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Dedication 

In June 1944 in a quiet countryside of southern France over 750 innocent children, women, and men were ruthlessly murdered in a brutal maelstrom. No amount of historical revisionism can erase this stain on humanity.




Have we learned nothing at all since?

Rest in peace, children of God.




Prologue

1198 A.D. - The Kingdom of France

“And blessed be those who fulfill God’s command to vanquish the non-believers who have defiled the birthplace of our Lord, Jesus Christ.”


He raised a communion cup filled with sacramental wine.


“And protect those who travel over treacherous lands to the sea to fulfill God’s command. As His Son calmed the waters, so too shall He command the seas to be calm, the winds fair.”


Two hundred mercenaries, thieves, and murderers blessed by the Pope as knights gathered at a bend on the southern shore of a river called le blau. Stephen I, Count of Sancerre, supplicant to Louis I of Blois, looked up as terrified cries interrupted his prayers. A knight, the cross fourchée painted on his shield, dragged a young woman by the hair kicking and screaming into the prayer circle.


“It is a knight loyal to Baron DeBussey, my lord,” whispered one of the count’s supplicants, “… from the Château de Puivert. Rumors are he is a Cathar.”


“DeBussey is nothing but a mangy dog stealing scraps from my table. His knight dares interrupt this sacrament?” Stephen hissed.


His vassal reached for his blade.


“Wait. Do not yet show yourself to him,” and Stephen stood before the knight.


“What manner of insult is this, knight? Is not the sacrament a time for prayers?”


From the river bank came a familiar voice.


“Would the Count of Sancerre favor the practice of witchcraft in his camp?”


A hush fell over the gathering.


“Witchcraft? What nonsense is this, Baron DeBussey?”


“This woman, this witch, was seen collecting witch’s herbs and greens from the forest and concocting a witch’s brew to poison those who march for Pope Innocentius. I say this is known to you, Count of Sancerre, and dare you to deny it before God.”


“What proof do you have she has made a witch’s brew and not healing potions?” demanded the count.


“This is my proof, taken from her very hand.”


He held aloft a wooden cup, hewn from olive wood, and engraved with an heraldic cross, the cross fourchée. He grabbed the woman’s left arm and held it out for the priest to see, fresh blood dripping from a deep cut across her wrist.


“Witch’s blood to mix with the forest greens.”


“No, my lord, he lies,” the woman screamed. “They cut me, my lord, I swear it.”


Baron DeBussey swung a heavily gloved right hand and struck her across her face, and she fell to her knees.


“The woman is a cook, nothing more. She is no witch,” answered the count.


“Then Stephen I, Count of Sancerre, I say to you take a sip of the cook’s nectar and prove she is no witch.”


The count stepped forward and grabbed the cup with his right hand, his sword hand. He downed the brew, blood-red spilling across his face, staining his gray beard.


“Before God I stand to deny the boast of a bastard Cathar … ,” but before he could finish he began to cough and gasp for air.


“You see? The witch has stolen his very air!”


“The woman is a witch!” cried the priest, and he made the sign of the cross and stepped back.


“Witch!” came a voice from the assembled. “Witch, witch!” and the people began to chant.


Stephen I, Count of Sancerre, fell to his knees and began to vomit.


“Stand the witch up,” Baron DeBussey cried out, and when she was hauled to her feet he drew his sword.


“I cast you out, witch, in the name of the two Gods,” and he swung his sword and in an instant severed the woman’s head. “And I cast out your master,” and he stepped toward Stephen, in convulsions on the ground.


Men began to shout, swords left their sheaths, and blood soon stained the ground. In the confusion, Baron DeBussey fell to ground, a sword run through his gut. The olive wood cup lay in a pool of his own filth.


The Cathar knights loyal to DeBussey, seeing the lifeless body of their baron, fled across the river, leaving the priest trembling and praying on his knees before the Count of Sancerre who wiped the vomit from his beard.


He opened his tunic and pissed on the bloody corpse of Baron DeBussey then turned to face the priest.


