verdict against Menton that would guarantee a heavy penalty.” 
 
    “Certainly no death penalty,” Felix whispered to me. 
 
    “Quite right,” said Madame Fer-de-Lance. “We have no death penalty in France and the longest sentence even for what we call assassinat, your first degree murder, is only thirty years.” 
 
    “So, what do you suggest, madame?” I asked her. 
 
    “Menton made the grave error of kidnapping those two poor children, Nina and Marc de Portmorency. We prove that, and he will get a sentence to fit his crimes.” 
 
    “Tell Penzi what you mean, madame,” said Dubois. 
 
    “Kidnapping for ransom carries a penalty of thirty years’ imprisonment.” 
 
    That didn’t seem long enough to me but it would probably see Menton’s life out; he had to be in his fifties. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance was still speaking. I looked up and she caught my eye. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” she said, “but if the victims of the kidnap are under fifteen years of age, the penalty is extended to life imprisonment.” 
 
    Everyone in the room let out their breath at the same time. That was more like it. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance grinned at our reaction. “So, we forget about trying to prove murder or manslaughter, or even the lesser charge of malicious damage to the de Portemorency vineyards, and concentrate on the kidnapping charges.” 
 
    I thrust my plastic container towards Dubois saying, “You won’t be needing this then.” 
 
    He was so surprised he almost dropped it. “What is it?” 
 
    It was Felix’s turn to grin. “We found someone had urinated close to where Hélène met with her accident near the cave where we found Marc. Penzi scraped up the mud. We had it analyzed for DNA because we were sure it was human pee.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance looked at me aghast. “Where’s it been all this time?” 
 
    “The less said about that the better,” said Felix. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance recovered her poise. “You have the analysis?” 
 
    I handed her the report from Catrine which she passed on to her forensics expert. “See if this matches Menton’s DNA.” 
 
    He turned aside to his laptop, clicked away and compared our report with his records. “It does, madame.” 
 
    “That helps us, but it won’t stand up in court. No chain of evidence and so on,” she said. “Your action was well intentioned. Now, back to the kidnapping charge. What do we have, Kohl?” 
 
    “A plethora of trace evidence: DNA evidence that both children were transported in the white van our colleagues found and the same for the cave where Marc was found by the Munros. Hairs, blood spots and the gag that was used on the boy. Oh, and the DNA evidence from the contents of the bucket the children had to use for a toilet.” 
 
    “And I have the photos I took of Marc before we set him free,” said Felix handing over a data stick to Kohl who slotted it into his laptop. 
 
    “Take a look, madame,” he said to the prosecutor. 
 
    She examined the photos and nodded. “So we can prove both children were in the van and the cave at some time. Felix’s photos prove Marc was held under restraint. What about the girl, Nina?” 
 
    Dubois mentioned that the police had taken photos of Nina when she was returned to the château. They showed the burns on her wrists from the rope Menton had used the first day he had her in his power. 
 
    “And,” he added, “both children have identified Menton from a photo line-up. They’re too young to be submitted to a live line-up.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance took her seat again. “There’s adequate proof that Menton was living in the cave. So, back to first principles. Means? We can prove he used the van. What about CCTV around the ballet school or the château?” 
 
    Dubois shook his head. “Negative to both. But we can prove he took an unhealthy interest in Hélène de Portemorency’s funeral. The CCTV cameras at the church and the photos taken at the burial site both show him now that we know who to look for. And the van shows up in the photos of the cars lined up outside the cemetery.” 
 
    “And as for motive, we have all the ransom demands. Menton threatened the vines, and when that didn’t work he threatened the children.” 
 
    “And Hélène,” I said. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance tutted at me. “Yes, yes, but we decided we can’t prove her accident was anything but an accident. Now, what about motive?” 
 
    Kohl coughed in the background. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance spun round, “Yes?” 
 
    “We still have to prove Menton was the sender of those emails. We have someone working on it, and I’m sure they’ll track down his disguised IP address given time.” 
 
    I gave Felix a nudge. He raised his eyebrows at me. Big cat that he was, Felix was wary of the prosecutor. Not only did he find her intimidating, but he feared she might put her finger on his vulnerability–not having proper documentation. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance had noticed our interaction. “You have something to add, Monsieur Munro?” 
 
    “I can help you with the IP address, madame. I had to find him on the dark web to pay him the ransom of a million Euros.” 
 
    “Good, good. You’ll tell our man later?” 
 
    Felix nodded and said, “Yes, madame.” 
 
    “On to opportunity,” Madame Fer-de-Lance said. 
 
