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			Foreword

			On March 8, 2014 at 1:19 a.m. local time, Malaysian Airlines flight MH 370 from Kuala Lumpur to Beijing disappeared from the radar screens. The transponder identifying the aircraft had been turned off. The aircraft, a Boeing 777-200 ER (Extended Range), was carrying 227 passengers and 12 crew members. It was fairly old, built 12 years previously with a large number of flying hours, 53,465, to its credit. Its captain, Zacharie Ahmad Shar, was very experienced with 18,365 flying hours to his name. The ACARS (Aircraft Communication Addressing and Reporting System), which sends communications automatically from the plane to the airline’s control center, had been disabled. Conversely, a last ‘ping’ from the airplane, transmitted via the Inmarsat-3 F1 satellite, was detected at 8:11 a.m. The Malaysian military last had radar contact at 2:15 a.m. when the aircraft was 200 miles northwest of Penang. Apart from its passengers, the plane was carrying 2,453 kilograms of batteries, containing 221 kilograms of lithium, a very flammable substance.

			Those are the facts. They are known the world over. Many investigators have looked into this mysterious disappearance, with no precedent, except for a Lockheed L-1049 Super Constellation of the Flying Tiger Line, chartered by the U.S. Army, which disappeared between the island of Guam and the Philippines on 16 March 1962. Enormous means have been deployed to find the aircraft’s wreckage, but without success to this day. Some debris was found, including a flaperon – a piece of aileron – on a beach in La Réunion on 29 July 2015. Other, smaller pieces from the aircraft have been identified on the coasts of Mauritius, Tanzania and Madagascar. But these discoveries have not helped to identify the whereabouts of the aircraft. We can only deduce that it is lying somewhere in the southern Indian Ocean.

			Several theories have circulated to explain this strange affair. One expounds the idea of a huge technical problem with an onboard fire caused by the lithium contained in the batteries, or a slow depressurization which asphyxiated the passengers and crew, as happened on 14 August 2005 on a Helios Airways flight from Larnaca to Athens. There is also a theory that it was a terrorist act as two of the passengers were Iranian traveling on European passports. And even the idea that it was hijacked and being flown to the American base on Diego Garcia – under this theory, the aircraft was destroyed by a defensive missile. Another was that it was a deliberate crash caused by the captain.

			But none of these theories match all the information received and verified by the investigators. And all this gives free rein to all sorts of speculation.

			This story brings another perspective. It does not pretend to be the truth, but it is based on real facts. Of course, the names of those involved have been changed, as have those of the airlines. The story is built around the rivalries between the big airline companies, which is well and truly a reality.

			 

			Jean-Louis Baroux

			7 September 2019

		



		

		
			1

			Where Gilbert Drincourt discovers that his diary is going to be very full for the next few weeks

			Gilbert Drincourt stepped off the Eurostar at St. Pancras. For once, the train was on time and it took him just 30 minutes to arrive at his 11 a.m. appointment at the Dorchester Hotel. He was in London because of a telephone call three days before: Georges Tranchon, the chairman of the Marsh France insurance company, had asked to meet him discreetly. The appointment was set for the bar of the Cercle Interallié, a private club that is well known in Paris society and very respectable. Georges Tranchon was an amiable man and very elegant, as befitted the French boss of the most important insurance company in the world. He had been a member of the Cercle Interallié for about ten years. He met Gilbert Drincourt in the sitting-room just by the entrance. His handshake was a warm one.

			‘Thank you for coming. Let’s go to the bar. It will be quieter there.’

			The bar of the Interallié, with its early twentieth-century decor, gave directly over a large lawn that was meticulously maintained and bordered by flowerbeds under which there was a swimming pool. The combination was reminiscent of a rich provincial château, but the garden was in fact situated a few steps from the Élysée Palace, between the British and Japanese embassies.

			Georges Tranchon had ordered glasses of Taittinger with some appetizers. He opened the conversation with a question:

			‘What do you know about the disappearance of the East Malaysian Airlines flight, Monsieur Drincourt?’

			Gilbert replied, careful to stay on his guard:

			‘I’ve read the papers.’

			‘I won’t surprise you by telling you that we are no further advanced. But do you know why we are interested in this awful story?’

