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The Blazing Furnace

When you hear the sound of the horn you must fall down and worship the image of gold, or be cast into a blazing furnace.

- adapted from Daniel 3:1-6
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Auby, Northern France; April 1942

Sparks exploded in all directions, showering the blackened workers in a fiery Hell. The dragon's blood of molten metal oozed orange and yellow from the monster's womb. A soldier stood guard, the silver “SS” insignia of his collar shining in stark contrast to the dirty leather garb of the workers.


The ingots moved slowly along the line as the heat and smoke seared the lungs and fouled the air. A blast of water vaporized into an angry hiss, dropping the temperature into the realm of mortals.


The one-kilo bars rested, gray and lifeless. They needed to be perfect in every detail. They needed life. A soldier recorded the lot and serial numbers before sending the bars on to be plated.


The SS guard delivered a completed ingot to Herr Funk's temporary office at the foundry. The president of the Reichsbank smiled.


“The plating is perfect!”


Monsieur Garin, the manager of the Lamy Foundry, was pleased.


“I promised you a quality product, Herr Funk. I hope we can be of service to you in the future.”


“The Third Reich will not forget your service, monsieur,” and he ordered the soldier to return the ingot to the loading dock. 


Once safely placed in the armored car, the load of 1000 bars rolled out of the foundry yard on its journey to Paris under cover of darkness. Two armed guards riding motorcycles led the procession; two trucks of Waffen SS followed.


Under tight security, workers loaded the shipment onto a boxcar and the train pulled out on its journey east. At Rothau, inmates waited in silence for the train to arrive, to offload the cargo and distribute the spoils, watching the hands of the station clock slowly mark the last hours of their suffering.


“Work will set you free” they had been told, so they like the others before them volunteered. 


Like the others before them, the slave labor crew would be shot once the train was unloaded. They would finally be free.


The fires of Hell blazed on through the night.




Chapter 1

The Photograph

The silence often of pure innocence

persuades when speaking fails.

- William Shakespeare

[image: ]

Present Day

It had been a busy summer. The success of The Juno Letters in the newspapers and social media opened a whole new world of possibilities, and a whirlwind of traveling. A major TV talk show and over twenty talk-radio broadcasts later, I was exhausted, and glad for the chance to sit down with a cup of coffee at my “office” in the Olympic Club.


“Well, we have a celebrity!” my waitress scolded me. “Don't expect any big-shot treatment in here, mister!”


I just smiled, and when I turned to take my regular seat, I saw a makeshift poster hung on the sidewall next to my table that featured the cover of the book The Juno Letters. A 3x5 card taped along the short edge read “THE AUTHOR IS IN.” The snickers in the restaurant made me realize I probably did not want to find out what was on the flip side.


I knew I'd probably be pouring my own coffee for most of the morning today. It was good to be home.


My excitement at the success of The Juno Letters had tempered when I received a phone call during my travels from Paulina Biehl, Gela's granddaughter. Gela Chauvette had passed away peacefully in her sleep. The family knew very little about Gela's past. She had never married, but had taken the family name of the father of her baby daughter. Paulina's mother Halina Chavette was born in 1947 in Israel. Beyond this, Gela was a mystery. According to Paulina, Gela feared her past would harm her family. She would not tell them her family name, only that God knew her family well. That was enough.


“I knew from the tattoo on her arm she had been held in a camp,” Paulina had told me. “When I read The Juno Letters I wondered if she knew of Natzweiler. I read her one of the stories, and showed her the photographs. I'll never forget the look on her face when I read to her about Marianne Bouchard. Her eyes became misty and a tear rolled down her cheek. I asked her if she knew Marianne, and she just whispered, ‘Marianne was my friend.’ I held her hand and we both cried.


“As hard as it was for her to make the video, I know she felt a profound sense of relief when her story was finally told.”


Gela's passing left me with a sobering sadness. There was so much of her life that had never been told, so many gaps the family knew nothing about. But I knew her life ended in her own personal sense of fulfillment. We should all be so lucky.


I answered a dozen emails and suffered through several impromptu discussions with some of the regulars who invited themselves to interrupt my morning coffee. I had about an hour before I needed to be at the college, just a short walk away. The college's history class had completed a transcription of Gela's video I wanted to examine more thoroughly.