    “Same proof,” answered Dubois. “He had the van. He had his hide-out all kitted out. The ballet teacher puts the van on the spot. Marc says the man offered him a lift when he fell off his bicycle. Nina says he picked her up outside the ballet school. Both children say it was Menton.” 
 
    I’d kept quiet so far, not having anything to add to the discussion but I now had a point I wanted to make. 
 
    “Madame?” 
 
    “Yes, Penzi. You have an insight to offer?” 
 
    “It’s bothered me all along. Why did both the children go with Menton? They said they’d done so because they’d known him a long time ago. Have you found out anything about that?” 
 
    The prosecutor sighed. “This was always a difficult case. I’m sure we would have hit upon Menton eventually had we continued to investigate all the past casual workers at the château. Luckily we found him sooner than that owing to Dubois’s excellent idea of searching for the cave.” 
 
    Dubois winked at me. 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance continued, “Since then we have discovered Menton did work at the château, shortly after coming out of prison. Madame de Portemorency was charitable towards him because he was the father of the gardener, Paul Menton, and offered him part-time work in the garden. The children would have seen him around the place and trusted him.” 
 
    Of course. How could we have missed that? Menton isn’t that common a name. 
 
    “The obvious question, madame, is: was Paul Menton, the gardener, involved in this plot?” I asked. 
 
    “That we don’t know. If he was, it would explain a few holes we have in the story. He’s waiting to be interviewed. We’ll take him first, before his father.” 
 
    There was a knock at the door and an officer came in with a tray of coffee and biscuits. 
 
    Dubois thanked him and suggested a ten-minute break before interviewing Paul Menton. Felix and I helped ourselves to refreshments and went to sit outside on the low wall by the front steps, leaving the prosecutor and the police to go over their list of questions for the two Mentons. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “What do you think so far, boss?” Felix asked me. 
 
    “Jean-Claude isn’t going to be happy that Menton can’t be charged with causing Hélène’s death.” 
 
    “True, but on the bright side, he won’t have to sit through days of gruesome details.” 
 
    As usual Felix was right. I hadn’t thought about it that way.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Dubois came out to call us back in. He showed us to a room next door to the one marked Interview Room 2. Unlike the interview rooms at the Beaucoup-sur-Mer gendarmerie, there was no two-way mirror. Dubois noticed me looking around. 
 
    “We have a video feed in this station,” he said and switched on two monitors set on a desk at the side of the room. “One focuses on one side of the table and the other on the other side, so you get both views.” 
 
    Immediately, Madame Fer-de-Lance sprang into view seated opposite a young man I hadn’t seen before. I’d never have put him down as the older Menton’s son. Where his father was plump, Paul Menton was skinny to the point of malnutrition. Where his father hadn’t a hair on his head, the younger Menton sported the latest hairstyle with a giant quiff at the front. 
 
    Seated beside him was the woman I took to be his lawyer. 
 
    Dubois opened a drawer and took out a couple of yellow notepads and Bic pens. 
 
    “Here, use these if any ideas come to mind. We need all the help we can get on this case even though Madame Fer-de-Lance thinks we have the Mentons in the bag.” 
 
    Felix and I pulled out the chairs and sat down. A couple of minutes later, the door to the interview room opened and Dubois entered. 
 
    He pointed at the two cameras set in the ceiling in the two corners facing the chairs, sat down next to the prosecutor and spoke into the recording device giving the date, time and people present. 
 
    At the end of the preliminaries, Dubois told Menton Junior that the police had his father in custody. Paul shuddered and shrank down within himself. 
 
    “Can you guess why?” Dubois asked. 
 
    Menton did not reply but looked down at his knees. 
 
    “Are you charging my client? If so, what with?” the lawyer asked. 
 
    “This is an exploratory interview,” Dubois answered, “to gauge the level of your client’s complicity with his father’s actions.” 
 
    The lawyer subsided. 
 
    Dubois flicked the pages of his file backwards and forwards, making Menton wait for his next utterance. At last he looked across the desk at Menton. “We have arrested your father and charged him with a double count of child kidnapping and sequestration.” 
 
    “Not murder?” Menton blurted out. 
 
    “Now, why would you think we’d charged him with murder?” Dubois asked sitting back in his chair knowing he’d got the younger Menton on the run. 
 
    Menton looked at his lawyer who nodded her head for him to reply. 
 
    Menton closed his eyes for five seconds before opening them and looking up again at Dubois. 
 
    “He’s my father, Inspector. I owe him everything. He brought me up, looked after me when my mother died. What do you want me to say?” 
 
    “Tell the truth. It will go better for you if you do.” 
 