“I am not dead, priest,” he spat. “Pray for your own soul.”


He raised his sword and answered the priest’s prayers.




September 1944

“You asked to see me, Colonel?”


Captain Carlisle knocked on the door of the library where Colonel Stephenson talked on the phone, his back to the door. He turned in his chair and motioned for her to take a seat.


“Yes, General. I have reviewed the file. I am not certain what we can do given the time frame … uhm, is that an order, General?”


He listened for a few moments, then hung up the phone.


“You look … perplexed, Colonel.”


“Yes, indeed.” He handed her a file then stood and began to walk around the library - a sure sign he was not happy with whatever the general had ordered him to do.


He turned back and just stared at his desk.


“That file,” he began as Carlisle began to leaf through the summary. “It contains a classified report detailing civilian casualties in France as a result of the D-Day landings. MI6 is concerned that this information and the apparent disregard our forces had for civilian casualties may undermine support in the French countryside for our initiatives.


“We have been ordered to conduct an independent review of the alleged facts contained in the report.”


That last comment made Captain Carlisle look up smartly.


“Independent review. That usually means … ,”


“Yes, Captain. I am fully aware of what it usually means.”


“And I get the task?”


The colonel walked over to the veranda doors and looked out across the estuary to the channel.


“Take your time, Janine.”


He never called her Janine.


“And I would keep a bottle of scotch handy. You will need it.”




“Take your time.”


That was the code phrase for making sure this is never completed.


She sat back on her bed on the upper floor of the castle and pulled out a subset of papers clipped together. Across the front was handwritten “Oradour-sur-Glane.”


It took just a few sentences before her hands began to shake and she couldn’t stop tears from streaming down her face. She reached for her journal and wrote:

I have seen monstrous cruelty in this war. Nothing prepared me for this.


She poured herself two fingers of scotch and killed it in a single gulp … then ripped the page from her journal.


She picked up the classified folder … and tossed it across the room with a fury.




Chapter 1

Oradour-sur-Glane, France; June 1982

“Bon nuit, papa,” and Gabrielle kissed her father on the cheek before heading off to bed. “I will be taking the bus to Limoges in the morning. Is there anything you need? Another ribbon, perhaps? Or some typing paper?”


Roger Faron sat at an old desk in the corner of the great room, the fire slowly dying, and simply shook his head. Once again his fingers stalled on the keys. Gabrielle had purchased the old typewriter several months ago but he always stopped just after rolling the paper into place.


“Aujourd'hui sera différent,” he promised himself. “Today will be different.”


He slowly began to type, one painful letter at a time. The words gradually formed in his mind, cutting thought the protective mists of time.

On a summer day in 1944 soldiers crossed the river and came into the village. When they had gone, the village that had lived for a thousand years had died.

I was 16 years old. I was there. I fear sleep for the nightmares that haunt me. I fear the day for I see the ruins of the old village and the dead. But I fear one thing even more.

I fear no one will hear my story before my voice fades.




Interpol - Paris; Present Day

“Craig. Conference Room 1.”


Detective Donovan Craig barely had time to look up from his desk when his supervisor, Special Agent Cannon Besson, hurried off down the hall. The detective finished an email, locked his computer screen - standard procedure - and pulled a yellow note pad from his desk.


He noticed a small crowd in the conference room.


“Detective Craig, come in. Grab a seat.”




“The National Police have been watching the Limousin for some time now. So far all we have is pretty much small time stuff - some questionable loans, usury, and a little skimming. Nothing big enough to make a move.”


Special Agent Thomas Moreau of Gendarmerie nationale passed a photograph around for the others to view.


“This is Gustav Mattheus, a German national of Alsatian descent. He is reputably a ranking member of the German National Front, a small ultra-right nationalist group whose origins trace back to the early 1960s. He has used a number of aliases in his dealings with legitimate businesses as he works to fund the organization - a banker, a lawyer, even a priest.


