City of Dark
Claire Dickinson

Copyright © 2019 Claire Dickinson
All rights reserved.
ISBN: 9781072133216

Claire Dickinson

1

Paris stands on a void. Before the city could be built, the earth
first had to be gutted. The stone blocks of the Louvre and Notre-Dame
came from underground quarries below the city. Material was torn
from the city’s bowels to erect churches, administrations and homes.
Today, 300 kilometres of underground tunnels pay tribute to a
millennium of urban expansion. Popularly known as the catacombs,
this huge network of quarry tunnels is situated at a depth of roughly 20
meters below street level. It is illegal for any unauthorized person to
enter the catacombs, and most entry points in the city center have been
sealed. Nonetheless, an estimated 15,000 people manage to gain
access and visit this subterranean world every year.
The most avid visitors return regularly and are known as
cataphiles. Their freedom of movement is hindered only by the constant
patrols of cataflic police, who ensure the area is kept safe. Likewise,
engineers from the quarry inspectorate oversee the structural integrity
of the network, which is under threat both from inevitable signs of
erosion and wanton acts of malice. Their work is essential. After all, if
the tunnels were to collapse, the land above would sink into the ground
and the most beautiful city on earth would instantly turn to rubble.
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Prologue
Tuesday afternoon, 2 PM, Paris catacombs
The temperature in the stone shaft was unbearable. Philippe’s
hands slipped on the metal rung as he used the last bits of strength left
in his arms to pull himself a few inches higher. After dragging himself
all that way through the pitch black labyrinth, his leg exploding with
pain, he was still going to die. He wasn’t going to make it to the
surface. Heat, exhaustion and dehydration would get him first. For
Christ’s sake, there was no way he could go much further. His strength
was gone. He couldn’t even feel his right leg anymore. He clawed
upwards, using his remaining good leg for support. Grabbing hold of
the next rung he hoisted himself up, then hooked his left leg into the
lower one. How long had he been climbing like this? Minutes?
Hours? He’d lost all sense of time. How deep were the catacombs
here? Twenty, thirty meters? It felt like he’d been going for miles.
Once again, he stretched upward and dragged himself another foot
higher.
The tiny rays of sunlight piercing the darkness from the grate at
street level failed to register on Philippe’s line of vision. Thirst had
broken his hold on reality. He’d lost his bag of provisions at some
point in all the madness. In any case, the snacks and drinks had only
been meant to last one night. He knew he’d been underground for
much longer than that. And his last sip of water had been ages ago.
The combination of dehydration, hunger and the growing
infection in his leg were blurring his senses. Was this reality or just
some agonizing nightmare? Were Quentin and Quartz really dead? Or
had he got reality mixed up with one of the old stories he’d read about
the catacombs? Was there a man after him? A green devil? Where did
the reality end and the insanity begin?
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Le Monde, Wednesday evening edition, dated Thursday June 20th.
Arnaud de Chanterelle to undergo surgery
Wednesday
morning
a
government
spokeswoman
announced that Prime Minister
Arnaud de Chanterelle would
be admitted to hospital this
evening to undergo surgery
for a small inguinal hernia.
At
a
press
conference,
Colonel
Marc
André,
the
surgeon
who
will
be
performing
the
operation,
explained
that
it
was
a
straightforward
procedure
lasting about 30 minutes and
that the Prime Minister was
expected to be back on his
feet within a day or two.
During
the
Prime
Minister’s
hospitalization,
the President has asked JeanYves Grafferi to take over
all priministerial functions.
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Thursday morning, 5:15AM, corner of rue St. Jacques and rue des
Feuillantines
The worst place to be during a heat wave is on the top storey
of a badly insulated building. Unfortunately that’s exactly where Toni
Corrigan was. To make matters worse, someone on the military base
across the road had been calling out orders and just generally bashing
around like bad neighbors since before dawn. And now the cops had
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joined in with a concert of sirens. This might be the end of her love
affair with Paris. She dragged a pillow over her head.
Toni cultivated the image of the perfect grad student. She got
up late, worked late, ate at anti-social hours and associated mainly
with academics. She’d been up working on an article until after three
– waiting for the temperature to drop to a bearable level. So she
