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PROLOGUE 

Pyrénées Mountains Late Spring 1428 

His pursuers were gaining, so Jan van Eyck prodded the horse with a jab from his boots. The animal seemed to sense their quandary and increased his speed, blasting out each breath of the cool mountain air in a torrid wheeze. 

Jan was alone, being chased in terrain that was both unfamiliar and hostile. When he’d first spotted the Moors, before midday, he’d counted nine on horseback. Two more had joined the chase since. The task he’d been sent to achieve was vital to his benefactor, capture was not an option, so he urged the steed forward with a snap of the reins. 

He knew his ride well. A good horse, with quickness and intelligence, could, and had, succored him many times. When ill, a horse was cared for with more wisdom than was vouchsafed to most Christian denizens. Horses were the means whereby kingdoms flourished, and the coursers, the palfreys, and especially the destriers responded to affection with an unmatched loyalty. He knew of one knight who returned home from war and was not recognized by his betrothed but was instantly embraced by his faithful stallion. 

He stared ahead. 

Jagged, snow-topped mountains rose all around him. To the west, like a sphinx on the desert plain, a svelte peak stood detached, its upper folds sheathed in silvery white, another spur of the pointed Pyrénées shadowed far behind it. He did not need to stop and listen to know that hooves were beating across the meadow behind him. He’d wanted to make his way north unnoticed. It was a mere two-day ride from Tormé, on the Spanish side of the mountains, to Las Illas on the French side. The refurbishing of the ancient town into a new fortress had only recently been completed, and he knew its presence, so close to the border, was a source of friction to the Moors. 

Though Navarre and Aragon both were in Christian hands, Moors still freely roamed northern Spain. Slowly, the reconquista was driving the Arabs southward. Castles and towns were being regained every year. Eventually, surely, the Moors would be forced to board ships and return to Africa, ending six hundred years of occupation. But, in the meantime, they continued to spoil churches, sack convents, and waylay travelers, especially those who ventured too far south and dared to cross the Pyrénées. 

His mind flashed to the warriors behind him. 

Moor meant simply “dark,” and the deep olive of their skin stood in stark contrast with the loose-fitting white tunics, the colorful turbans, and the scarfs that draped their necks in a kaleidoscope of silken thread. They were a brutal lot, a clear menace, and he did not want to face their crescent-shaped scimitars or their mounted archers. He’d been expecting follies of arrows, but the pursuit so far had been through thick stands of fir and pine, so clear shots had been unobtainable. He hated archers. A true warrior should only come to battle with an ax and sword in hand. What had the poet said? Coward was he who was the first archer. 

He allowed his attention to switch from the ground to the route ahead, relying on his horse to make sure the footing was true. A blast of crisp wind swept through a nearby cleft and slowed his progress. The trees around him began to change, the firs diminishing, towering pines now dominating. Each trunk reached audaciously toward heaven, many twisted as if in pain, most bereft of limbs. 

He winced. 

There would now be more opportunities for the archers. 

The horse slowed and twisted a path through the pines, avoiding granite boulders and leaving a clear trail across dainty edelweiss. A stillness wrapped the dusky forest. The musty scent of twigs and boughs filled his nostrils. Above, the sun was warm, the clouds low, which meant rain might eventually become his ally. But, for now, any storm was too far away to be of assistance. 

He stopped the horse and risked a look behind him. 

No one was in sight. 

He tried to listen for some sound that might betray the Moors’ presence, but the clicking of grasshoppers interfered. He emerged from the trees and found a path leading eastward. 

A signed paper in his saddlebag certified that he was the duly authorized representative of Philip the Good, the reigning Duke of Burgundy. By trade, he was an artist. Philip’s court painter. But by service he was a spy, in the employ of the duke. His current mission had taken him into Spain on a reconnoiter of local roads and territories. His attention to depth and detail, his skill and accuracy with pen and brush, was what distinguished his art. The duke liked to say that his visual cunning was unmatched. But unlike his paintings, where the real world only inspired what he represented, when on a covert mission what he produced had to be an exact match. On this trip he’d sketched valuable maps that led to important mountain passes, all vital to any army in the future. 

Jan was broad-shouldered and solid in limb. His brown hair had grown out, stubby like a brush—his beard long and ragged, which made his pallid face look even paler. Normally, he’d be clean-shaven, but he’d intentionally not shaved the past few weeks, the facial hair adding a measure of welcome disguise. His head was lean, large, and some said square, with a high brow and a fine straight nose. It helped that he spoke Spanish and understood the local customs. All of which made him the perfect spy. 

Another breeze brushed past and he savored a quiet moment. His skin was wet and hot, his legs achy. Beneath the mantle he was clad in heavy mail. A weighty aventail bit into his neck and chin. He’d dressed for battle, ready for whatever might come his way, and eleven Moor horsemen had accepted his challenge. He wondered if someone in the last village had given him away. It was a Christian community but, as he’d been warned, the Moors had eyes and ears everywhere. 

He reached down and stroked the horse. The animal flattened his ears and accepted the affection. The twitter of a finch came from an adjacent tree. He half expected the clash of an ax or the buzz of a saw, but there was no sign that anyone else loomed nearby. Before him, another pass opened and beyond spread the brilliance of an emerald-breasted valley. A clearly defined trail wound a path ahead through a thick stand of beech. He urged the horse forward and sat up in the high saddle, thinking perhaps he’d lost his pursuers. He’d be glad when he could remove his ponderous metal clothing and enjoy the comfort of night. He should make Las Illas before sundown. 

Ahead, on one of the trees, something caught his attention. 

He approached and stopped. 

Carved into the trunk of an enormous beech was the image of a bird. Great care had been taken with its representation. The plumage and beak distinct, its mighty wings held close and tight, ready for flight. 
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He recognized the vulture. 

The Spanish called it quebrantahuesos. Bone smasher. 

And he knew why. 

He’d watched in awe many times while the great raptor had dropped its prey from the air onto rocks, breaking the bones and making it easier to get at the rich marrow. Strange that someone had taken the time to so beautifully depict such a predator here. Below the bird were letters. Not of a language he knew, though he recognized the Arabic symbols. Around him the rock crannies groaned from the wind. He was deciding on what next to do when the stillness was disturbed by a low swoosh that quickly grew in intensity. 

He knew the sound well. 

Arrows piercing the air. 

In the next instant three tips sucked into the earth just ahead of him. 

His head whirled around. 