“Mattheus is implicated in a series of illegal arms transfers from European manufacturers and brokers to radical elements in the Middle East stretching back several years.”


Moreau stepped to his laptop and clicked on his Powerpoint.


“This graph illustrates our concern. The blue line represents known instances of military-grade materials disappearing from legitimate European governments’ inventories. The red line shows terrorist activities originating in the Middle East against western targets.


“As you can see, there is a one-to-one relationship between the thefts, or disappearances, and the attacks, adjusted for time … ,” and he shifted the red graph line over along the timeline by 60 days for a near-perfect match.


“Now, I am going to add the instances when we lost track of our friend Mattheus … ,” and he clicked the next slide. “As you can see, they match.”


“Three weeks ago one of our security cameras at the Limoges airport took a photograph of a man we believe could be Gustav Mattheus.”


He selected the next slide and a somewhat grainy black and white photograph of a man collecting his luggage appeared on screen.


“The National is not certain exactly why he would show up in Limoges, however, there is a longstanding concern there may be a stash of WWII-era munitions remaining in the greater Limousin area leftover from resistance activities in 1944.”


“Excuse me, Agent Moreau,” came a voice from the back. “‘May be a stash’? That seems a little slim.”


“We do not have enough proof to make a move into the area, officially, and cannot be certain this photograph is even Mattheus.”


“So why are we here?” asked another.


“We are asking for your cooperation in monitoring and coordination. Anything related to criminal activities in the Limoges area should be funneled through Detective Donovan Craig.”


That woke Donovan Craig from his almost-nap.


“Special Agent Besson … ,”




“This man Lucas Roschau,” and Besson pulled up the next slide, “has been in Moscow overseeing certain activities on behalf of a well-known Parisian businessman, Roland Soullant. We have learned he just booked a return flight to Paris and is due back tomorrow.”


A small murmur swept through the room as Detective Craig tried to remain as discretely hidden in the back of the room as possible.


“We know the Soullant organization has wide-ranging interests throughout Europe, some of which may be under scrutiny by various police organizations. We also know there have been communications between elements in Russia and Germany that have been in contact with banks in use by the Soullant organization.


“We do not believe the return of Lucas Roschau is coincidental.”


Special Agent Besson opened a file folder on his desk.


“We all know of the ‘special arrangement’ Detective Craig has with the Soullant enterprise,” and a small chorus of laughter filled the office, “but the reality is Roland Soullant has cooperated with every inquiry by this office. His business operations while bordering on questionable ultimately pass legal scrutiny. His tax accounting is beyond reproach, and his relationships with political and religious leaders gives him a degree of protection that frankly I find admirable.”


Donovan Craig could hardly believe what he was hearing. Usually … ,


“However, the appearance of his man Roschau back in Paris at this particular time is a red flag we cannot ignore.”


Besson closed the Powerpoint presentation.


“I need all of you to pay close attention to activities in the south of France. Report anything out of the ordinary to Detective Craig. Put feelers out to your more questionable contacts. The presence of Gustav Mattheus, if indeed that is who was photographed, is of grave concern to the agency.”


As the meeting broke up, Special Agent Besson made a subtle motion for Donovan Craig to follow him back to his office.


“Shut the door.”




“Craig, what I am going to show you must remain confidential. No reports, no casual conversations, inside or outside of the agency.”


Besson pulled a sheet of paper from a file that lay on his desk and handed it to Donovan Craig.


“This is a letter I received through a private courier from Ashley Sawyer. I have had the privilege of corresponding with her privately in times of … concern … regarding Soullant and his activities. We have kept a close eye on her ever since she matched up with Soullant and, frankly, she is about as smart and savvy as they come.”


Detective Craig read the letter, and took a deep breath.


“You realize she is not licensed to practice law in France?”


“I am aware of that, Craig. She does not need a license to safeguard his operations. Soullant has plenty of legal firepower to back her up.”


Besson stood and began to pace around the office.