wasn’t pleased about being woken this early. True enough, she
happily got by on much less than the standard eight hours of sleep, but
two hours was cutting it short, even for her.
Then again, it was way too hot for self-suffocation.
Chucking the pillow to the floor, she rolled out of bed. Even
though nobody in the building across the street was likely to notice her
walking around naked this early in the morning, she grabbed her sheet
and draped it over her shoulders before heading for the window.
What she found outside was the street ablaze with the blue
glare of police strobe lights. Not in itself an earth shattering event. If
you judged by the wail of police sirens, Paris constantly sounded like
it was on the brink of meltdown. She was pretty sure most of the time
it was probably just cops looking for a power rush. Bang on the siren,
make the world think you’re doing something important. Even if
you’re only headed out for coffee.
Having said that, there did seem to be some real problem
today. There was a surge of activity in the courtyard of Val-de-Grace
church that was completely out of sync with the early hour. A large
tarpaulin had been raised around the far wall, and from her 7th floor
window Toni could glimpse over the top of it. Clearly the fuss was
over a message that had been smeared on the wall. If it had been up to
her, she would have written “Soldiers are morons” or at least “GIs who
make noise before 9 AM are morons”. From what she could make out,
the real message was more poetic. She leaned forward to get a better
view. The topmost line was almost completely obscured by the
tarpaulin. All she could see was: S SERVANT. But the next line
down was an entirely legible bright red scrawl:
FROM THE DEPTHS OF DARKNESS
If there were more lines beneath, they were too far down for her to see.
She leaned against the window frame, staring absently at the
scene. True enough, it was strange that someone on a military base
would go around spraying graffiti. And it was even stranger that the
graffiti should be accompanied by this dense police presence. But
whatever. Maybe some soldiers had gone on a drunken spree and
done something stupid. Or maybe some local kids had broken into the
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grounds then crowned their stunt with a tag. Either way, she could
have done without the dawn chorus.
It took her five paces to cross from the window to the showerroom cum toilet where she opened the medicine cabinet and pulled out
one of the few toiletries she kept: a packet of cotton wool. It was only
three paces from there back to her bed. The room was actually smaller
than her bedroom closet back home in Montreal. Twelve square
meters. With furnishings that were squalid at best: the bed was the
thinnest of mattresses on a shaky wooden frame. And there was no
closet, just a minuscule wardrobe barely big enough to store her winter
coat and a quilt. This being entirely inadequate, there were bits of
clothing piled around the room and under the bed.
Flopping backwards onto the mattress, she let the sheet waft
onto her body before stuffing two pieces of cotton into her ears. She
stared at the ceiling and contemplated the effect of the improvised
earplugs… Almost nil. Combined with the heat that was already
sweltering, she had no choice but to surrender.
There was no way she was going to get back to sleep. She
might as well get up and do something. Normally she would kick off
her day with a jog around the park. Today it was already too hot for
that. The quarries would be cool and peaceful. It was time to go
catawalking.
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Thursday morning, 5:15 AM, Val-de-Grace military hospital
As he drove along Port Royal Boulevard, Sadiqi counted at
least 30 squad cars stationed silently, their strobe lights piercing the
early morning haze. High security had just become extreme security.
The Vigipirate terror alert level across the city had now shot up to
peak at “Urgent: Attack Imminent”.
He pulled up at the security barrier and brought the tiny
Renault to a halt. Not only was the boom barrier down and the gates
locked around the base, but behind the iron fence, a soldier wearing a
bulletproof vest stood with a machine gun firmly grasped against his
chest. Two clones were standing just inside the gatehouse, looking
like wax statues. Not that any of this was surprising in itself. Ever
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since 9/11 machine guns had become fairly commonplace in central
Paris; police stations were guarded by officers sporting semiautomatics and armed soldiers patrolled the streets. What was more
unusual was the man in the gatehouse with the grey hair and the four
gold stars on his red epaulettes. A general. Medical corps.
Aware that there were two machine guns pointed at him and