The Moors had rounded a bend in the trail and were fast approaching. He urged his horse forward. Their first shot had been off, but they would be more accurate with the next folly. He allowed his right hand to drift from the reins to make sure that his battle-ax was still held by its leather strap to the saddle. He might soon need the weapon. 

He entered the mountain pass. 

To his left rose glaring white cliffs. Box brush clung to every crevice. An inky-black forest loomed to his right. He almost diverted the horse into the trees, but his lead on the Moors was good and he thought he might be able to outrun them. He had to be either over or near the border, and he doubted the Moors would follow him into French territory. 

He rounded a bend in the trail and ducked beneath an outstretched limb. His horse was in full gallop, the hooves skimming across the hard ground. He saw another of the carved vultures in a trunk ahead, along with more Arabic symbols. Just as he passed the tree the horse’s front legs found a soft patch of shale and together they plummeted toward the ground. He knew what was coming, so he leaped as the animal pounded the earth and hoped his suit of mail would protect him from the worst of the fall. 

He slammed into the hardpan next to the horse. While he rolled left, the horse tumbled on, a sickening whelp signaling that the animal was in pain. He somersaulted several times. Chain mail dug into his sheepskin shirt. He brought his arms to his head and shielded his face from rocks as he careened off the trail. He continued to tumble until finally coming to rest against the gnarly roots of one of the beeches. 

He sat still for a moment and assessed the damage. There was pain, a multitude of cuts and scrapes, but nothing excruciating. He tested his arms and legs. Nothing seemed broken. He moved his head from side to side. His neck was unaffected. Jesus, almighty God. He’d been lucky. The smell of mold and moss filled his nostrils. He immediately listened for sounds of the Moors. 

But there was nothing. 

The thought of his pursuers roused him to his feet. 

He pushed back the coif and allowed the hood to droop onto the nape of his sweaty neck. He swiped blood from his brow, then staggered back to the trail. The horse was on its feet, ready. 

What a tough stallion. 

He looked to the right. 

The Moors were farther down the trail, still atop their mounts, simply watching him. Thankfully, they were far enough away that their bows would be useless. He waited for them to charge. He would be easy prey since both his sword and ax were with the horse. Good thing. He might not have survived the fall with those strapped to his waist. He stared at his enemy and decided that if they advanced, he would flee into the woods and take his chances. Perhaps he could disarm one of them and gain a weapon. 

“They will not come forward,” a voice said from behind him. 

The language was Occitan. 

He turned and spied a black-garbed nun who stood alone in the center of the trail. No feature on her face betrayed a shred of fear or anxiety. Odd. He could not decide which was the greater threat— the known antagonists or this out-of-place character. 

“What do you mean?” he said, staying with Occitan, then turned his attention back to the Moors. 

“They will not come forward,” she said again. 

He did not take his eyes off the riotous band. 

“There is no danger,” the nun declared, the words calm, like the echo of a voice from heaven. 

“They are a mighty danger,” he made clear. 

“Not here.” 

But he was unconvinced. 

So he decided to test the declaration. 

He took a few steps forward and raised his arms above his head. He crisscrossed them back and forth and screamed at the horsemen in the language of Aragon, which they would surely understand. “Come forward, you cowards, and do battle.” 

They did not accept his offer. 

“Are you afraid of a single man, unarmed? Of a nun?” 

No response came from their dark, scathed faces. 

He lowered his arms. 

“By God, you are afraid,” he yelled. 

Ordinarily, to challenge a Moor was to invite a fight to the death. Arabs had not held power in the Iberian Peninsula by being weak. Yet these heathens merely turned and trotted their horses away. He wondered if his eyes were deceiving him. So he continued to watch until they disappeared around a bend, and all that remained was dust twisting in the air. He turned back to the nun and wanted to know, “The birds carved to the trees. What are the words in Arabic beneath?” 

Somehow he knew this woman could answer the inquiry. 

“The devil will have his own.” 

“Those are their words?” 

The nun nodded. “We adopted it from them. A warning from long ago.” 

He stepped close and noticed the chain around her neck and the symbol, in silver, it supported. 

 

[image: clip0002]

 

A fleur-de-lys. He’d seen knights, kings, and dukes display them. But a nun? He 

pointed. “Why do you wear that?” She beckoned with an outstretched arm. “Come, and I will show you.” 





PRESENT DAY 





CHAPTER 1 

Ghent, Belgium Tuesday, May 8 

8:40 p.m. 

Nick Lee rushed toward the flames and smoke, growing more concerned by the moment. He’d flown to Ghent to see a memory that had haunted him for a long time, the images of her as crisp and vivid as if from yesterday, not nine years ago. They’d come within a week of marriage, but a life together had not been meant to be. Instead, she chose another path, one that had not, and would never, include him. His words at the time had stalled in his throat. Hers were definitive. 

I have no choice. 

Which seemed the story of his life. 

A volatile mixture of good and bad, pleasure and pain. Right place, wrong time? Definitely. Wrong place, right time? 

Damn right. 

More than he liked to admit, in fact. 

He’d started in the army as an MP, then tried for the Magellan Billet at the Justice Department but was not offered a position. Instead the FBI hired him, where he stayed five years. Now he worked for the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, more commonly known as UNESCO. Part of the UN since the beginning, its mission was to advance peace through education, science, culture, and communication. How? Mostly through initiatives like World Heritage Sites, a global digital library, international literacy days, and a thousand other programs designed to promote, preserve, and sustain human culture. 

He was employed by a small appendage within that giant beast. The Cultural Liaison and Investigative Office. CLIO. A play off the Greek goddess Clio, the muse of history. Officially, he was a credentials-carrying UN representative, which definitely opened doors. In reality he was boots on the ground. Trained eyes and ears. A field operative. Sent where needed to deal with artistic and cultural issues that could not be resolved through conference calls, ceremony, or diplomacy. 

Sometimes you just have to kick a little ass, one of his bosses had said. 

He’d been there right after ISIL plundered Iraqi churches, museums, and libraries. On-site in the Maldives when radicals dynamited Buddhist artifacts. In Timbuktu, after the Battle of Gao, when parts of that ancient city were ravaged by war. His job, first and foremost, was to stop any cultural destruction. But if that wasn’t possible, then he’d deal with the aftermath. He’d come to learn that many so-called cultural purges were simply smoke screens for the hasty acquisition and subsequent sale of precious artifacts. Fanatics weren’t entirely stupid. Their causes needed money. Rare objects could easily be converted to a stream of wealth that was virtually untraceable. No worries about bank accounts being seized or frozen by foreign governments. Just make a deal with reclusive buyers more than willing to supply gold, cryptocurrency, or cash in return for the seemingly unobtainable. 