“What she is suggesting is politically dangerous, to say the least. To implicate the French Catholic church or any of its senior clergy in a scheme even remotely similar to what she has suggested is, to say the least, explosive.”


“She is usually very cautious, chief.”


“As would I be. This list - it goes up the Catholic hierarchy all the way to Cardinal Jean-Marc Alexandre.”


He lit a cigarette.


“I thought you quit,” Detective Craig said.


“Tomorrow,” and he took a drag. “I’ll quit tomorrow.”


He stood and began to pace around his office.


“This girlfriend of yours, Monique Carré. She will be heading for Limoges to search for some sort of religious relic at the request of the Church. I suggest strongly that she not know of your assignment, at least for now. We want to see what she fleshes out.


We think this may be a classic backdoor case - searching for something with the hopes of uncovering something else. We need to discover what the ‘something else’ is and why the Church is interested in it. We do not believe the appearance of this man Gustav Mattheus and the request by the Church are coincidental.


“And the return of Lucas Roschau indicates he will be actively involved. I need you to shadow this man and discover his role in all this. I do not believe it has anything to do with some stupid church relic.”


He sat back in his chair.

A little antsy are we, chief?


“Now, for the difficult part. Our sources indicate there is a discrete timeline to find this relic, whatever it is.”


“A timeline?”


“We are not certain why. But our local contact has told us the 22nd of this month is a deadline. I want to know what for.”


“Contact? We have someone undercover?”


“An agent for Nationale will connect with you over the encrypted message app. No names.”


He took a drag on his smoke.


“This is too loosely structured to allow us to participate … formally. So I cannot force you accept this assignment. l am asking you to volunteer … ,”


His supervisor did not bother to wait for a response.


“… so I am placing you on administrative leave.”


“What? What did I do?”


Besson did not smile.


“It is not about what you have done, Detective Craig, temporarily unassigned agent. It is what I need you to do.”




Detective Craig shut the door to his office, disposed of a few nagging emails, then sat back and lit a cigarette - despite a strict no smoking policy.


“Strictly confidential,” he muttered out loud. And no expenses. No travel. He would be working from home to complete the illusion.


He knew he really had no choice in the matter. He could refuse, but that could “unofficially’ put his career in jeopardy.


And that would put him in the crosshairs of someone even more dangerous than Lucas Roschau.




“Salut, Monique. Ça va?”


“Ça va bien, M. Joliel. Et toi?


“Oh, you know. My wife is giving me gas, and my no good son-in-law always wants money. What else is new?” and the baker smiled. “Same old, same old, n’est-ce pas?”


She smiled back and grabbed a baguette from the stand on the sidewalk.


“On my account?”


“Of course, madame. Who pays for anything any longer?”


As she danced away up the block toward 3 Place des Victoires he called out, “Remind Roland, poker - here at the bakery. Tonight at 6.”


“D’accord!” and she hurried up the street.




“Salut, Gilbert.”


“Uh, huh,” he grunted back.


“Oh, my. A bit grumpy today, are we? Out late with what’s-his-name last night?”


“Joubert. His name is Joubert. And I wish. Uncle Roland had me here all night on the Moscow project. If you ask me it is a waste of time. For every step forward, we take two steps back. There is not a brain in the bunch of those fucking Russians, if you ask me.”


“Well, it is a good thing no one is asking. Is Roland expected in?”


“He said something about a score to settle tonight at 6 o’clock.”


“Ah, oui. Poker.”


“Poker?”


“At M. Joliel’s bakery.”


“And Mme Joliel, she is OK with this?”


“Of course … not,” and she smiled as she slipped into her workstation to check her email. Ever since M. Larry left France for the states following some intense negotiations between Roland, Interpol, and the U.S. State Department she had been free to focus on several new acquisitions Roland had eyes on.


This was the part of a project she liked best - new ideas, new opportunities. And no drudgery paperwork.


Her day was starting off wonderfully!


Then she read her email.




“Gilbert, do you know what this is about?”