that the soldiers were probably more than a little edgy after the night’s
events, Sadiqi kept his right hand on the steering wheel as he leaned
out the window. “Inspecteur Général Sadiqi, Unité de Coordination
de la Lutte Anti-terroriste.” His tone was businesslike and contrasted
with his appearance. Although he’d been part of the counter-terror
brigade for most of his career, Sadiqi remained very much the plainclothes cop. Un flic. Jeans. Black t-shirt or sweater depending on the
weather. A leather sports jacket in the winter to cover his SIG Pro
pistol and an unbuttoned shirt over the t-shirt on days like today when
it was just too damn hot for the jacket.
The cop drew a small plastic card out of his shirt pocket and
offered it up for what turned out to be the Mother of All Security
Checks. It took them so long to run his name through the computer,
they must have been reading his entire life’s history. Not that it really
mattered. Sadiqi had nothing to hide and his profile spoke for itself.
Born in Paris in 1974, a degree in Arabic studies, military service with
the navy, then a Master’s in political science before being recruited
straight into the counter-terror unit.
Almost twenty years of
outstanding service, so far – which probably explained why the
careless smile on the old ID was seldom present anymore. If the
general wanted to get fussy about ID, that was fine. But maybe, just
maybe, these guys should have been worrying about security earlier in
the evening. That way the Prime Minister might still be alive.
Sadiqi reached for the nicotine candy on the seat beside him,
popped one out of the aluminum and crunched it between his teeth.
The expression on his face was a perfect blank that hid what he was
really thinking: These guys had screwed up momentously and now
they were scrambling to deflect guilt. Pull the cops out of bed. Call
over counter-terrorism. Do anything to make sure the press didn’t
cast blame on the military for letting this happen.
Probably the most irritating thing about being called to Val-deGrace was the total lack of any obvious link between the Prime
Minister’s murder and counter-terrorism. Sadiqi felt this case should
have been someone else’s headache. This had nothing to do with
terrorism. Terrorists targeted civilians. That was the whole point.
One dead prime minister was NOT terrorism. Momentous, yes. It was
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political assassination. But that wasn’t his problem. Quel merdier. In
fact, the only reason Sadiqi was here at all was as a personal service to
Dukrin, who wanted to be sure she had someone she could trust on the
case. As inspector general, he was far too high-ranking to be running
field cases. But as Dukrin had so accurately pointed out, they couldn’t
exactly send in a clown like Podesta to cover the Prime Minister’s
assassination.
Then again, if he was going to run this case, there was another
headache in the making: the question of jurisdiction. This was a
military base and Sadiqi was a police officer. In other words, a
civilian. It wasn’t yet clear whether the brass in charge here would
actually let him do his job without interference.
At least there was one glimmer of hope in the morass of
uncertainty. Somehow the generals had managed to keep the news of
the PM’s death out of the media – social or otherwise. There hadn’t
been so much as a tweet off the base, which was a near miracle. That
definitely wouldn’t have been possible in a civilian context.
Apparently there was indeed an up-side to military secrecy.
Sadiqi was still brooding when the commanding officer cast a
final sceptical glance at the ID before marching to the car. If the cop’s
unbuttoned shirt and three-day stubble didn’t mesh with the general’s
idea of a counter-terrorism investigator, he kept his thoughts to himself
as he climbed into the passenger seat.
“Médecin Général Lalanne,” he said, extending his hand.
“Sadiqi, Inspecteur Général, brigade anti-terroriste.” The cop
shifted the car into gear. “So what’ve we got?”
“Other than a dead Prime Minister?” Lalanne growled.
“We’ve got one fuck of a mess.” The only indication of his stress
level was the tiniest movement of the zygomatics as he clenched his
jaw.
The cop felt a measure of sympathy. As the general in charge
of the facility during a major security breach, Lalanne’s career had just
reached the end of the line. He might as well retire now because he
sure as hell wasn’t going to get any more promotions. Then again, as
general in charge of the biggest military hospital in France he probably
couldn’t go much higher.
“So what happened?” Sadiqi asked heading the car up the
driveway.
“Carnage. The security cameras caught the whole thing. A
monumental snuff film.” If it weren’t for the note of disgust ringing in
his voice, the general’s composure would have been perfect.
“A man in a balaclava shooting the PM,” Sadiqi suggested.