    “I heard about Madame de Portemorency’s accident.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Dubois. “Why would you think that had anything to do with your father?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure, but I’m afraid it had. My father hasn’t been himself since he came out of prison. He’s a bitter, vengeful man now.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I know he shared a cell with a vicious criminal who’d been involved in a series of internet frauds. This man convinced my father that fraud and extortion were an easy way to make money. My father had always been envious of the wealth of the de Portemorencys.” 
 
    “How do you know?” asked Dubois. 
 
    “My father told me of his great plan–his words–to force Monsieur de Portemorency to cough up a million Euros.” 
 
    “And what was this plan?” 
 
    “He was going to kill off the famous ugni blanc vines one by one until de Portemorency paid over the money.” 
 
    “Did you help him with this plan? Set up the IP address for instance?” asked Dubois. 
 
    “I did help him, yes, but not with the computer stuff. His chum in the prison did all that.” 
 
    “So, what part did you play?” 
 
    Menton shook his head slowly up and down as if in denial of actions he couldn’t undo. 
 
    “Inspector, I didn’t want to do any of it. You have to believe me. My father made me get the traps out of the cellars and clean them up. I had access to the key, you see, for when I put junk away down there or helped out with deliveries of one kind or another. So I made a copy.” 
 
    “Didn’t you wonder what your father wanted the traps for?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to think about it. And he kept me busy doing other stuff. I had to fix up an electrical cable for him from the cellars to the hide-out he set up. That took me a long time because I couldn’t get the old door open in the cellars. I had to break through one of the adjoining tunnels and then push the cable through the rockfall. And the job wasn’t over then. I had to approach from the other end. It took me a long time.” 
 
    “What else did you do?” Dubois asked. 
 
    “I patched up the hole in the wall with cement blocks.” 
 
    “Was that the extent of your involvement?” 
 
    “Inspector, when I heard what had happened to Madame de Portemorency, I was horrified. She was always kind and courteous to me, treated me like a regular human being and not like a servant. I told my father I wanted nothing more to do with his evil plot, but he wouldn’t hear of it. He said he’d tip off the police to the theft of the traps if I didn’t do as he said.” 
 
    “So, you helped with the kidnappings?” 
 
    Menton twisted his body round in violent denial. “Never. I would never have done that whatever my father said. I think he went a little mad towards the end. What he wanted me to do was cover up for the power surges. Every time the main circuit breaker tripped, I had to unplug the cable in the cellar. And when the electrician came round to check.” 
 
    Dubois thought for a moment, doodling on the cover of his file. Madame Fer-de-Lance took up the questioning. 
 
    “What about when the little girl Nina went missing? Didn’t you realize your father was involved?” 
 
    Menton shook his head violently from side to side. “No. I didn’t go to the cave after I’d set up the cable right in the beginning. My father didn’t tell me anything. I just handled the power cuts as he’d asked me to. I didn’t know he had the child.” 
 
    “You didn’t know about the ransom demands for the children?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You don’t know your father has a million Euros that the Munros paid over to him to have Nina released?” 
 
    “No. No. I don’t. You have to believe me.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Felix turned to me. “Do you believe him? That he had nothing to do with Hélène’s accident or the kidnappings?” 
 
    I shrugged. How can we ever know if someone is telling the truth if we don’t have proof that they aren’t? 
 
    “He sounds convincing,” I replied. “His DNA in the van and in the cave is explained by his work fixing up the electrics for his father and transporting the traps. The children didn’t mention seeing him when they were taken or when they were imprisoned in the cave.” 
 
    “But the police will get him for aiding and abetting extortion. He will serve time, won’t he?” asked Felix. 
 
    “I guess so. He seems to have been under his father’s control. Shush, Dubois’s asking him about the lawn mower.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “How do you explain Monsieur de Portemorency’s accident with the lawn mower?” Dubois was asking Menton. 
 
    Menton sighed heavily. “I don’t know what happened there. My father told me not to mow that part of the lawn and to water it. That’s all I know. I was as surprised as anyone to find out the safety switch had been disconnected.” 
 
    “You must have wondered,” said Dubois. 
 
    “Of course, I did, Inspector, but what was I to do? He’s my father.” 
 
    Madame Fer-de-Lance nodded at Dubois who told Menton he’d be held for the next twenty-four hours pending a charge. 
 
    The officer standing outside the door was called in to take Menton off to the cells. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Well,” said Madame Fer-de-Lance when she and Dubois joined us. “He seemed to be telling the truth, and we’ll never be able to prove he wasn’t. We’ll have to settle for an accessory to extortion charge.” 
 
    “How long will he get?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably five to ten years in view of the circumstances,” she answered. “If he’d spoken up earlier, Hélène de Portemorency would still be alive and the two children would not have had to go through the ordeal of being kidnapped by that villain of a father of his.” 
 