Thankfully, this trip to Belgium did not concern anything threatened, except perhaps his heart. He’d been looking forward to seeing Kelsey again. She was here in Ghent doing what she did best. Art restoration. It had been a mutual love of art that had first drawn them together. Then something wholly unexpected, at least from his point of view, pried them apart. 

He’d never seen it coming. Should he have? 

Hard to say. 

Nine years had passed since they last saw each other face-to-face. Their parting had not included any tearful farewells, hugs, handshakes, words of comfort, or encouragement. Not even an argument or anger. 

Just an end. 

One that had left him stunned. 

Their communications since had been through social media. Not much. Electronic comments here and there. Just enough to stay in touch. She had her life and he had his, and never should the two mix. He’d many times wondered if maintaining any contact was a good idea, but he’d done nothing to curtail it. Was he a glutton for punishment? Or maybe he just wanted her in his life, however that might be? 

Two weeks ago she’d suggested in a Facebook direct message that he come to Ghent. A first. An invitation to visit. Which made him wonder. Good idea? Bad? But once she’d told him what she was working on, he’d decided, what the hell, why not. Now he was here and the building he’d been sent to, per her texted directions, was on fire. 

Was she inside? 

He ran faster. 

He was a few blocks over from the ancient Cathedral of Saint Bavo on a darkened street amid Ghent’s old town. All of the buildings around him seemed a tribute to Flemish architecture, a gauntlet of brick brownstones with stoops and chimneys. He was not far from the famed Graslei. A stunning ensemble of riverside guild houses spanning centuries and styles. Once part of a medieval port, one of the oldest sections in a town dating to the fifth century, it had been a focal point back when Ghent acted as the center of Flanders’ wheat trade. The district now was a touristic hot spot with a high concentration of café patios. He was hoping to have a late supper with Kelsey at one of them after seeing what she’d promised to show him. 

The building ahead, ablaze in smoke and fire, rose three stories to a stepped-gable roof, but all of the destruction seemed localized on the ground floor. People had gathered in the narrow street, watching, but no one was moving to help. He ran up and asked if the fire department had been notified. An older woman said in English that a call had been made. He heard sirens in the distance and decided not to wait for their arrival. Instead, he bolted toward the front door in six quick steps and pushed the heavy wooden slab inward. 

Intense heat and smoke poured out. 

He grabbed a breath and plunged inside a large studio, metal racks of art equipment and supplies lining the walls. Tables filled the center. All consistent with a workshop, where Kelsey had told him she wanted to meet. 

But no fire raged here. 

“Kelsey,” he called out. 

He heard a noise from the next room and headed toward the open door. There, he saw Kelsey engaged in a struggle with another person. The figure was black-clad, in tight-fitting clothes, the head and face hooded. It was hard to see much through the smoke, the only light coming from a raging conflagration on the other side of the room that was rapidly burning, the flames crackling and curdling like the sound dried wood made in a hearth. 

He moved to help, just as the black figure pushed away and landed a kick to Kelsey’s gut that staggered her back. The attacker used the moment to bend down, grab something from the floor, then disappear into the smoke. He blinked away the burn from his pupils and found Kelsey. 

He helped her from the floor, gentle with his touch, and they fled the room. “You okay?” 

Her eyes were red, watery, and wild. Her gaze changed from rage, to fright, to recognition. “Nick.” She coughed out the smoke from her lungs and nodded fast. “I’m fine. Really. I’m okay.” 

The curtain of time parted in his mind. It was like nine years ago again, and that familiar connection clicked. But he forced his thoughts to the present. “We have to get out of here.” 

She shook her head. “I have to stop the fire.” 

“Help is on the way. They’ll do it. Let’s go.” 

She would not budge. “Nick, go after her—” 

Her? 

Two policemen burst into the room. 

“I’m okay,” Kelsey said. “Get my—laptop back.” 

One of the uniforms came close to help, and the other wielded a fire extinguisher that he began to use on the flames. 

“Please,” she said. “Go.” 

Part of him said to stay and make sure she was okay. 

But another part knew what Kelsey wanted. 

And it wasn’t comfort or protection. 

So he hustled off into the smoke. 





CHAPTER 2 

Carcassonne, France 

9:00 p.m. 

Bernat de Foix dropped his napkin on the plate and turned his attention to the young man sitting across from him. They’d just broken a three-day fast. A last tribulation, all part of what they’d both been working toward for over a year. Fitting that it would finally occur here, within this ancient fortified city. 

Humans had lived on this mount adjacent to the slow-moving river Aude since the Neolithic Age. It had been the Visigoths who founded the grand walled Cité de Carcassonne as an oppidum on the historic trade routes that once linked the Atlantic Ocean to the Mediterranean Sea. All that former glory, though, was gone. Now it all existed as a mere paraphrase of what had once been. Its hotels, souvenir shops, and cafés were busy year-round accommodating tourists wanting to experience the past. The Hôtel de la Cité was the only five-star establishment within the olden walls. A mix of the neo-Gothic and art deco styles, it stood in a quiet corner beside Saint-Nazaire Basilica. Tonight, he’d specifically avoided all of the popular restaurants scattered across the cité and dined in his suite, requesting that Andre Labelle join him. 

“I must tell the hotel chef how much I enjoyed the meal,” he said to the younger man. 

And he meant every word. 

The stuffed courgette blossom in tomato velouté had been the perfect starter. The local trout, baked with mushrooms and sweetbread, the ideal second course, augmented with some roasted cauliflower in brown butter. Dessert had been particularly exquisite. Crème brûlée with hazelnuts, topped with chocolate sauce and a scoop of caramel ice cream. 

A feast fitting for this grand occasion. 

“Are you ready?” he asked. 

Andre nodded. “I have been for a long time.” 

“And you wish to fully accept?” 

“I do.” 

“You know what that entails?” 

“In every way.” 

“Your past sins? Have you atoned for them? Are you remorseful? Prepared to lead an exemplary life from this day forward?” 

“I am.” 

He was pleased. “Then proceed.” 

Andre rose from the chair and dutifully knelt on the carpet. “Thou just God of all good souls, thou who art never deceived, who dost never lie or doubt, grant me to know what thou knowest, to love what thou dost love, for I am not of this world, and this world is not of me, and I fear lest I meet death in this realm of an alien evil god.” 