			‘I imagine that you have been very affected. But why call on me?’

			‘I’m not allowed to reply to that question. It’s up to my bosses to do so. I suggest you meet the worldwide heads of Marsh. They will be in London next week. Can you go there? At our expense, of course.’

			‘You really can’t tell me more?’

			‘My mission is to get in touch with you, Monsieur Drincourt. And to invite you to go and hear what they have to tell you.’

			Gilbert Drincourt was a bit put out by this opening gambit but, after all, he couldn’t refuse a meeting with one of the most powerful men in the world. And Tranchon, by bringing up the disappearance of this flight that everyone was talking about, had sparked his curiosity.

			*

			On 14 March 2014, Gilbert Drincourt got into one of those famous and comfortable London taxis and asked the driver to take him to the Dorchester.

			He had left the DGSE, the General Direction of External Services, in other words, France’s counter-espionage service, three years earlier. His departure followed fifteen years’ service as an agent when he decided to set up his own company, GDI – Gilbert Drincourt Investigations. GDI set out to uncover highly confidential information that Gilbert could find by using the networks that he had set up in the high-risk countries where he had worked with considerable success. He had investigated, among other things, terrorist networks in Indonesia and trafficking in aircraft parts from Miami to Istanbul. Gilbert was a well-liked Parisian: an elegant forty-year-old, with a handsome face and a flexible way of carrying his six-foot one-inch frame. To keep in shape, he went to a gym on the rue de Ponthieu. And he was very serious, both in his work and in his private life.

			He was from a modest family. His father had been a metal-worker in a factory in Haute-Savoie; his mother, a housewife, made up the household’s meager earnings with some sewing work. From a happy childhood, Gilbert harbored memories of mountain walks with his parents and his young sister. His mother had also initiated him into the joys of classical music. She used the little extra money, when there was some, to buy Deutsche Grammophon records. At a very early age, Gilbert had shown a lot of talent, in class where he was often first and the sports field or in games of skill. Pushed by his parents, and particularly by his mother, he won a scholarship to pursue his studies, first at INSA in Lyon, a school specialized in applied sciences, then at Sciences Po in Paris after successfully passing the difficult entry exam. It was when he was leaving Sciences Po, intending to start a peaceful career as a diplomat, that he was contacted by what was then called the SDECE, the External Documentation and Counter-Espionage Service, the den of spies working for the French government. There, he learned how to survive in a hostile environment and was trained in the techniques of hand-to-hand combat. He even followed several courses with marine commandos, the élite of the French armed forces, and this was to be very useful during some particularly dangerous missions. After his resignation, he led a much quieter life. He had been married for fifteen years to the ravishing and very rich Giulietta Sforza, a member of one of Milan’s most important families. He had met her during a difficult mission in Italy. The couple had two daughters, Julia and Karine, aged twelve and ten. The family lived in a nice house on the edge of the Saint-Nom-la-Bretèche golf course. They had a straightforward life, like all happy families. And Gilbert’s professional activities were stamped with the seal of discretion. His seriousness had earned him an international reputation which was underscored unofficially by the DGSE, which found it advantageous to be able to count on the information provided by an old boy outside official channels. It even entrusted him with missions that it could not undertake directly.

			Drincourt was greeted at the Dorchester by a concierge who spoke with that inimitable accent practiced by British high society.

			‘You are expected in suite 108, sir. It’s on the first floor.’

			Gilbert mused that services in the English hotel trade remained true to their reputation for elegance and efficiency. Walking on the carpets of the Dorchester was to feel a sort of sensual pleasure. He made the most of it before knocking on the door of suite 108.

			There were three men in the room.

			‘Good morning and thank you for coming to our little meeting. I am Flavio Picograndi. Allow me to introduce you to Michael O’Brady, the worldwide chairman of Marsh & McLennan Companies. Michael came especially from New York. And this is our aviation expert: Julius Brandt, from the Oliver Wyman company.

			‘Many thanks, Mr Drincourt.’

			Michael O’ Brady’s handshake was firm, American-style.

			‘Please, sit down. There is tea and coffee if you want some, but you’ll have to help yourself. For reasons of confidentiality, we don’t have a waiter.’