    “Will you be informing Jean-Claude?” I asked. “He should know as soon as possible what action you’re taking. Felix and I need to get home to our family tonight and tell my little brother his friends will have justice for the death of their mother. You don’t need us now for your interview of Menton father, do you?” 
 
    “No,” the prosecutor answered. “His son’s given us the evidence we needed. And Inspector Dubois will visit Monsieur de Portemorency on his way home. Thank you for your assistance, Penzi,” she said to me. “Take care of yourself. We may need to call upon your intuition in the future.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Jean-Claude called us a few days later to thank us for our work on the case and to invite us to a soirée in memory of Hélène. 
 
    “I didn’t want to hold a party,” he said. “It would be disrespectful and probably misunderstood, but I did want to thank everyone involved. We’ll have refreshments at 7 p.m. followed by a recital given by the Bordeaux String Quartet who’ll play some of Hélène’s favorite music.” 
 
    Everyone connected with the case had been invited except Gilbert Clancy. Hélène’s trois brunes greeted Felix and me with warmth, saying how glad they were that their friend’s killer would serve out the rest of his life behind bars. 
 
    “I’m sorry that her death has been officially classified as death by misadventure,” said Catrine, “but I’m glad I don’t have to give evidence as the pathologist who signed her death certificate.” 
 
    We parted from the three young women with promises to keep in touch. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Felix said as soon as we were out of earshot. “I’ve had enough of death and villainy. An atmosphere of doom still hangs about this place.” 
 
    I agreed. It would take time and much love to restore tranquility to the de Portemorency Château, but the family would recover. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    As we turned down off the Esplanade onto the cobbled street that runs past Les Dragons to the sea, Felix let out a deep breath and said, “I need some exercise, boss. I want to feel the wind in my fur and the sea mist in my face. Let’s go for a long walk along the cliffs before we go to bed tonight. I won’t sleep otherwise. My mind’s too busy and my spirit is low.” 
 
    I felt the same way. Part of it was anti-climax, part exhaustion both mental and physical. Fighting evil is wearing. I, too, needed to replenish my soul. 
 
    The moment the front door closed behind us, Felix began to morph into his leopard form saying, “I want the freedom, boss.” 
 
    I stood aside watching the process of which I never grow tired: beautiful pelt of dark rosettes, long tail, powerful muscles, big cat’s whiskers and a hunter’s claws. 
 
    “Now, what can we do about you, boss?” he asked. 
 
    I flicked Zag’s lead down off the hall peg and slung it round Felix’s neck. In one slick movement, I vaulted onto his back and grasped the lead like a rein. 
 
    “You can carry me, can’t you?” I asked. 
 
    He swung his heavy head round to look at me and winked one of his bewitching peridot green eyes. “You’d better cast the invisible spell, boss, or we’ll have the town in an uproar.” 
 
    Help. It was months since I’d last made us invisible. What would happen if I didn’t get it right? 
 
    “You can do it, boss. Just relax and it will come to you.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and concentrated, saying to myself, Trust the magic. Trust the magic. And the spell popped into my mind. I cast it with the last ounce of energy left to me after the strain of the last few weeks. 
 
    “Can you see me?” I asked Felix. 
 
    His shoulders moved as he turned his head to look back at me. “No, boss.” 
 
    Felix couldn’t see me when I was invisible, but I could see him because I was a witch. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said reaching down to open the door. 
 
    And out we went into the dark night, padding over the cobbles to the sea wall at the end of our street. All was calm; the only sound that of the waves falling softly on the beach of our little bay. 
 
    We took the corner onto the cliff road, Felix crying out, “Hold on!” and off we sped. 
 
    The path rushed past beneath us as Felix accelerated from an amble to a gallop. His tail flew out like a streamer, his ears flattened to his head and his great hind legs pounded the ground as he drove us onwards leaving our woes behind us. 
 
    On we charged, on and on, until we came to a series of steep chines running down into the sea. No footbridge for Felix. He gathered his haunches beneath him and launched himself into the air with a mighty bound, soaring through the night air, legs and tail spread out like a kite, to land with a soft footfall on the other side. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    But the exhilaration had to end. Fantasy had to give way to the reality of our life back in the town of Beaucoup-sur-Mer. 
 
    We came to a stop. I slid down off Felix’s back and clicked my fingers to end the invisible spell. 
 
    “Phew,” said Felix panting. “I needed that, but you don’t look a bit tired, boss. We’ll walk back to give you some exercise–just as soon as I get my breath back.” 
 
    We strolled down the cobbled road to find Jimbo in nothing but his pajamas sitting on the top step in front of our house with Zag beside him. 
 