The declaration had been delivered in perfect Occitan, the language in which the prayer had first been uttered more than eight hundred years ago. Precious words that drew a stark contrast between the just God of all good souls and the alien evil god of the physical world. 

“If God wills it,” Bernat said, “good souls, like yourself, can have knowledge of the world of the Father. Whether we can have knowledge of the other world, in this life, or only in the next, remains to be seen.” 

Andre’s head remained bowed, eyes to the floor. Reverent. Respectful. 

“Do you wish the consolamentum?” he asked. 

“With all that I am,” Andre said. 

“Have you properly prepared?” 

The head nodded. “I am ready.” 

“For every duty that might be required?” 

“Every one.” 

Andre had begun his journey three years ago as a credente, a mere believer. He had shown both promise and desire, so when he’d requested further training—to test his sense of faith with rigorous examinations—the Elders had been pleased. He’d been allowed to participate in seminary, the maison des hérétiques, where his devotion had been honed and tested. Now, after lengthy fasts, vigils, and prayer, he was ready for the final step. 

Only a Perfectus could administer the consolamentum, the laying on of hands, which meant that every new Perfectus stood at the end of a chain linking them all the way back to the apostles and Christ himself. The ceremony marked the transition from credente to one of the elect. Not a cleric or a priest or anything special, merely believers who’d chosen to become teachers, their task to aid other believers in becoming part of the Perfecti, too. Each one lived a solitary life, at the last phase of their worldly existence, practicing self-denial, finally assured that they would never again return to the physical world. Long ago their name had been born as an insult, reflecting how the Holy Roman Church saw them as “perfect heretics.” But they’d kept the label as a badge of honor, out of defiance, signifying an element of completeness in their spiritual lives. 

“Shall we keep going?” he asked. 

Andre nodded. 

It was during the consolamentum that the Holy Spirit inhabited the Perfectus’ corporal body as a symbolic death from the material world and a rebirth in the Spirit. The ceremony was striking in its simplicity. Unlike other religious baptisms no water or anointing oil were required. No towering churches laden with idols, or priests clad in gold-embroidered robes. Only belief and devotion cemented the bond, most times administered in the forest, beside a lake, in the mountains, or before a hearth in the homes of those wanting salvation. Once done, any deviation from the righteous path and you were no longer a Perfectus. The journey to salvation had to be restarted. The consolamentum had to be immaculate, without blemish, that element necessary as a counter to the corrupt priests and bishops that had existed in the thirteenth century and whose profane acts were still allowed to go unpunished. The cursed Catholics had long considered the rite a distorted imitation of their own baptismal ritual. But that was not the case. Instead, the consolamentum dated back to the earliest Christian church, handed down from generation to generation without the interference of priests or popes. 

“Pray God to make a good Christian of me, and bring me to a good end,” Andre repeated three times. 

He’d been fully apprised on Andre Labelle by those who’d worked with him over the past three years. Thirty-one years old. Possessed of an arrest record. Petty theft. Assault. Disorderly conduct. Once a wild, impulsive man who never admitted a mistake living what some would say was a wanton, reckless life. Thankfully, he’d come to the attention of another Perfectus who’d started him along the right path. Andre had been born not far away to the south, in the Roussillon, where nature loomed larger than life and mystery reigned. An extraordinary place with a rich heritage full of all sorts of legends and tales involving Moors, Charlemagne, and Roland. Andre was reflective of the hearty stock bred there. A slim, muscular youth with dull black, curly hair and a flat nose that projected a tough-guy look. Only the dark eyes betrayed the clouds of pain that still haunted a troubled mind. But every report Bernat had received had noted an exemplary record and a deep dedication to the faith. The road to salvation stretched long and narrow, reserved only for those in full possession of their faculties and enjoying the support of the Elders, which Andre had earned. 

Bernat stood from the chair. “Proceed with the melhoramentum.” 

An Occitan word meaning “improving,” which began with an acknowledgment that the Holy Spirit dwelled within the Perfectus standing before you. An initiate had to believe that to be the case or none of what was about to happen would matter. Andre stayed kneeling on the carpet and folded his hands, bowing three times. “Bless me, Lord. Pray for me. Lead us to our rightful end.” 

He provided the correct response. “In our prayers, I ask from God to make a good Christian out of you and lead you to your rightful end.” 

“I will devote myself to God and the Gospel,” Andre said. “I will no longer eat meat, eggs, cheese, or fat apart from oil and fish. I will not swear any oaths and will never forsake the sect out of fear of fire, water, or death.” 

“Do you have anything to confess?” 

Part of the ceremony was a cleansing of the soul. 

“Only that my pride and arrogance can, at times, still get the better of me.” 

“We could all say the same thing.” 

“But mine must be controlled.” 

“Then do that. Without fail. Please recite the Pater Noster.” 

Andre murmured the Lord’s Prayer. Bernat took the moment to step over to the desk and retrieve his Bible. He opened to the Gospel of John, then held it above Andre’s head as had been done for centuries by other Perfecti. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” 

Andre began to tremble. 

“The light shines in the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it. There was a man sent from God whose name was John. He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all might believe. He himself was not the light, he came only as a witness to the light. The true light that gives light to everyone was coming into the world. He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.” 

Andre’s head stayed low, to the floor, accepting the Holy Spirit into his heart, cementing his choice to become a Perfectus. 

Now the most important part. 

“The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. He cried out, saying, ‘This is the one I spoke about when I said, “He who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.”’ Out of his fullness we have all received grace in place of grace already given. For the law was given through Moses and grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.” He paused and allowed the moment to take hold. Finally, he asked, “Are you at peace?” 

Andre rose up but stayed on his knees. “Totally.” 

“Stand.” 

Andre came to his feet and Bernat stepped close, reverently laying the Bible atop Andre’s head and gently kissing him once on each cheek. 

The kiss of peace. 

“Welcome, my brother. You are now one of us in every way.” 

Tears had formed in the brown eyes. This arrogant petty criminal was now a part of the one true faith. All new Perfecti were assigned a socius, a comrade who shared, for a time, in their labor and hardships. He’d specifically asked to be Andre’s. 

“You will serve me,” he said. “Until you strike out on your own to serve all believers.” 

Andre nodded. 

Bernat laid the Bible down and walked across to the glass-paneled doors that led out to a spacious terrace. He opened the doors and gestured for Andre to follow him outside. Cool crisp air tingled his nostrils. A perfect mid-spring evening. The more modern section of Carcassonne, known as the Bourg with its crisscrossing mesh of paved streets, could be seen below in the distance, the rooftops lit to the night. He was an ardent student of history and knew about all that had happened here eight hundred years ago. Every detail. The good and the bad. He drew strength from that legacy. 