			Michael sat down and continued:

			‘I shall let Flavio, our international president, explain the situation.’

			Flavio Picograndi had the classiness of high-society Italians who make it a point of honor to be elegant in all circumstances. He spoke in perfect English and French.

			‘So that everyone can understand,’ he said, ‘I shall speak in English. I think you speak the language perfectly, am I right, Mr Drincourt? I shall call you Gilbert and you can, of course, use our first names. That will be more familiar.’

			‘I am listening,’ Drincourt replied. ‘Allow me to serve myself some coffee. That will help my concentration.’

			Flavio Picograndi explained:

			‘Exactly six days ago, an aircraft of East Malaysian Airlines that was flying between Kuala Lumpur and Beijing, purely and simply disappeared. At this stage, we have no more information than you: we only know what is being said in reports in the newspapers. Unless Michael or Julius have something to add?’

			As Michael and Julius said nothing, Flavio continued:

			‘We are the main insurer of East Malaysian. As you can imagine, the compensation that will be paid out is considerable…’

			Michael O’Brady joined in:

			‘A billion dollars or thereabouts. And only if there are no juridical complications – but, unfortunately, they are always to be feared.’

			‘But,’ Flavio continued, ‘we can’t hand over a sum like that without knowing what really happened.’

			Michael O’ Brady leaned forward:

			‘If we could find the proof of a failing on the part of the company or of the Malaysian authorities, that could reduce our exposure considerably. In addition…’

			He turned towards Julius Brandt.

			‘… how can a plane just disappear like that in this day and age?’

			‘I don’t have an answer to everything, of course,’ said Julius. ‘We need to remember that air control in that part of the world is much less sophisticated than in Western countries. For example, the position we have of the aircraft when it reached cruising speed is the result of an estimation, not one provided by radar – radars are too scarce in the region. So, what we know comes more from calculation than from certainty.’

			‘You mean,’ Michael asked, ‘that planes are not followed continuously by air traffic control centers?’

			‘Precisely. And this is also the case for all transatlantic and transpacific flights.’

			Michael O’Brady continued:

			‘So, dear Gilbert, we have to clear all this up. That is why we asked you to come over. Of course, this meeting is totally confidential. No one must know that we have started seeking out the truth on our own. That would not look good. If you accept the mission, you will get a fixed payment of a million dollars. Four more million will be paid if you discover the truth. And, of course, we shall reimburse all the expenses that you incur, including those for remunerating intermediaries.’

			Gilbert Drincourt replied:

			‘It’s a generous offer. I thank such an important firm for showing me such trust. After all, I work alone most of the time.’

			‘Your reputation has reached us,’ Michael resumed with a slight smile. ‘Of course, we have our own information circuits, but they are inoperative in the matter that concerns us.’

			‘I should need some sort of starting point, all the same,’ said Gilbert.

			‘Julius can give you a lead. At least, I hope he can. As for the rest and from now on, we shall have no more direct contact; everything will go through Julius, payments included.’

			Julius Brandt spoke up:

			‘These are the elements we have been able to pull together. I don’t know just how much you will be able to use them, but it’s all we have for the moment.’

			An expectant silence had filled the room. Julius continued:

			‘We have been able to establish two facts with certainty, without being able to link them to each other. Firstly, the captain, Abdul Ahmid Rahman. He is a very competent pilot. He is, or was, since we don’t know what’s happened to him, the chairman of the pilots’ union of East Malaysian Airlines.’

			‘That’s important to know,’ Gilbert Drincourt said.

			‘Another piece of information, more vague, but I shall give it to you for your consideration: for a year, ADA has been involved in a frenetic airlines-buying spree. It’s an Abu Dhabi company, Abu Dhabi Airways. But the Emirates are blocked by rules that prohibit a foreign company from holding a majority of capital and in all countries. So ADA has to make do with buying minority shares. But these are sufficiently large for its executives to dictate the strategy of the transporters in which it has invested.’

			‘Yes,’ said Gilbert, ‘these purchases had attracted my attention.’

			He wanted to make it clear that he followed this sort of business.