    Jimbo jumped up and ran to meet us. “I woke up and couldn’t find you. You left the front door unlocked. I was so worried. I woke the dogs up. Zag was worried, too, but he can’t talk to me. I wanted to look for you, but Zag wouldn’t let me leave the house.” 
 
    Zag woofed and asked, “Where have you been at this time of night? You should have told me.” 
 
    Felix scooped Jimbo up into his arms and walked up the steps with him and into the house with me following along behind, Zag scolding me all the way. 
 
    With the front door shut behind us all, I threw my hands up in apology and said, “Look, guys, we’re sorry. We won’t leave without telling Zag again, and we’ll take care not to leave the front door unlocked. We needed some fresh air, is all.” 
 
    Jimbo wriggled to be let down. He threw his arms around me. “That’s all right, Penzi. I know you’ve been working hard for Nina and Marc. Can I go and see them?” 
 
    “Of course,” I answered, “but we’ll give it a few days. They need some space, too.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    END OF BOOK SIX 
 
      
 
    Read on for the first chapter of Book 7, The Witch who Hated Halloween 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 THE WITCH WHO HATED HALLOWEEN 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    (La Toussaint is the French for All Saints’ Day and is pronounced La-too-san(d), like sand without the d.) 
 
      
 
    “Vandals. Grave robbers. Here in Beaucoup-sur-Mer. What is the world coming to?” asked the mayor, Monsieur Bonhomie, as he heaved himself out of his executive chair, or tried to. 
 
    He wasn’t getting any slimmer. Too many of those delicious little sponge madeleines he always offered us when we visited his office at the mairie. 
 
    Stuck at that awkward angle that makes your thighs ache, jammed half in half out by the arms of the chair, he let out a wail, “Help me, Penzi.” 
 
    I threw my purse down on a chair and rushed around the desk to aid the poor man. Felix, my shape shifting bodyguard, beat me to it on his other side. 
 
    “Push his honor back down, or pull him out?” Felix asked me as he tried to suppress a grin. 
 
    “Heave,” I said suiting action to word and taking hold of one of the mayor’s arms and bracing a foot against the chair’s metal pedestal. 
 
    Felix grabbed the other and none too gently we tore the mayor from his seat. We turned away to give him a few moments to restore his dignity: tuck in his shirt and pull down his waistcoat. When we turned back he was wiping his perspiring forehead with his giant handkerchief. 
 
     He tossed a rueful grin our way. “That chair gets smaller by the day.” 
 
    “If you say so, monsieur,” said Felix. He rolled the offending seat away against the wall and replaced it with an armless chair. “Try this one for size until you can buy something bigger.” 
 
    Monsieur Bonhomie gingerly lowered his massive buttocks. 
 
    “It really isn’t my day,” he said as he scooted the chair forward to squeeze his thighs under his desk. “It started badly with a call from Father Pedro. That’s why I phoned you. I hope I haven’t put you out, Penzi, calling at such short notice?” 
 
    “Not at all. Felix and I were ready to leave the house anyway for a trip to the shopping mall to find a Halloween costume for my young brother, Jimbo.” 
 
    The mayor made a French moue and a half shrug. “Don’t talk to me about Halloween. I hate it. Silly American commercialism polluting our culture from across the Atlantic.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it that strongly,” I replied, “but have to admit I don’t like Halloween either. In fact, I hate it.” 
 
    Felix raised his eyebrows at me. This was our second Halloween together, and I hadn’t said anything against the festival the year before. However, I was saved from answering either the mayor or Felix by the secretary who came in with the now customary tray of English tea and French madeleines, the latter being the poor mayor’s undoing. 
 
    Felix took the tray from the secretary and laid it on the desk. “Why did you want to see us, monsieur?” he asked. 
 
    I poured out. “And what’s all this about vandals? You seem very angry,” I said as I passed the mayor his tea. 
 
    “Place it on the desk for me, Penzi. I’m spitting mad. I don’t trust myself not to spill it.” 
 
    Felix and I drank our tea and ate a couple of the sponge cakes while the mayor took deep breaths until his color had receded and his hands had stopped shaking. 
 
    “Well, monsieur?” I prompted him. 
 
    He inhaled once more right down to the pit of his lungs and let the breath out slowly. “Here we are doing our best to get Beaucoup-sur-Mer back on the average tourist’s itinerary, and our own people our sabotaging our efforts.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    The mayor gave a big harrumph. “Our very own people stabbing us in the back. How’s it going to look when this gets out?” 
 
    “Monsieur, it would help if you told us what’s happened. It’s not another murder, is it?” I asked, hoping against hope that we weren’t in for another spate of killings in our quiet little seaside town. 
 