Which he would need in the coming days. 

“It is time,” he said. 

Andre nodded in agreement. 

They were both here, in Carcassonne, for the same reason. 

He smiled. “Let it begin.” 





CHAPTER 3 

Nick quickly worked his way through the heat and smoke, aided by an open door and windows that were being smashed by firemen, allowing the soot more ways out. 

One of the policemen followed him. 

What was happening here? Hard to say. But whatever it was seemed intentional. He flushed those disturbing thoughts from his brain and plunged out into the Belgian night, filling his lungs with clean air. Ahead, fifty yards away, he caught sight of the black figure racing away down the quiet street. 

Carrying a laptop. 

“I’m going after whoever that is,” he told the cop in English. 

“This is a police matter,” the man said in English, too. Thank goodness. Foreign languages were tough for him. 

He found his UN credentials and flashed them. “I can handle this.” 

The cop studied them, nodded, then displayed a radio. “I will alert others and have help come your way.” 

Good idea. 

Nick raced off. 

Ghent was familiar to him, as he’d visited twice before. It sat at the confluence of the Scheldt and Leie Rivers. Still a university city, once the largest town outside of Paris, it had been one of the richest places in northern Europe. It remained a city of merchants. Markets lay scattered everywhere, places where you could find anything from a quart of fresh strawberries to the collected works of Dickens. All that among pedestrian-only cobbled streets, a thousand-yearold fortress, churches, a cathedral, several medieval towers, and a constant string of spacious squares and tall spires. Once a year in July it celebrated itself with a huge nine-day festival of music, art, and fun, which he’d attended a couple of years back. 

He stepped up his pace and began to close the gap on his target. Thankfully, he stayed in excellent shape. Exercise had always been a release for him. He liked to push himself with a little pain and a lot of sweat. 

The black-clad figure turned a corner ahead. 

He followed, now surrounded by two lines of multistory, polychrome façades. No billboards, neon, or high-rises in sight. Just an Old World charm from an unpretentious simplicity, the aging hand of time dominating. Most of the rows of stepped-gable houses were full of hotels, banks, souvenir shops, retailers, bars, and cafés, everything put to good use as though it were not a priceless relic from another epoch. These were residences. The ground-floor doors dim, lights burning only here and there in the upper windows. A few cars sat parked, which he sidestepped, keeping pace with the woman ahead. He only knew she was a woman because of Kelsey. 

Go after her. 

A part of him wanted to do whatever she wanted. Some things never changed. But what was so important about that laptop? He had no idea but added that inquiry to his growing list of unanswered questions. 

For the past five years he’d traveled the globe trying to preserve, or sometimes save, history. You’d think that the locals would appreciate their heritage far more than he did. But sadly, that was not the case in most places. In fact, the greatest threats to historical preservation came from those most familiar with the place or thing. Why was that? Familiarity bred contempt? Maybe. But most likely it was just indifference. Here, though, arson, criminal damage to property, and theft had occurred. Not to mention the assault on Kelsey. All intentional. He hoped the fire had been contained but, from what he’d seen, it appeared that another work of art had been lost. One precious thing after another gone. His job was to prevent that from happening. And he was good at it, the only field officer on CLIO’s payroll. 

A loner. 

Which he liked. 

His personal life had evolved into much of the same. 

Since Kelsey there’d been relationships here and there, but none lasting more than a few months. Everyone had been measured against her, and none had met the grade. Frustratingly, Kelsey stayed etched into his mind. Her pale, almost translucent complexion. High cheekbones, green eyes, and hair that once hung long and perfectly straight, the color of cinnamon. A beautiful woman in every way. He knew it was stupid. Time to move on and all that bullshit. But he’d found that hard to do. So he’d done nothing. Just worked hard. Traveled the world. 

And hoped the next best thing would come along. 

His quarry turned another corner and he kept racing ahead, the gap between them closing. They passed through a piazza with an eager, active night crowd. The woman stayed to its edges and disappeared down a side street. He could not lose her. With some polite phrases he eased his way through and followed. Another corner turned and they were now riverside, paralleling a waist-high stone wall. He had the impression she wasn’t just running away. She was headed to a specific place. Luckily, few people were around here to either get in the way or be placed in danger. Was she aware 

he was following? Hard to know. 

Sirens suddenly pierced the air. 

Three cars, blue and red lights flashing, emerged from one of the side streets. They turned and headed for a small cobbled square that spread out from the quay wall, their headlights cutting huge swaths of light in the darkness. It was like they’d sensed her, the black-clad figure now being boxed in with nowhere to go. 

The locals worked fast. 

He stopped about a hundred feet away, shifting his weight forward, ready to sprint or weave, depending on what was about to happen. His breath expelled in sharp whooshes, drying his mouth. The woman backed to the stone wall and glanced over the side, as if assessing the situation. The headlights angled toward her and, in the instant before she was fully illuminated, she tossed the laptop over the side. Into the river? 

The cars screeched to a stop. 

Doors opened. 

Men with guns emerged, shouting. In Flemish. The woman whirled around and faced the police, one hand down, behind her back. 

More shouts. 

The concealed arm appeared from behind her. 

A shot rang out. 

From the police. 

More rounds were fired. 

Which seared the woman’s chest and sent her lean body spinning like a dancer. The sight sickened him. Sure, he’d seen his share of violence, but was this necessary? 

Neither hand held a weapon. 

She slid along in a marionette’s dance, then fell forward unable to protect her face, which smacked hard into the pavement near a 

stone fountain. 

He did not move. 

Luckily, he was not near enough to draw attention and the police were focused on the body, advancing ahead with guns pointed. He glanced over the wall. Long fingers of shadow clutched the water in a tight grip. He caught a blur of movement in the darkness and the outline of a boat drifting away from a concrete walk that edged the river. 

Nothing would be learned here. 

So he hopped over the wall, hung by his fingertips, then dropped to the concrete below. 





CHAPTER 4 

Bernat left Carcassonne with Andre, driving nearly an hour east to Béziers. The town occupied a bluff above the river Orb a mere ten kilometers west from the Mediterranean coast. One of the oldest settlements in France. Neoliths, Celts, Gauls, Romans, and Visigoths all had occupied it at some point or another. Bullfighting was its current claim to fame. A million people came every August to witness the spectacle. But on July 29, 1209, the feast day of St. Mary Magdalene, something happened here that changed the world forever. 