			‘What you perhaps don’t know,’ Julius Brandt continued, ‘is that East Malaysian Airlines was their next target.’

			‘To my knowledge,’ Gilbert said, ‘nothing has been published about this.’

			‘That’s right. We got this news from one of the Abu Dhabi company directors. Michael, am I authorised to give Gilbert his name?’

			‘Of course,’ Michael O’Brady agreed. ‘Gilbert must have all the intelligence that we have, even that which may turn out to be useless.’

			‘Well,’ said Julius, ‘it’s a compatriot of yours, Bernard Montreux. He is in charge of developing ADA’s acquisitions. He’s in a front-row seat.’

			‘What do you know of him?’ Gilbert asked.

			‘He made his career in the Austrian and Swiss airline business. Before taking his current job, he was the CFO, or Chief Financial Officer, at Swiss International…’

			‘Why would this Bernard Montreux share such secrets with you?’ Gilbert interrupted. ‘It would not be the first time that a false trail was laid by perfectly credible interlocutors.’

			‘It would seem that Bernard Montreux has some doubts about his company’s strategy. To be clear, he regrets having left his comfortable position at Swiss International. My analysis is that he is looking for an escape route in case things go badly.’

			‘Am I authorised to contact him?’ asked Gilbert.

			‘I don’t see why not,’ Julius said, taking care to get Michael O’Brady’s approval.

			‘That’s absolutely right,’ said Michael. ‘Yet again, all that we know and all the contacts that we have must be put at Gilbert’s disposal. Julius will set up the first meeting between Montreux and you.’

			‘Well, at least that is the start of a trail,’ said Drincourt. ‘I can start next week, as soon as I have cleared the decks. It’s a mission that will take some weeks.’

			‘Thank you for taking it on.’

			Michael O’Brady’s face gleamed with satisfaction.

			‘Of course, the strictest confidentiality must apply. And, if you will, we shall sign an NDA – a non-disclosure agreement. All right?’

			This contract prohibited one or other party from divulging any information at all without the agreement of the other partners.

			‘No problem on my side,’ Gilbert replied.

			‘Flavio,’ Michael said, ‘do you want to give the contract and the NDA to Gilbert? We somewhat anticipated that you would come on board. But I thank you so much for agreeing. The first payment, of, say, $250,000, will be made today by Julius who will be your contact.

			‘Thank you again for trusting me,’ Gilbert concluded.

			*

			Once he had signed the paper, given his bank account details and said goodbye to his interlocutors, Gilbert Drincourt found himself on the sidewalk of Park Lane. The weather was fine, if a little cool, on this Friday in March and he felt the need to walk and reflect on all this. The conversation had lasted little more than an hour and a half. How could he have agreed so quickly? The fee, no doubt. The quality of the interlocutors as well. He decided to think about it all over lunch. And he wanted Italian food since English gastronomy didn’t seem appropriate to help his thought process.

			The Olivelli, at 30 Store Street, was close to both Park Lane and Oxford Street. Gilbert chose one of the small tables near the entrance. He was obsessed by a deep problem. On the one hand, he couldn’ t refuse the offer of $1 million, to which a bonus of $4 million could be added in the event of success; but, on the other, he felt that the case would be anything but restful. He sensed the dangers ahead. But, too bad, he had agreed and he was not the type of man to go back on his word. His spaghetti Bolognese was quite acceptable, al dente; and the glass of Piedmont Langhe had body.

			In the end, the inquiry could turn out very well; optimism had taken over by the time he asked for the check. The waiter brought it, but strangely there were two pieces of paper in the saucer, the check and a note folded in four. Gilbert unfolded it and found a message written by hand and in large letters: ‘Don’t try to solve the challenge.’ In other words, ‘Give up.’ Gilbert’s first doubts returned. He called the waiter but he had disappeared. Gino, the boss, was behind the counter. Gilbert Drincourt asked him:

			‘Where is the waiter who brought me the bill?’

			‘Marcello? I’ll call him. Ho! Marcello! Vieni qua!’

			‘Che cosa succede?’ asked the man named Marcello as he came out.

			‘That’s not him,’ said Gilbert. ‘Where is he?’

			‘Marcello is the only waiter here, signore.’