The college had been a valuable partner in uncovering the story of The Juno Letters. Professor Douglas had folded the experience neatly into the regular curriculum and I often sat in on his class discussions when I was in town. So I spent the morning making notes on the back of a children's coloring page with the pen I stole from the waitress’ duty station to prepare for the class.


I eventually made my obligatory trip to the coffin-like urinals. When I returned, there was a letter lying on top of my notes. It was sealed, and addressed only as “HEWITT” in plain black ink.


“Do you know who left this?” I asked the waitress who walked by to refill coffee at a nearby table.


“No, delivering the mail's not in my job description,” she grinned, ignoring my half-empty cup.


I sat down and ran the stolen pen up inside the sealed edge laying the envelope open. The letter inside was printed on expensive stationary. The words were printed in the same font as the envelope, in all capitals and bolded.

STOP SPREADING LIES

PRAISE NOT THE DAUGHTER OF ZION

YOU HAVE BEEN WARNEDº


In the lower right-hand corner was a small reddish-orange cross.




“It looks like some kind of crackpot. I wouldn't worry too much about it.”


The city police chief had joined me for coffee after I had phoned and told him about the letter. City Hall is just around the corner and it made a good excuse for the chief to get out of the office.


“Can't you run the fingerprints or something?”


“Ah, you've been reading a little too much of your own writing. I tell you what. I'll take it back to our crime lab. In the meantime you collect all the used coffee cups and swab them for DNA. Then we'll cross reference the international terrorist database and get a photograph of the perpetrator. I can then put the photo out on Interpol ... ,”


“All right, all right, I get it. I suppose I have to at least pay for the coffee.” 


I had seen the city's crime lab - a box of latex gloves on the counter next to the coffee pot.


“Look. You've been in the media a lot, and it will attract people who may be a little off-kilter, or someone playing a bad joke. It's likely nothing. If you see anything like it again, let me know. And you know the city's rules - gotta pay for my own coffee.”


The chief left shortly thereafter, sticking me with the bill.




“The Daughter of Zion?” Professor Douglas wrinkled his brow as he spoke. “Wow, that's a mangling of history and scripture if I've ever seen one!”


“What do you mean?”


“The phrase ‘Daughter of Zion’ does not refer to a Jewish woman, as the so-called threatening letter implies. Look it up - it refers to a ‘child’ of the ‘parent’ Zion in the sacred feminine tradition of the ancient pagan influences; in other words, a city within Zion, usually Jerusalem. The way it's used here seems more like a bad joke.”


I didn't consider it a joke. It struck me someone was serious, but who? What was their purpose?


I was meeting Professor Douglas before class to discuss the next phase of “The Project.” The Juno Letters had spawned a treasure trove of firsthand accounts from people who had lived through the French Holocaust and the German occupation, many who had never told their stories before. As the breadth of the information increased so did the ideas of what to do with all the narratives. It was far too valuable from a historical perspective to just let sit on some university shelves somewhere. I had come to sit in on a round-table session to discuss this very topic.


The note, or threat depending on how you looked at it, was something I had to get off my chest first.


“Let me show you what I mean.”


Douglas plopped down in front of his computer and typed “Daughter of Zion” into the search field of his browser. In a matter of moments there were lots of entries to check - mostly Biblical references. A quick search of several pages confirmed Dr. Douglas’ brief account.


“Now, let's take this a step further,” and he typed “Zion anti-Semitism.” A whole new range of articles appeared. He glanced down through them, and clicked on one.


“This will give you a quick primer on the subject - The Protocols of the Elders of Zion. Basically, it deals with a forged set of papers - allegedly the original minutes of the meeting in the 1920s where ‘they’ created the master plan for the domination of the world by the Jewish race. Notice it is always some anonymous ‘they.’ Typical anti-Semitic rhetoric of Europe in the early twentieth century.