    “It’s murder, yes, but not of a person. Our culture and our religious sensibilities are being attacked. Father Pedro says someone has been covering the vaults and the cemetery walls with hideous graffiti.” 
 
    My spirits rose. That I could deal with. A good scrubbing brush and bucket of hot water or paint stripper, as the case may be, and all would be pristine again. Who would do the work I didn’t know. If we could catch the culprits, I’d make sure they did. 
 
    “That’s not too bad,” I said. “We can get that sorted out pronto.” 
 
    “How quick is pronto?” the mayor asked leaning forward and glaring at me. 
 
    I shrank back astonished at his aggression. What was wrong with the man? 
 
    “I see you don’t understand the urgency, Penzi. It’s not your fault. You are not a Catholic, and you are not French.” 
 
    “Guilty on both counts,” I answered sitting back and making a conscious effort not to be offended. The mayor was to be respected. He must have his reasons for being so distressed and, quite honestly, rather rude. 
 
    Felix on the other hand bridled at the mayor’s remarks. “Monsieur, Penzi is your friend. She’s helped you out many times. She’s enthusiastic about your public relations scheme to recapture the town’s good reputation. You can’t fault her for that.” 
 
    The mayor raised his eyes up to heaven with a heavy sigh. “I’m not being offensive, well, I don’t mean to be. I’m simply stating the facts. As an English non-Catholic, Penzi is probably not aware of the significance of this week. It’s Saturday already. On Tuesday it will be the 31st October with this new fangled Halloween business—” 
 
    “With respect, monsieur,” I said, “although I don’t personally like Halloween, it isn’t a new festival. As you must know, it’s based on the old Celtic festival of Samhain, the celebration of the end of the harvest season and the beginning of the long days of winter.” 
 
    “All this dressing up as ghosts and witches… and the fuss about pumpkins. That’s new. And the corporations are making so much money out of it. Anyway, as I was saying, Tuesday is this Halloween, but for us it’s November 1st which is the important day. That’s La Toussaint. Even though we’re a secular country with complete separation of church and state, and in spite of everything the French Revolution tried to do to kill religion, we are at rock bottom a Christian society for the most part.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, monsieur,” I said anxious to soothe his ruffled feathers. “Halloween to us in England is All Hallows’ Eve and La Toussaint is our All Saints’ Day.” 
 
    “But for us French, La Toussaint is one of the most important festivals of the year. Even people who are not religious for most of the year, observe La Toussaint. It’s a public holiday here. All the Christian citizens of Beaucoup-sur-Mer will visit the cemetery on the day to place flowers on the graves of their ancestors and show their respect. What are they going to say when they see the tombs and vaults covered in graffiti?” 
 
    “You mentioned the walls as well.” 
 
    “Yes, that, too. It’s all such a nightmare and so complicated. Although the head of each family has to take care of their family’s tombs, as mayor I’m the one responsible for the maintenance of the cemetery. In the circumstances, I can’t expect the townspeople to deal with this vandalism. This will touch at the heart of the commune. I’ll be lucky to be elected again if this gets out.” 
 
    “So, you’d like us to help you, monsieur?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh Penzi, I’ll be grateful for ever. If you could find the culprits. Work with Inspector Dubois on this. It is criminal damage after all. And perhaps Felix could organize a working party to clean up the paint.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t the vandals be made to do that?” I asked. 
 
    The mayor gave me a look of exasperation. “In an ideal world, but time is pressing. People will be visiting the cemetery between now and Wednesday to tidy up their family graves and tombs before La Toussaint. I don’t want them seeing the damage.” 
 
    “Right,” I said rising to my feet. “The sooner we get going the better.” 
 
    Felix paused before joining me at the door. He asked the mayor for a letter of authority to handle the clean-up. Monsieur Bonhomie undertook to email one to us tout de suite, in other words ASAP. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “What do you make of that, boss?” Felix asked as he took my elbow to help me down the steps out of the mairie. 
 
    “At least it’s not a murder. Let’s be thankful for that. I can turn it to good advantage by writing an article about the difference between Halloween in France, England and the States. Have you brought your camera along?” 
 
    “It’s in the car. And yours?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    We decided to take a ten-minute break down at the Esplanade so we could plan our campaign and make the necessary phone calls. Autumn in the South West of France was the best time of the year for me. The summer was way too hot and the winters were long and wet. The day was glorious, bright sunbeams glancing off the waves lapping the perfect crescent of the beach down below the Esplanade. Away out to sea the fishing fleet chugged past on its way home to the port of Darennes. 
 
    In the glow of the Indian Summer, I threw off my fleece and ordered an iced coffee, hoping it wasn’t the last one of the season. Felix stayed faithful to tea, livening it up with a dash of Laphroaig from his companion silver hip-flask. 
 