She walked in on Gilbert just as he was finalizing a backup of one of Roland’s massive data searches, a printed email in hand. He did not appreciate the interruption.


“I was supposed to be working on the southern initiative today.”


“I do not really know. Someone called Roland yesterday … late … and he was tied up in his office for over an hour on the phone. Then he left … rather abruptly I should add.”


“What am I supposed to do with this?”


“Ask Uncle Roland.”


“I would, if he were here.”


She heard the door open behind her.


“I am here. What do you need to ask me?”




“Roland, this is the kind of thing M. Larry would get into, I get it. And somehow he always dragged the entire office into his little ventures because of … ,” and she stopped for a moment.


“Because of Ariéle, you meant to finish.”


That stopped Monique in her tracks. It had been nine months since Roland’s mother Ariéle had passed, nine months since M. Larry had recovered her mother Marianne’s remains in the forest below Natzweiler concentration camp in the Vosges mountains in eastern France. Nine months since the funerals and reinterment in Courseulles-sur-Mer next to his grandfather, Antoine Bouchard. Nine months of overpowering emotions that swept Roland up and nearly paralyzed his far-flung business empire.


If Roland’s live-in American-lawyer-turned-partner Ashley Sawyer had not stepped in and taken charge, who knows if she would even have a job.


She had not said anything. Until now.


“I am sorry,” was all she could muster.


To her surprise, Roland managed a smile.


“That is all right. I have missed my brother’s shenanigans more than I thought I would. Every interruption, every blatant excess of resources gobbled up and run down a rat hole. Frankly, it’s been a little boring around here.


“I thought this might bring back some of the spark.”


“Spark … of what?”




Roland shut his office door for privacy.


“Ashley was approached by the Church on behalf of the priest of a small village in southern France who read the piece my brother wrote about Le Chambon.”


“The Huguenot sanctuary during the war,” and Monique began taking notes.


“The priest was hoping to speak to him, but since he left for the states … ,”


“What about?”


“There was tragedy at this village during the war. Perhaps you have heard of it … Oradour-sur-Glane?”


“No, not really.”


“Well, suffice to say things were very bad. I emailed you some links to read for background.


“Apparently, a boy who was 16 at the time was entrusted with a relic of the church as the Germans descended on the village. No one knows what happened to the relic - possibly a golden crucifix. The church believes the relic is hidden somewhere in the area.”


“Hidden? Why?”


“That is one of the questions waiting to be answered. Ashley was asked for help to locate the relic and I promised we would look into the matter. You worked with M. Larry on several of his … adventures. You saw his style, his methods … ,”


“Great. So this gets dumped in my lap?”


“Pretty much.”


“By some nobody village priest?”


“By Cardinal Jean-Marc Alexandre.”


Monique just looked up.


“Oh.”




“We have a very limited timeline to pull this off.”


“How long?”


“Until the 22nd.”


“What? That is only 12 days.”


“You leave on the morning train.”


“Great. I suppose there are no 5-star hotels in … what did you call it?”


“Oradour-sur-Glane. And no. But it is a nice village.”


She caught a subtle sarcasm in his voice that always put her on edge.




Monique made her hotel and train reservations and returned to her Paris flat to pack. Her message app dinged.

Please be discrete. Do not openly discuss the relic with anyone but Father Michael at the church of Saint-Martin until we know what is behind the threat - R.


“Threat? What threat?”




Chapter 2

Limoges, Central France

“There is no cross-connect, madam, because there is no train to Oradour-sur-Glane. Only a bus.”


Monique had asked about a rental car when she arrived in Limoges. No such luck.


“Je regrette, madame. Our entire inventory is spoken for. If you wish we can deliver one to your hotel as soon as we have a vehicle available.”

Shit. Donovan told me to reserve the rental first. He will rub that in.


“Surely there is a tram. What of that?” she asked, annoyed at the delay. On the train from Paris she continued to work on the southern initiative and ignored the links Roland had sent her.