10

City of Dark

“A man in a balaclava shooting everyone,” the general
corrected. “Eight guards and one nurse.”
Suddenly this was sounding a lot more like terrorism.
‘Collateral damage’ was the aseptic term usually trotted out to
camouflage the horror. An attack on a prime minister was an attack on
the symbols of the nation. An attack on hospital staff was a human
drama. The news triggered a now familiar reaction in the cop: a wall
went up in his mind, steeling him against the all-too-bloody reality he
was about to enter.
“How many assailants?”
“One.”
Sadiqi tried to visualize it. One man, alone, in a secure
military facility, sails in, kills ten people, then disappears. How the
hell was that possible? And who the hell had sent him? This couldn’t
be a lone wolf; the attack would have entailed serious logistics.
“Anything helpful on the CCTV?”
“Not really. There are plenty of pictures. The footage is clear
but…” the general shrugged.
“But a man in a balaclava is a man in a balaclava,” Sadiqi
offered. That wasn’t a lot to go on.
* * *
A few minutes later the two men were marching across the
parking lot to the hospital building, the cop rolling an orange armband
with the word ‘POLICE’ onto his sleeve.
“He got in over there,” the general said, signalling to a
window that was now roped off with security tape and guarded by two
soldiers. “It’s a nurses’ office. Cardiology. Lucky for them they were
tending to a patient when the assailant climbed in.”
Lalanne spoke sparingly and moved quickly. He only came to
a halt on the threshold of the hospital long enough for them both to
don Tyvek suits before continuing into the hospital. “He came out of
the nurses’ office over there and shot the two men guarding the main
entrance over here.”
Sadiqi’s eyes swept around the hallway, memorizing the
layout and considering the circumstances. One thing was clear:
Although the Prime Minister’s surgery had only been announced the
previous day, the assassination had been planned for much longer.
This hadn’t been improvised at the last minute. The assailant had
known the hospital’s layout. He’d known exactly where to go and
what security to expect. He might even have known where staff would
be posted. With all that skill on his side, it seemed overly optimistic to
hope that he’d been careless enough to leave behind forensic evidence.
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“Has the scientific team found anything?”
“They’ve not even started down here yet. But they should be
down soon. They’re almost done upstairs.”
The scientific team had already finished in the PM’s room,
Sadiqi thought. How long could they have possibly spent there?
Maybe an hour. Speed like that meant one of two things: either
excellent efficiency or gross incompetence. The cop wanted to know
which he was working with. “Who came from forensics?”
The general hesitated, trying to recall the name. “Fourchier?
Fondriet?”
“Foutriquet?”
“Yes, that’s the one.” Lalanne lowered his voice: “Looks like
a clown, talks like a madman but he seems highly competent.”
That was about the best description Sadiqi had ever heard of
his favourite forensics specialist. Foutriquet was the best. If there
were clues here, he’d find them.
Feeling slightly more optimistic, the cop followed Lalanne
down the hallway listening to the rest of his report. “The cameras
caught the guards being killed,” he said, pointing at the device above
their heads. “So the bodyguards on the 4th floor were braced for an
attack.” The elevator doors parted and the two men stepped inside.
“They knew the assailant was in the elevator. The problem is he
stopped the elevator on the second floor, exited, then continued on
foot.” General Lalanne took a short breath before nodding to his right.
“The stairway is just beside us. When the elevator reached the fourth
floor, the bodyguards were waiting in front of the doors.” The general
turned and signalled a few bullet holes in the elevator’s back wall.
“That’s when the killer jumped out of the stairwell and shot the guards
instead.”
As if to illustrate, the elevator doors slid open and the two men
found themselves in front of a blood splattered wall. “That was the
first guard,” Lalanne said looking at the reddish-brown stain. “Then
two more around the corner here.” The bodies had been removed
leaving just the bloody traces.
The general headed down the corridor past a small office.
“The killer sheltered behind the corner of that wall to shoot the two
guards in front of the PM’s door. Then he came along the hallway and
shot the nurse who was hiding under the desk here.”
“Which left him free access to the PM’s room,” Sadiqi
finished.
Snapping to a halt, Lalanne pivoted to face the cop. When he
spoke, the words were factual, yet the tone was one of disgust. “Most
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of the victims received a single bullet, either through the head or the
heart. The assailant didn’t even empty his magazine to do this.”
That was definitely not what Sadiqi wanted to hear. Ten
people dead and no stray bullets. One thing was obvious: “The
assassin’s a better shot than the bodyguards.”
“The men stationed up here were the Prime Minister’s own
personal bodyguard. Elite police division. The men downstairs were
military – equally well-trained.”
“I don’t doubt it. But the killer’s well-trained, too.”
As murky as the facts were, one thing was clear: The person
they were looking for didn’t fit with the standard profile of
disillusioned youth getting involved in terror via the internet.
Whoever had done this had arrived on the job with more than just a
few hours’ practice on a shooting range in some desert. The assailant
had managed precision shooting while under attack from a battery of
men with special ops training. Not a lot of people could do that.
This whole thing was turning out to be much worse than
Sadiqi had expected. In fact, this was starting to feel like one of those
moments he dreaded – when his nightmares morphed into reality. Not
a feeling he enjoyed, but one he’d felt too many times before. Like
watching the youtube video of a colleague murdered point-blank on
the sidewalk after Charlie Hebdo. Or wading through the carnage of
the Bataclan theater attack.
These were the fucking watershed moments, when the new
trends arrived.
And ‘new’ was never good in the world of terror.