    “Phone calls first, Felix. See if you can get Inspector Dubois to meet us in about half an hour at the cemetery. If so, give Father Pedro a ring and ask him to meet us there with the town’s head cantonnier.” 
 
    I should explain that the cantonnier is the gardener employed by the commune via the mayor’s office to maintain the public spaces which, according to what the mayor had said, included the cemetery but excluded the tombs and graves themselves. 
 
    While I sipped my delicious iced coffee through a paper straw, ever mindful of plastic pollution, Felix contacted Inspector Dubois and Father Pedro. Inspector Dubois was the head of the local gendarmerie. As such he wouldn’t normally be called in to handle a small matter like vandalism, but the mayor knew we had a reasonably good working relationship. For my part, I knew Dubois fancied me and so was usually ready to be helpful even if he did stay competitive. Father Pedro we’d met several times. A kind man who’d helped Felix and our female dog Zig with their fear of bees. He was our local parish priest, Roman Catholic, of course, and from Spain because the number of French priests had fallen fifty per cent in the past twenty years and two-thirds of those remaining were over sixty-five. 
 
    Felix swiped off his phone and called the waiter over for another cup of tea. 
 
    “I’ve set up a meeting for quarter past twelve. Father Pedro has a catechism class this morning. Dubois is on duty but can’t get away until lunchtime. The gardener, a Pierre Lamy, is working at the cemetery today, anyway, clearing the paths ready for La Toussaint. It was he who phoned Father Pedro about the damage.” 
 
    “Good. That gives us time to call in at the shopping mall on the way.” 
 
    I drained my coffee and waited impatiently for Felix to drink down his tea. Fortunately, a cup of tea in France is usually served tepid. The French do not understand tea. Coffee, yes, but tea, no. 
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed this snippet. 
 
      
 
    If you would like to continue reading this book, 
 
    The Witch who Hated Halloween, 
 
    here are the links: 
 
    US   UK 
 
      
 
      
 
    To review this Box Set of Books 4 to 6: US   UK 
 
   
  
 



 
 
    AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
    Join my Readers’ Group on my website and receive a FREE coloring book suitable for all ages: 
 
    KatiePenryn.com 
 
      
 
    or on my Facebook page: 
 
    Facebook.com/KatiePenryn.Author 
 
      
 
    *** THE PIXIE DUST EFFECT *** 
 
    If you enjoyed this book, I’d love it if you’d pass your enjoyment on to others by leaving a review. Reviews are like pixie dust. Pure magic! They persuade other readers to read my books, and they pump me full of endorphins, firing up my imagination and making me thump away at the old keyboard with renewed enthusiasm to get my stories out faster.  
 
    To review this Boxset: 
 
    The Witch Who Mysteries Books 4 to 6 : Box Set 
 
    USA UK 
 
      
 
    Other books in this series: 
 
    Book 1: The Witch who Couldn’t Spell:  USA   UK 
 
    Book 2: The Witch who Loved Éclairs:  USA   UK 
 
    Book 3: The Witch who Got the Blues:  USA   UK 
 
    Book 4: The Witch who Found a Pearl:  USA   UK 
 
    Book 5: The Witch who Saved Christmas:  USA   UK 
 
    Book 6: The Witch who Foiled the Plot:  USA   UK 
 
    Book 7: The Witch who Hated Halloween:  USA   UK 
 
    Book 8: The Witch who Risked the Shot - USA   UK 
 
         on pre-order for 30 July 2019 
 
    Book 9: The Witch who Tipped the Scales 
 
         due end October 2019 
 
      
 
    To view these and my other books, please visit my website: 
 
    KatiePenryn.com 
 
    or my Author Page on Amazon US or Amazon UK. 
 
      
 
    You can write to me at Katie@KatiePenryn.com. I love hearing from you. Knowing that there’s someone out there who has brought my book to life through their own imagination is a wonderful feeling.  I answer all emails and Facebook messages personally. 
 
    15.vi.19 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 GLOSSARY 
 
      
 
    French words and expressions: 
 
      
 
    absolument – absolutely 
 
    mes amis – my friends 
 
    amour propre – lit. self-love, used in English, self-respect 
 
    la bavette – a thin cheaper steak, skirt 
 
    bonne idée – that’s a good idea 
 
    bonsoir – good evening 
 
    BB – Brigitte Bardot, a beloved and sexy French filmstar of the ‘50s and ‘60s 
 
    une brocante – something between an antiques shop and a bric-à-brac shop 
 
    une casse-croûte – a snack, literally “break-crust”, meaning a piece broken off a loaf of bread 
 
    ça suffit! – that’s enough! 
 
    le cafard – lit. cockroach, the French for the blues (misery not music!) 
 
    le cantonnier – the gardener, general handyman of a village – from the word “canton” – several communes make up one canton. 
 