“History - not my thing,” she said to Gilbert as she packed up her laptop for the trip south. Besides, how much did she need to know about some little village in the middle of nowhere?


“A tram? There has been no tram since the great sadness, madame. I am sorry. Perhaps an Uber if you are in a hurry.”

The great sadness?


“The bus. If I must.”


The D3, Route du Haut Limousin, split momentarily at an intersection.


“Odd,” Monique thought. “An old road leading off, nothing else here. Why the split highway?”


The bus continued along the road, a high berm building on the right side, the left opening onto farm fields. She could see the town over the trees up ahead - more modern than she expected.


At a sudden break in the berm she could see ruins - stone buildings, broken walls, no roofs. The ruins looked old.


“What is over there?” she asked the driver.


He turned and gave her a curious look.


“Oradour-sur-Glane, madame,” he said.


“Then what’s ahead?”


“Oradour-sur-Glane.”


The bus approached the round-about leaving the main road to the right and took the second turn into the village. Monique looked out the window at a sign that simply read “Remember.”


A large modern church formed the welcoming committee as the white-washed buildings of the village swallowed up the bus.


“Not so bad. Everything looks fairly new … rural, but new.”


She noticed the street sign - “Avenue du 10 Juin 1944.”


“Hôtel de la Glane, s’il vous plait.”


“Oui, madame,” and the bus turned right on Rue de la Renaissance and stopped just a block further.


“Enjoy your stay, madame. Be sure to visit the old village while you are here. It is but a short walk.”


“Walk?”


“The village is closed to vehicles, madame. Out of respect.”

Respect? For what?


“Ah, yes, Mme Carré. We have your room ready. You requested a Comfort Plus, ground floor.”


“And air conditioning.”


“Oui, madame.”


“Very good. I am expecting a rental car to arrive at any time,” and Monique took a look a her name tag, “… Louise.”


“I will let the staff know, madame. However, everything is a short walking distance, including Village des Martyrs.”


She wrinkled her brow a bit.


“This martyr village. The bus driver spoke of it. I did not see anything on my way in. What is this about?”


The woman behind the desk took a moment to gather her thoughts.


“You do not know of Oradour-sur-Glane, madame?”


“Should I?”


The clerk took a sharp breath and made the sign of the cross.


“Perhaps a moment to review the Internet about Oradour-sur-Glane, madame, will save you a considerable discomfort.”


Monique gave a small laugh.


“What? Is the village haunted?”


The desk clerk dropped her eyes.


“Oui, madame.”


“Haunted? Well, I suppose that is as good a description as any. Have you read the history of Oradour-sur-Glane, Madame Carré?”


“No, Father. I was told I was to help locate a relic lost during the war. I am not much into history.”


“Well, perhaps a bit of background will assist you in your task. Please, Mme Carré, let us take a walk.”


Father Michael, the priest of the Catholic Church of Oradour, the Church of Saint-Martin, led Monique back through the main doorway, across the round-about, and through an open field.


“We are heading into the old village. It has been left virtually untouched since the war by order of the French government. The town you see now was built entirely after the war.”


They turned on an old street closed off to traffic to a scene out of some apocalyptic vision. Monique could hardly believe what she saw before her.


“The SS arrived late in the afternoon of June 10, 1944.”


“10 Juin. The name of the street.”


“Yes. Most of the street names are drawn from this period.”


“Was the area bombed by airplanes?” Monique asked as she looked at the old stone buildings in ruins as they walked along what was once the main street.


“No, madame. This was done by SS soldiers. You see, one of the German commanders had been captured and killed by the maquis near here. Collaborators, the milice, told the German commander the perpetrators were hiding in Oradour.


“They rounded up the inhabitants of the village … ,” and he stopped for a moment, then crossed himself. “I find it always difficult to walk any further.”


He pointed to a shell of a building.


“The old church. They forced the women and children inside, then set the building on fire by exploding a large incendiary device. It blew all the windows out of the church and filled the interior with smoke.”


“What?”