“Henry Ford wrote a book that created quite a stir in the 1930s entitled The International Jew, based on the ‘Protocols’ as they were translated by a preeminent British journalist. He later retracted his statements when the documents were proven to have been a complete forgery. He then actively campaigned against them, which is a fact believers of such propaganda choose to ignore. But like many conspiracy theories, they attract those predisposed to believe the rhetoric despite the facts.”


We looked through the rest of the listing - there was nothing current that exposed the phrase in any kind of meaningful way.


“So, if it's a crackpot, why the cloak and dagger? A lot of extra work - you would think an email would suffice. I've had a few of those already - it’s pretty easy to root them out.”


“I wouldn't pay it much notice, unless there is a repeat - such as other notes, other kinds of unusual occurrences. There are lots of crackpots out there.”


“That’s what the chief said. What about the cross?”


That minor detail struck me as important. The ink-jet printer used to print the text did not make the reddish cross. The paper was preprinted stationary, the cross its only marks.


“Look, perhaps the cross has some meaning. I think it warrants research, especially considering where your project took place. France was a hotbed of fascist politics in the 1930s. But right now we have a class to give.”




I returned home after the seminar with the video transcription, not particularly satisfied with the response I received about the threatening note, and began to edit a section of my next manuscript. I scribbled notes on a printed copy while sprawled on the couch in my study. I prefer to edit on paper. It is easier on my eyes, and I take draft manuscripts with me everywhere, catching a bit of proofing time here and there as I bustle about town.


The cross on the bottom of the threatening note stuck in my head. I began to do some searching for things with that pattern - ‘anti-Semite’, ‘red cross’, ‘French fascism’. It didn't take much effort to uncover some startling information.


I wrote an email to Professor Douglas:

Some highlights of today's research:

1. - Many articles on the rise of anti-Semitism in France since Israeli-Palestinian conflict, based on traditional myths.

2. - An implication within the propaganda that ties economic conditions and anti-Semitism, esp. low- to middle-income level agitation.

3. - Profit motive and exploitation of extremism related.

4. - Right-wing extremism, 1930s: see link to Croix-de-Feu. Ultra-nationalist league in Paris in the 1930s, behind the riots of 1934 that toppled the government. Outlawed in 1938. A possible connection?


The problem with the Croix-de-Feu was their emblem was not a traditional Christian cross like the one on the stationary, but a “square” cross with flames radiating out from the middle. It had a skull overlaid over crossed swords in the center - imagery from its roots as an organization of World War I veterans.


I got up to pour myself a cup of coffee. When I returned to my study, there were a few more emails that had come in that brief period. A couple were from my Twitter account, and I put these away for the moment. One was from the bank - my e-statement was ready - I was definitely going to put that one away. I didn't want to see how bad that account had been plundered lately with all my traveling. I was interrupted when the mail carrier drove into the driveway and stopped in front of the walkway, honking his horn.


“Another package, Hewitt. Gotta sign for it. What are you expecting today? Buying more copies of your book?”


I purchased several Print-on-Demand copies of my recent book for proofing and distribution, and everyone was giving me a hard time about “building my numbers” with my own bank account.


“Well, someone has to,” I chuckled, taking the barb in stride. It was a small mailing packet with a return address of Paris. There was no name.


I stepped back through the front door and into the study. Clearing the desk, I pushed the manuscript I had been reading to one side, and plopped the mailer down. I opened a pocketknife kept in the top desk drawer and carefully slit open the side of the package.


It contained a small manila envelope, unsealed, with a handwritten note on the outside: 

Thought you would be interested


I carefully opened the envelope. Inside was a an old photograph, worn, yellowed and faded. It showed two young girls. One of girls looked in her teens and was holding the hand of a younger girl, perhaps 4 or so, with a garland of flowers in her hair. They were photographed in a beautiful garden. In white lettering, from where black ink had been written on the negative in the old style, was a title:

Gela à la fête d'été 1939


“Gela at the summer party 1939.” I sat back in my chair and thought for a long moment. Thoughts of the threat and Gela afraid of telling her story kept spinning around in my head. It's the video, I kept thinking. The video stirred up something meant to remain at rest. Gela knew it would, which is why she was afraid to tell her story, even to her family. 


What was she referring to? Who sent me this photograph? And who sent the threatening note?