    Combien? – how much? 
 
    une commune – is a level of administrative division in the French Republic. French communes are analogous to civil townships and incorporated municipalities in the United States. The United Kingdom has no exact equivalent, as communes resemble districts in urban areas, but are closer to parishes in rural areas where districts are much larger. Communes are based on historical geographic communities or villages and have received significant powers of governance to manage the populations and land of the geographic area covered. The communes are the fourth-level administrative divisions of France. Each commune has a mayor. 
 
    “Dames” – ladies’ cloakroom/bathroom 
 
    déjà-vu – used in English, means “already seen” 
 
    un demi – lit. a half, used for drinks especially beer/lager meaning half a liter 
 
    deux-chevaux – lit. two-horses, a little French car Citroën with two h.p. 
 
    les dragons – the dragons 
 
    faisant les cents pas – lit. doing a hundred steps, pacing up and down 
 
    en famille – used in English; to do something as a family, together 
 
    et alors? – what next ? So ? 
 
    épuisé(e) - exhausted 
 
    la farine – flour 
 
    un gendarme – see item below, a policeman who has a military background 
 
    la gendarmerie – the station were the gendarmes hang out, roughly speaking like a police station, but the gendarmes are not policemen as such. The Gendarmerie Nationale is part of the French armed forces. It has the primary responsibility for policing smaller towns and rural areas, as well as the armed forces and military installations, airport security and shipping ports. Being a military force, the gendarmerie has a highly centralized organization structure. It is under the control of both the Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of the Interior (as far as its civil duties are concerned). 
 
    faux-filet – lit. a false fillet steak, a sirloin steak 
 
    un gâteau – a cake 
 
    kir royale –  a French cocktail, a variation on Kir. It consists of crème de cassis topped with champagne 
 
    le livret de famille – family record kept by the mayor’s office 
 
    une madeleine– a buttery little sponge cake usually shaped like a scallop shell  
 
    le maire – the mayor, the administrator of a commune. He is voted for by the rate-paying residents, including non-citizens. 
 
    la mairie – the mayor’s office; in a large town or city, this would be the Town Hall. 
 
    mais oui – but yes, of course 
 
    Maître – lit. master, used to France as an honorary title for a lawyer/advocate 
 
    malheuresement – unfortunately 
 
    Le Marché de Sables – Market of the Sands 
 
    la maternelle – nursery school  
 
    le méchoui – a spit roasted pig or sheep (from the Arabic) 
 
    le métier – profession, occupation 
 
    merci mille fois – thank-you a thousand times 
 
    le merguez – long thin highly spiced sausage 
 
    naturellement! – naturally! 
 
    des objets-d’art – used in English; small pieces of art such as sculptures, enameled jewellery boxes 
 
    Le Palais des Blues – the Blues Palace 
 
    une pâtisserie – a cake shop and/or a pastry 
 
    ma/mon pauvre petit(e) – my poor little one 
 
    pineau – is an aperitif from the Charente/Dordogne departments. It is a fortified wine of the same strength as sherry and comes in a red or a white version. Often served over ice. 
 
    Punaise! – lit. a shield-shaped green bug that stinks when touched. Used as a mild swear word 
 
    Salut! – Hi ! Informal 
 
    Sympa – an adjective meaning companionable, friendly, an okay person 
 
    thé à l’anglais – tea English style with milk 
 
    La Toussaint – All Saints’ Day 
 
    tout de suite – at once, immediately 
 
    trop dégueulasse! – too disgusting! 
 
    Vade mecum – the Latin for “come with me”; often used for an indispensable item such as a diary, travel guide 
 
      
 
    Other references: 
 
      
 
    Banksy- is an anonymous England-based street artist. His satirical street art and subversive epigrams combine dark humor with graffiti executed in a distinctive stenciling technique. 
 
    dolmen – is a prehistoric arrangement of large stone blocks, with one horizontally straddling two uprights to make an arch. Their origin and use are uncertain, but they were probably the entrance to tombs which have since disappeared.  
 
    Laphroaig – the golden single malt scotch whisky from the Isle of Islay in the Hebrides, famous for its distinctive peaty flavor 
 
    Leopardmen – these men are part of African folklore 
 
    Send someone to Coventry –an English expression meaning to stop speaking to someone, i.e. stop social contact with them 
 
    Sowhat – is an anonymous Parisian street artist 
 
    Venn diagram – A diagram using overlapping circles to show areas of correspondence 
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