			‘But he’s not the one who brought me the bill.’

			‘Then I don’t know… Someone must have taken it on the counter and brought it to you. That’s all I can think of.’

			‘You mean… someone that you don’t know?’

			‘I am sorry. That will be £25, per piacere.’

			In the taxi taking him to St. Pancras, Gilbert told himself he would feel better once he was on the train to Paris.

			The 3.32 p.m. Eurostar was ready to depart. Gilbert had seat number 42 in wagon number 2, in first class. He was in a forward-facing seat. He would have preferred seats around a table so as to spread out his work papers, especially when there was no one opposite, as was the case.

			The train moved off so slowly that it almost felt it wasn’t moving. Gilbert was always surprised by the smoothness with which this machine of several dozen tons could move. He closed his eyes to think again about this assignment. When he opened them ten minutes later, there was a new piece of paper folded in four on his tray. The message was written in large characters, this time by a computer. And it was written in French: ‘Do not get involved in this affair.’ So much for the confidentiality of the mission.

			He decided to get to the bottom of all this before going any further. At home, he had a secure telephone line and modem.

			*

			At 8 p.m. he was back home in Saint-Nom-la-Bretèche. His beautiful house was right by the tenth hole of the golf course.

			Giulietta gave him an affectionate kiss.

			‘A good trip, darling?’

			‘Even the trains were on time.’

			‘The weather wasn’t too bad in London?’

			‘It wasn’t raining at least. And the girls?’

			‘They’re in their room. They’re waiting for you to go and give them a kiss. Shall I get you a whisky?’

			‘You know, I shall have to leave for a while. No doubt for several weeks…’

			‘Nothing dangerous, at least?’

			‘It’s very well paid, carissima, but it’s not just the money.’

			‘I love you.’

			‘I love you too.’

			His family was Gilbert Drincourt’s pride and joy. He loved passing time with his daughters, asking them about their lives, comforting them when they had little sorrows and enjoying their laughter when he told them stories. Once they were asleep, he talked with Giulietta, a woman with whom he was still very much in love. In bed, they shared a physical desire that was never satiated.

			*

			First thing the next morning, Gilbert decided to clear up this problem of the messages. There had been leaks from Marsh & McLennan, which was not a good sign. He called Julius Brandt on his mobile from his own secure line.

			‘How are you, Julius?’

			‘Just fine.’

			‘Are you still in London or already in New York?’

			‘Still in London. I leave for Rome at noon.’

			‘Can we talk freely on this line? Mine is secure.’

			‘No problem.’

			Gilbert told him what had happened in the Olivelli and concluded:

			‘It’s impossible for me to continue until you’ve found where the leak came from. I want some chance of success and I don’t want to end up filled with holes.’

			Julius answered after a moment of silence:

			‘I’m canceling my Rome trip. Give me two days.’

			‘Two days, no more,’ said Gilbert. ‘If you haven’t nailed down the mole after two days, there’s little hope of your ever finding him. I shall then be obliged to refuse the mission and to set in motion the NDA.’

			He had taken on that authoritarian tone that his DGSE colleagues knew so well.

			Julius immediately called Michael O’Brady, who should by that time have been at Luton airport ready to take off for New York on the company’s private jet, a Gulfstream 650ER.

			‘We are about to leave,’ Michael said.

			‘I know but we have an emergency. Can you delay takeoff for one or two hours?’

			‘I hope you have a good reason…’

			‘I’ll grab a taxi and be there as soon as I can.’

			An hour later, Julius arrived at the luxurious Signature terminal at Luton, operated by Harrods Aviation. Michael O’Brady and Flavio Picograndi were waiting for him in the salon’s comfortable armchairs while drinking some Ceylon tea. Julius spoke directly to Michael:

			‘Can I talk to you one-on-one? I’m sorry, Flavio.’

			‘I’m right with you,’ said Michael, lifting himself out of the armchair.

			Julius told him about his conversation with Gilbert Drincourt. Michael O’Brady’s face became more and more careworn. Julius finished:

			‘We were only three, you, Flavio and me.’

			‘I can’t believe that Flavio is working against us. I don’t see, what’s more, what interest he would have.’