Winnipeg

Angus McDonough sat in the elegant walnut-paneled publisher's office at The Winnipeg Guardian reading a series of reports. It was a little after 2:00 in the afternoon on a balmy September day in central Canada. Normally he kept an “open door” policy with his staff from the janitor to the editor. Today, however, he was engrossed in serious matters. He liked to explain himself by stating, “The newspaperman in me likes the door open, the businessman likes it closed.”


His assistant, Ellen Richardson, had worked for him for over a dozen years, and knew better than to interrupt the “closed door businessman.” So Angus was surprised to see her walk through the doorway and enter his office with a sheet of paper in her hand. She had a serious expression on her normally cheerful face.


“You look like the office cat died,” he teased her, knowing she would guard his privacy tenaciously when the office door was shut. He knew from her expression something was wrong.


“I am so sorry to bother you, Mr. McDonough. I think you need to see this right away.”


She placed an old-fashioned FAX on his desk. In this world of electronic snooping, Angus McDonough maintained a non-networked FAX for very confidential communications no one save for Ellen and the few who had the phone number knew about. She waited patiently while he read through the grainy message with an increasingly alarmed look on his face. When he finished reading, he laid the FAX on his desk and removed his reading glasses, rubbing his eyes.


“Call a meeting of the senior staff for 2:30, whoever is in the building. And try to get Hewitt on the line for me personally, not on conference. I'd like to talk with him before the meeting.”


Ellen Richardson knew she had been right to interrupt him - Angus McDonough never called staff meetings.




“I have Mr. Hewitt on the line for you, sir.”


Angus sat back in his padded leather chair and took a deep breath.


“Larry, lad. Glad to have caught you,” he started with a forced cheerfulness.


He listened intently while I told him of the threatening note, the furrows on his forehead belying a keen interest as well as a deepening concern.


“Really? Well, that's an interesting development, I do say ... look, something has come up. We need to meet. How about Le Café Reuban Vert, four days from now - Friday, noon, Paris time ... yes, I said Paris. You remember the café? Good. And Larry, don't use your cell phone until after we talk. I'll explain when we meet. I'll have Ellen call you with the travel arrangements ... yes, The Guardian is paying!”


He hung up the phone, and settled back for a long, silent moment. Angus then picked up the phone and dialed a number from memory.


“I need to see you, privately. Hewitt will be on his way to Paris. He has the photograph. They are following him.”




Chapter 2

Off the Grid

Creativity is knowing how to hide your sources.

- Albert Einstein
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Paris

It had been a very hectic day and I took a much-needed nap once the plane lifted off the tarmac heading for Iceland. I generally don't work while on an airplane. It's like typing in a phone booth with your elbows tied together.


Customs in Keflavik International Airport is a fairly streamlined affair. It is a short walk to the left, up a flight of stairs, and through to the customs stations. There was little time between flights, and unlike in Seattle where they board by rows, boarding in Iceland is much like the start of a marathon - they open the doors and stand back. You are on your own.


I had flown this leg of the trip many times and followed the trip map as we crossed into English airspace and over Pas de Calais heading for Paris. The cab ride from De Gaulle into the heart of the city is always expensive. The streets are jammed with cars and the progress through the maze of narrow streets is slow. The meter keeps ticking.


I checked into the Hotel Vivienne, one of the “store front” hotels that pervade the downtown core - small, discrete, and yet still within walking distance of all the major points of interest, including Le Café Reuban Vert. After dining in a small café on the corner, I returned to my room and spent the afternoon replaying the original Gela video, following the transcript, and taking very careful notes.


Something was hiding within the lines, something that frightened Gela.


By the time my eyes began to blur, notes from the Gela video lay scattered around the hotel bed as disorganized as my thoughts. I had hoped to find something definitive I could use to put a context around the events of the past few days. I was disappointed.