The army was camped outside the city, a vast expanse of tents and bivouacs, a solid mass of men, horses, and carts encircling the fortified walls. It had arrived yesterday after a march from Lyon intent on capturing 222 heretics, about 10 percent of Béziers’ population, that the residents were known to be harboring. The warriors had come in response to a call to arms made by Pope Innocent III. The West was accustomed to papal crusades, as it had been waging those since 1095. But all of that venom had been directed at Muslims and the bloodshed occurred far away in the Holy Land. This was to be the first crusade directed against fellow Christians conducted entirely in the heart of Europe. More precisely in a region known as the Languedoc, a proud and independent arc of mountainous terrain stretching from the Pyrénées in the south to Provence in the north. The land of wind, olives, grapes, and sea. Troubadours and traders. Sharing a culture and language with Aragon and Barcelona. A bastion of independent thinkers and capitalistic burghers. Where Christians, Jews, and Muslims lived and worked together in harmony. 

Here also flourished a new religion. A pacifist brand of Christianity stressing that salvation could be obtained through a detachment from natural goods. One whose origins were wholly unknown, but one that proclaimed itself the true faith, more ancient than Catholicism, tolerance and poverty its keystones. 

It had migrated from the East, after gaining footholds in Italy and the Rhineland. Its central doctrine proclaimed that the world was the creation of a dark evil force. Rex Mundi. King of the World. Encompassing all that was corporeal, chaotic, and powerful. Matter was corrupt. Anything that existed in the world was corrupt. Civil authority was a fraud. And if that authority was based somehow on a divine sanction? Like the Holy Roman Church? 

That was even worse. 

Followers believed the soul was trapped in the body, an imperfect creation within the domain of evil. The object of life was to escape this hell on earth and seek the God of Light who ruled the eternal spiritual domain, unsullied by the taint of matter. Each believer had to choose to renounce the material world. If not, after death, they kept returning, over and over, occupying new bodies, experiencing new lives, until they were finally ready to reject all that was physical. Once done, they were elevated from a mere believer to a Perfectus, capable then, at their next death, of ascending to a blissful, forever state ruled by the God of Light. 

The cosmology was one of dual principles. 

Evil was seen. Good was not. 

An absolute separation of spirit and matter. 

They had no need for sacraments, churches, bishops, popes, tithes, or taxes. Those were all part of the physical world that did not matter. Women were equal to men in all respects. No swearing of oaths, no saintly relics, no worship of the cross, which had been nothing more than an instrument of torture. No violence or military service. No eating of food that came from any procreative act. Marriage was meaningless. Having children cruel, as it brought another heavenly soul into evil. Christ had once come, but only as an apparition to spread the dualist truth of Good and Evil and start the chain of believers, which had continued for centuries unbroken. The whole concept was attractive, seductive, and popular. In Italy they called themselves Cazzara, after the Greek katharos. In Germany they were the Ketzer. In France they acquired the label Cathari. Latin for “pure.” From that evolved the name that stuck. 

Cathar. 

The Holy Roman Church tried and failed to ban them in 1179. It claimed Cathars practiced unnatural vegetarianism and advocated the extinction of mankind, and that Perfecti were clearly homosexual since they always traveled in pairs. An attempt to overpower them with priests and monks trying to convert the wayward failed in 1203. By July 1209 the Cathar religion had taken firm hold in the Languedoc. Not only with the peasants, but also with the nobility, bourgeoisie, and wealthy burghers. Local Catholics, who were no fan of Rome and all its rules and dogma, supported friends and neighbors in their religious choice. It helped that most of the Catholic clergy were corrupt and that Cathars lived virtuously. To the people of the Languedoc the enemy was anyone who challenged the authority and autonomy of the powerful viscounts of Toulouse, Foix, and Carcassonne. Which the Holy Roman Church did routinely. Catharism cast a simplicity that many found appealing. Love thy neighbor and the peace that goodness and honesty brought. Cathar homes were open and welcoming. Rome tried to label it heretical, but the fact remained that the Cathars were far more than a differing philosophy. 

They were a full-fledged, open competitor. 

Gaining ground. 

Which required extermination. 

And that explained why an army of twenty thousand men waited outside the walls at Béziers. 

They’d come from all over. The Papal States in Italy. The Militia of the Faith of Jesus Christ. Hospitallers of the Holy Spirit. The Knights of Saint George. The duchies of Burgundy and Brittany. The counties of Nevers, Auxerre, Aurenja, and Saint-Pol. English volunteers. The duchies of Austria and Berg. The Electorate of Cologne. 

They would ultimately stand against the counties of Toulouse, Valentinois, Astarac, Comminges, and Foix. The viscounties of Béziers, Carcassonne, and Albi. The lordships of Séverac, Menèrba, Tèrmes, Cabaret, and Montségur. The marquisate of Provence. The crown of Aragon. And a host of exiled knights. 

Not a single Cathar participated, as violence was repugnant to them. 

To eliminate the need for a bloody fight, an ultimatum was issued. Hand over the 222 heretics and Béziers would be spared. The offer was considered and rejected, one of the local burghers remarking that they would rather drown in the salt sea’s brine than betray their friends. The message was clear. The local Catholics planned not to cooperate. 

So another way would be utilized. 

Warfare then was a matter of siege rather than pitched battles on open fields. But the crusaders could not afford a lengthy stay, one that would deplete resources and allow the enemy time to organize. Many more battles would be required and their knights were bound to only forty days of service, the nobles who commanded them distrustful of one another, the mercenaries that had been employed wholly unpredictable. 

But a siege seemed the only way. 

Until fate intervened. 

A small group of men from Béziers ventured outside the city walls in an exhibit of force designed to annoy the enemy. They hurled insults and killed one of the crusaders, tossing the body into the river Orb. The mercenaries—godless, lawless, and fearless, men who never showed a drop of mercy—were stirred to action. They charged, barefoot, dressed only in shirts and breeches, brandishing hand weapons. A brawl ensued. The mercenaries advanced and managed to breach the city gates, which had been opened to allow the retreating burghers to reenter. 

A fatal mistake. 

Within minutes bands of crusaders were inside the city. 

The Dominican monk Arnold Amaury, there as the pope’s legate, in supreme command, was queried. How do we know if someone is Catholic or Cathar? To be spared or executed? Amaury considered the inquiry, then declared that the Lord knoweth them that are his. Kill them all. He will recognize his own. 

Which was exactly what happened. 