“They machine gunned anyone who tried to escape, and kept throwing straw and wood into the building to keep the fires burning. One of the soldiers took a stack of explosives to the top of the tower. The explosion brought down the whole roof and created a fire fierce enough to melt the church bell. It remains within the ruins. The soot has long since washed away in the rains, but as you can see, nothing remains of the church but the stone walls.”


Monique stood in the middle of the street, rooted to the ground.


“That window,” and the father pointed at the side of the building. “One woman managed to escape. Madame Marguerite Rouffanche. She jumped, nearly 3 meters down, and was shot 5 times but managed to crawl into the garden patch where she hid during the night. She was the only person to survive the church massacre.”


“How many died?” she asked, quietly.


Father Michael breathed a long sigh.


“At the church, over 450. Women and children.”


“You said ‘at the church.’ There were more?”


“None of the buildings have their roofs.”


Father Michael turned to her, a grim look on his face.


“Nothing was spared, save the tram station and a small stone building at the end of the road. They were too far away from the main fires and remained intact.”


“The Germans - they burned the entire town?”


“There are six main killing sites for the men that were rounded up. Others were shot at random in the streets. Others burned alive in the fires. By the time the killing stopped, Oradour-sur-Glane was dead.”


They walked in silence back through the old village, past the tram station building to the road leading north and west.


“The commander, SS-Sturmbannführer Adolf Diekmann, was investigated by his own command for the atrocities, but died a short time later in the Allied push through Normandy. Some of the lessor officers were tried, including Obersturmführer Heinz Barth who was arrested in the early 1980’s in East Germany and convicted of war crimes. But most of those who survived the war died of old age.”


“Perhaps a glass of wine … to settle your thoughts.”


Father Michael led Monique back to his office in the new church and bade her sit on the small leather sofa. Her hands shook, and she struggled to find words.


“So the old village was left as it was.”


“It took several days before all the bodies could be buried. There was simply no one left. We thought only six men survived, one a young boy who later wrote a book about his ordeal. And Mme Rouffanche.”


“You thought?”


The father smiled as he handed Monique a glass.


“We found this letter a year or so ago while my staff was clearing out boxes of papers collected over many years in the basement.”


Father Michael reached into the top drawer of his desk and removed an envelope.


“The writer mentions ‘a relic’ - without an explanation. I hoped to contact the writer but my efforts came to naught. There is no return address on the envelope and no name on the letter.”


Monique took the letter and read it as the father took a sip of his wine.


“Anonymous, of course. And no date. What about this … ‘his writings’? What does that refer to?” Monique asked.


“Another mystery, Mme Carré. The letter was recovered among records from the early ’80’s if that helps at all.”


“A long time after the war,” Monique said. “If someone had the relic what would be the point of not just returning it to the church?”


Father Michael smiled.


“‘For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven.’”


“Ecclesiastes 3:1.”


“Ah, Mme Carré. You know your Bible. I am impressed.”


“Catholic girls’ school. Far too many years.”


The father just smiled.


“However,” and Monique’s eyes narrowed, “you are implying there is a purpose - a more contemporary purpose - for not returning the relic. If the relic actually exists.”


Father Michael stood and began to pace around the room, holding his glass of wine.


“I had occasion to attend a council of bishops in Paris several months ago and spoke about our efforts to continue telling the story of Oradour-sur-Glane. That was the first time I had spoken about the missing relic.


“After the conference I was approached by a rough-looking man in the lobby of my hotel. He warned me that to pursue the icon would be dangerous.”


“He threatened you?”


“I discounted it at first, but since then I have not stopped thinking about that encounter.”


“Any contact since then?”


“No. But I see his face in the crowd, sometimes in the congregation during services, and once in confession. My imagination, of course.”


With that, he managed a wry smile.


“When I spoke with M. Soullant I conveyed to him my concern for your safety if you agreed to take this request. He was understanding, but confident he could provide you with the security necessary.”


“Lucas Roschau,” Monique said low, under her breath.


“There is not a lot to go on
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