			‘Are you certain that no one else was aware of the meeting? After all, there had to be a secretary to type out the contract and the NDA. The pilot knew our destination and our hotel and the suite could have been wired. Finally, a lot of people could have had wind of the matter…’

			‘Are you really sure of this Gilbert Drincourt?’

			‘One hundred percent, Michael. You don’t spend fifteen years in the French secret services without knowing how to hold your tongue, even with your family. I am sure that even his wife is unaware of all this.’

			‘You are going to have a hard time clearing up this mystery in such a short time. That way, we lose Drincourt…’

			‘And he’s our trump card!’

			‘In that case, do something to make sure that he takes on the mission even if there is a mole in the outfit.’

			‘I shall need some arguments,’ Julius Brandt said.

			‘Double his starting fee.’

			‘I shall try, Michael. I shall go and see him in Paris. It’s safer.’

			‘As soon as you have Gilbert’s agreement, come back to New York and start your internal inquiry…’

			Michael then had another thought:

			‘Wait, I’ve got a better idea. Call Gilbert and ask him to be at Le Bourget airport in two hours.’

			‘Excellent idea, Michael. He’ll understand that we are taking this matter very seriously. That will be another argument. I’ll call him.’

			Julius called Gilbert on his secure line.

			‘I’ve just been talking to Michael. He is just as worried as we are. But he doesn’t think we can solve all this in the time given. But he would like to see you immediately so as to find a solution together. We are very anxious to keep you, you know…’

			He added:

			‘Michael is diverting via Paris to drop me off before heading for New York. We take off in five minutes. Is that okay for you?’

			‘At what terminal?’

			‘Dassault Aviation.’

			‘That’s the last one to the north. I’ll be there before you.’

			‘You’re on.’

			Gilbert Drincourt quickly slipped into his motorbike clothes. With his Honda Gold Wing GL 1800, he risked getting a speeding ticket, but he would get it canceled without any problem and he would cover the sixty kilometers to Le Bourget in forty minutes maximum.

			He was determined to win his bet.

			*

			He was already in place when the magnificent gray Gulfstream cut its engines on the Dassault Aviation tarmac. Julius came out as soon as the stairs were lowered. Five steps separated him from the tarmac and the cabin. The aircraft pulled up the stairs and restarted its engines to cross the Atlantic.

			‘Okay,’ said Julius as he shook Gilbert Drincourt’s hand, ‘You won. I’d be surprised if you respected the speed limits.’

			‘That wasn’t a condition of the bet,’ said Gilbert, laughing. ‘Let’s go and drink a coffee.’

			Julius Brandt had taken on a look of concentration.

			‘We are totally taken aback,’ he said. ‘Can you show me these written threats?’

			‘Here they are. Make copies if you want. I shall keep the originals.’

			‘Michael formally excludes that Flavio Picograndi could have been behind these leaks. And I can assure you that it wasn’t me. Nor, of course, Michael. In all, we have nothing. Except some vague suspicions…’

			He added:

			‘We have been able to check only one piece of information. It concerns Michael’s private secretary, Helen. She studied in the same English high school as the assistant of Richard Kenwood, the CEO of Orient Airways. Emily Hedgeway is the name of the assistant. She is very close to her boss, if you see what I mean.’

			‘That proves nothing.’

			‘It proves nothing, but it was Helen who typed up the documents concerning our affair. The NDA in particular.’

			‘It’s a very tenuous lead.’

			‘We have nothing else. But, don’t give up, Gilbert, please. Michael is very eager to work with you. He has authorized me to double your starting fee. It would go up to $2 million. Say yes, and I’ll set up the meeting with Bernard Montreux immediately.’

			‘You know how to be convincing,’ said Gilbert. ‘You will keep me informed of your investigations to find the mole?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Then it’s a deal.’

			Julius Brandt let out a sigh of relief.

			‘I’m sending Michael a text message,’ he said.

			Thirty minutes later, he had given the proof of his efficiency. He had the go-ahead to transfer no longer $250,000 but $500,000 to Gilbert Drincourt’s account. In addition, the meeting with Bernard Montreux was set up. For the following Monday in Rome at the Hotel Raphaël.

			The hunt could start.
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