Panic and frenzy reigned. Private homes were breached. Throats cut. Women raped. Plunder taken. Many of the residents sought sanctuary within the churches. But the doors were forced open and all inside slaughtered. Men, women, children, babies, invalids, priests. No matter. All were put to the sword and the town burned. 

Ten thousand died. 

Within a few hours the grand city of Béziers was laid to waste with corpses and blood, the streets filled with brigands fighting among themselves over the spoils. 

The Albigensian Crusade had begun. 

Through the windshield Bernat spied the lights of Béziers. 

Truly, a monument to resilience. 

The town had survived the centuries, today a center of French wine production. It still sat on a hilltop with its cathedral, great squares, vast esplanade, and picturesque streets. He was particularly fond of its rugby team, which had twelve championships to its credit. About seventy-eight thousand people lived there. But only one of those residents concerned him at the moment. 

During Andre’s probationary period it was learned that, like so many other Cathars, the younger man had been born and raised Catholic, attending a regional parochial school in southern France. As a boy he’d been active in the Catholic Scouts, which was where he first met Father Louis Tallard who, over a twenty-year period, had managed to sexually abuse nearly thirty scouts, one of whom had been Andre Labelle. Complaints were filed and Tallard had long ago been relieved of his parish, but he had been allowed to return to active duty—working administratively—after he supposedly confessed his sins and repented. Incredibly, no criminal prosecutions were initially pressed. All of which illustrated the hypocrisy and arrogance of the modern Holy Roman Church. No other institution had systematically protected sexual predators to such an extent. Finally, three years ago, after much uproar, Tallard had been formally charged with multiple counts of sexual abuse and the rape of minors. Those cases remained pending, dragging through the courts with no resolution, all while Tallard continued to wear the white collar of a priest. 

Bernat bypassed central Béziers and drove along a perimeter highway a few kilometers north, beyond the town, on a deeper foray into the ever-thickening forest. Finally, he turned off the highway onto a dirt path, rutted and dusty, lined with grassy ditches and tumbled-down wooden fences. The farmhouse he sought sat back, among the trees. Tallard had retreated there after being charged, trying to fade away, hoping to be forgotten. 

He drove close to the small, shabby cube of a house and parked. Another vehicle was already there. He and Andre stepped out into the night. The moon peeked through racing clouds overhead. He led the way as they marched toward the front door across a layer of thin grass. A man waited. Short, stout, fair-skinned, bearded. 

“Is he ready?” Bernat asked. 

“Like a Christmas turkey.” 

He nodded his appreciation and opened the door. Inside was a hodgepodge of décor, the place messy, made even more so by some overturned furniture and two broken lamps, all signs of a struggle. Louis Tallard lay on his back, sprawled across an oak table, his hands and arms tied to each of the table’s four legs, his head angled downward over the side. Tallard was fifty-nine years old, short, lean, wiry-limbed with lined features, sporting a beard and mustache. Tape blocked the mouth from speaking or breathing. A wild look filled the priest’s blue eyes. Good. He had every reason to be afraid. 

“Wait outside,” he told the man, who left, closing the front door behind him. 

That was the thing about paid help. 

They did exactly as they were told. 

He faced Louis Tallard, who cocked his head upward. The man wore a dirty sweatshirt and faded jeans. At least he was not dressed in a clerical suit or sporting a white collar. 

“I am Bernat de Foix. I was born and raised in the Comté de Foix, as you would say in French, or the Comtat de Fois, as I would say in Occitan. My mother’s ancestors flourished there from the eleventh to the fifteenth centuries. The title of count was first assumed in 1064 by Roger of Foix, who inherited the town of Foix and the adjoining lands, passing them on to his heirs for generations. The town still stands, as does the castle, but the lands no longer belong to the de Foix family. They were lost long ago. Are you familiar with them?” 

Tallard shook his head quickly back and forth indicating no. 

“No matter. I thought it only fitting that you know your inquisitor. That was a courtesy your fellow priests once showed others.” He pointed. “Do you recognize this young man?” 

Another violent shake of the head for no. 

“This is Andre Labelle. Seventeen years ago you sexually molested him.” 

More shakes of the head. 

“You deny the allegation?” he asked, incredulous. 

Tallard nodded yes. 

“As is your right. So we must now determine the truth.” 

The Albigensian Crusade lasted twenty years. Though billed as a religious war to root out heretics, it was nothing more than a land and power grab under the guise of religion. 

And a slaughter. 

Burnings, blindings, hangings, the rack, even corpses exhumed and defiled. No atrocity was too much. Hundreds of thousands were affected. In the end the Languedoc was politically realigned, bringing it solidly within the sphere of the French crown, diluting any influence from Spain. From 1209 to 1215 the crusaders experienced great success, capturing Cathar lands and perpetrating unspeakable acts of violence against civilians. From 1215 to 1225, a series of revolts allowed many of those lands to be regained by the local nobility. A renewed crusade resulted in the recapturing of the territory, driving Catharism underground by 1244. After the papal armies left something else arrived. Something equally as bad. An Inquisition. Sent to eliminate all remaining vestiges of Cathar belief left in the wake of the crusade. Most of the inquisitors, like Arnaud Amaury who’d led the crusaders, were Dominicans. In 1233 Pope Gregory IX charged the Inquisition with the absolute extirpation of the Cathars. Soon the Franciscans joined in the effort, but it was the Dominicans who left a legacy of bitterness that had endured right up until today. 

“When your fellow priests came to town as part of the Inquisition,” he said to Tallard, “they would announce their arrival days in advance, and everyone was invited to confess their sins. If you owned up to relatively minor misdeeds, were prepared to swear fidelity to the church, and were willing to provide useful information about others, you were given a small penance and the matter was closed. But a failure to confess, or to provide useful information on your family or friends, was taken as a lack of commitment to the one true church. And dealt with accordingly. Most were burned at the stake. Horrible, wouldn’t you say?” 

He did not wait for a headshake in reply. 

“They were after the Perfecti,” he said. “The few remaining devoted Cathars. Men and women who were not willing, under any circumstance, to swear an oath, let alone one of fidelity to the Catholic Church. So those who refused to provide information on the Perfecti were dealt with harshly.” 

He motioned and Andre ripped the tape from Tallard’s mouth. The man worked his jaw, swallowed a few times, and sucked in repeated deep breaths. Then the priest yelled, “What do you want?” 

“Justice,” he said. 

“For what?” 

He allowed his gaze to bore in. “For the evil you have done.” 

“Are you going to kill me?” 

“We do not kill.” 

A puzzled look came to the priest’s face. “You’re Cathar?” 

“We are,” he said with pride. 

“That religion died centuries ago.” 

“Unfortunately for you, that attempt to exterminate us failed.” 

Relief flashed through the bound man’s eyes. “Cathars deplored violence. In every form.” 

“True,” he said. “But that does not mean we are merciful.” 

 





CHAPTER 5 

Nick landed softly, the rubber soles on his shoes aiding with the impact. No one had seen him roll over the side of the stone wall, the dark sky above him constantly strobed by blue and red lights. Thankfully, the commotion was farther down the quay and the darkness had provided ample cover. But the whole river could be lit to the night in a matter of minutes. The boat with the laptop was still drifting away on the current. He had to follow, so he crept over to a small wooden dinghy tied to the concrete walk that edged the water. He released its mooring lines and pushed off, glad to see two paddles lying inside. 

There’d been no need to kill that woman. None at all. Yes, one hand had been concealed and, once revealed, a moment of indecision had occurred. But even if she’d been armed none of those policemen had been in any danger, considering the number of loaded weapons aimed her way. She’d been shot on impulse. And from stupidity. She was far more valuable alive. Now whatever she knew had died with her. He was licensed and sanctioned to carry a weapon among member states, fully trained in its use, but he rarely toted one. If the truth be told, he hated guns. 

And for a good reason. 

Which only a few people knew. 

He’d carried a weapon in the army and the FBI, never firing it in the line of duty. Thankfully he’d discovered that in his current job guns were more a nuisance than a source of protection. They raised more questions than were ever answered. So far he’d managed just fine without one. 

He hoped Kelsey was okay. This was not the reunion he’d envisioned. Not even close. But what had he expected? Kelsey was a full-fledged, vow-taking daughter of Christ. A sister in the Congregation of Saint-Luke. After their breakup he’d learned what he could about the religious order, trying to understand what happened. Kelsey had always been a devout Catholic, but she’d kept her beliefs close, sharing them only when appropriate, cautious when expressing herself. He’d always chalked that hesitation up to just being a private person when it came to religion. So he’d never fully realized the depth of her devotion. 

Until the end. 

“I have a calling,” she said to him. “One that has been talking to me for some time. One I’ve ignored. But I can’t any longer.” 

“What are you saying?” 

“I can’t marry you. I plan to take my vows and become a nun.” 

Another man? Another woman? Okay. He could deal with that. But God? What could he have said that would not have sounded selfish? Though he’d been stunned beyond belief, he’d accepted her decision and, together, they’d canceled the wedding. Two weeks later she began her postulancy. Now she was Sister Kelsey MacKenzie Deal. 

Instead of Mrs. Kelsey Lee. 

More sirens wailed in the distance. This was turning into a busy night for Ghent police and fire. 

Since moving to Paris he’d often fantasized about exploring the corners of Montmartre or having lunch atop the Eiffel Tower with someone special. Perhaps even visiting the haute-couture maisons on Avenue Montaigne, the elegant boulevard that bound together the houses of Dior, Chanel, Valentino, and Louis Vuitton along with an exorbitant collection of high-end jewelers. Paris was all about fashion and romance. No one could visit without some feeling of having come home, its dingy grandeur one of the few sights left in the world that truly stirred emotion. So far he’d found no one to share those sights and sounds with. 

But he wasn’t giving up hope. 

Maybe one day. 

Ahead, the motor to the boat he was pursuing cranked. 

Not good. 

No way he could keep pace by rowing. 

Luckily, the boat barely puttered along. Surely trying not to attract attention. There were speed limits within the city. The banks on both sides of the river were lined with houses, shops, and restaurants. Portions were lit. Others not so much. He’d passed three boats out for the night, both low to the water, designed to fit beneath the many bridges that provided only minimal clearance. 

He grabbed the oars and decided to add a little speed to his drift. The current was helping, but only enough to keep him barely moving. He kept his gaze locked on the boat about fifty yards away. Its occupant seemed unaware of being followed. Otherwise they would have used their horsepower advantage and sped away. Thankfully, the ever-increasing darkness blotted him from sight. 

Ahead he spotted the Gravensteen, a fearsome twelfth-century fortress, lit to the night. Once the seat for the Counts of Flanders, it had been first modeled after a Syrian crusader castle, he knew, then remodeled in the nineteenth century to reflect what Victorians thought a medieval castle should look like. It came complete with a moat, turrets, and arrow slits built originally to thwart Viking 

invasions. He’d toured it once. 

The boat ahead passed the fortress. 

Now about a hundred yards separated them. 

Ghent’s downtown was chopped up like a puzzle, its pieces outlined by rivers, tributaries, and canals. Hard to go in any direction and not find water. Luckily, here the river was straight, devoid of bends, more empty boats at anchor against the stone walks and walls at the edges. He grabbed his bearings and realized they were heading toward the northern reaches of town, the buildings on either bank becoming progressively darker. He kept paddling, trying not to lose the other craft. 

He’d come a long way from the FBI’s Art Crime Team. Cultural trafficking was a looming criminal enterprise. Billions of dollars were stolen annually. The FBI had long operated a team of twenty agents, trained and supported by another special team of Justice Department prosecutors. The twenty were divided into five units of four, each responsible for cases in an assigned geographic region. His team had been headed by a no-nonsense special agent named Bill Muntan and oversaw the southwest United States. During his five years with the FBI hundreds of millions of dollars in looted art and cultural treasures had been recovered. Then, on a rainy Thursday afternoon, his life changed. 

“UNESCO is looking for a field asset,” Muntan said to him. “This is something new for them.” 

He’d worked with UNESCO several times on cases. It possessed a wealth of information and access to even more. But he’d been unaware that it employed active assets. 

“They want someone young, eager, and hungry,” Muntan said. “I thought of you.” 

“I like my job now.” 

“And I’m not particularly fond of losing you. But if the UN is going to get into the same hands-on business that we do, I want a friend over there. Someone I can call on and who will call on me. I like to have friends in places.” 

Point made. So he’d taken the job. 

And never regretted it. 

The past six years had been the most exciting and productive of his life. His professional success seemed due to an alchemy of intelligence, courage, and a capacity for hard work. He was now thirty-seven years old, fit physically and mentally, with a solid career and the prospects of even more. 

So what else mattered? 

At the moment retrieving Kelsey’s laptop had vaulted to the top of his must-do list. 

A part of him wanted to be there for her. 

No matter what. 

Ahead, he saw his target ease toward the east bank of the river.
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