Gela described in clear detail her life in Natzweiler-Struthof concentration camp - the daily roll calls, the march of prisoners from the train station, the smell of the smoke from the crematorium. As I listened to the story, I felt the same degree of helplessness, outrage, and sadness as when I first heard the “Story of Marianne.” The analytical researcher in me, however, wrote the following comment across the page of notes:

Nothing new here


There was nothing about her life before the camp. Why was she sent there? I knew from my research Natzweiler was where people who simply disappeared into the “Nacht und Nebel” - the Night and Fog - ended up. This included people suspected of fighting for the resistance and political prisoners, including four women British Secret Service agents brutally murdered at the camp. And Marianne Bouchard. But there was no hint about what happened to her family, where she had lived, or why she was arrested.


I had hoped to answer the question why, if there officially were no women at Natzweiler, was she there. And was she really there? The lack of anything but generally known events began to bother me.


I wrote down every piece of information I could glean from the video and the transcription, trying to put together a semblance of a time line, looking for something subtle I may have missed. Something unique or definitive. As I finished the video for perhaps the tenth time, I was spent. I took my pen and began to write a synopsis I was afraid would end my research.


I stopped writing. Something I remembered from my earlier work on Natzweiler concentration camp came back to me. I immediately went online to my archives in the Cloud account and opened the folder: NATZWEILER. I found this note:

Multiple sources confirm; inmates of Natzweiler forcibly marched to Dachau after distribution to sub-camps beginning 9/44 as Allied armies advanced across southern France. US Army units discovered an empty camp save for a skeleton SS staff. First main camp found by Allies.


There was nothing mentioned about Dachau, sub-camps, or the forced march in the video.


How did Gela survive the evacuation of Natzweiler? Why was this left out of the story?


I tore off these last pages of notes and threw the near empty writing pad into the trash when I heard a knock on the door.


“Housekeeping, monsieur.”


“Entreé,” I looked up, and the maid opened the door.


“Pardon, monsieur,” she replied. “May I straighten your room?”


“Oui, mademoiselle, I was just leaving. Please, let me just gather some things and I will be on my way.”


“I can return later if it would be more convenient, monsieur,” she added with a sweet voice, her full red hair neatly pulled back and tucked in a tight bun. She faced away from me tending to her cart, so I did not see her face.


“No, no, it's fine,” and I pushed the full garbage container in her direction. “I need some fresh air anyway.”


I grabbed my notes and iPad, put on my coat, and headed out the door to the lobby. I had an hour before meeting Angus McDonough and I could use the fresh air to think about this latest mystery:

How did Gela survive Naztweiler?




Café Reuban Vert is a nondescript sandwich shop and wine bar tucked away on a small crowded Paris street in the center of the business district. Close to major attractions and transportation hubs in the city, it was quietly discrete. A perfect place to meet if you wanted to be unseen.


I was waiting inside with a glass of red wine when Angus McDonough burst through the door in his usual ebullient fashion, causing the small crowd inside to stop and look up.


So much for maintaining a discrete presence.


“Hey, Angus. It's good to see you,” I smiled and stood up.


“Had to fly all the way to Paris for a glass of wine! Man, you are getting cocky,” he laughed, and shook my hand robustly. We both sat, and the waiter brought another glass.


We made small talk for a while, then I began to brief him on my analysis of the Gela information. I repeated my concerns about how Gela survived the concentration camp.


“That may be an important omission. In the news business, what people don't say is often more important. It's worth taking a deeper look. In the meantime, what about the photograph?”


I showed him a copy on my iPhone.


“The older girl is Gela, I believe.”


“How do you figure?”


“She is in the center of the photo, the subject. The little girl is looking down and away. Not the subject.”


“Conjecture, but probably accurate.”


“There is nothing in the video to give even a hint of where Gela lived. And nothing to indicate who the little girl is, assuming I am correct. If she were a sister, I would think Gela would have mentioned her in the video. The caption could have been added later, possibly to throw me off base.”


“The caption - not particularly idiomatic. Where is the original now?”


“The threat and your warning concerned me, so I had the concierge place it in the hotel safe. I have a scanned copy.”


“Good. Smart move. I suggest we treat it as a high security priority from now on. Now, here is why I asked you to come to Paris.”


Angus removed a report he had received via FAX from someone who was not identified. The message was somewhat cryptic, with references to things I did not understand, until I came to the bottom.

Confirmed activity to move re: Juno. Expect action against author soon. Utmost urgency required.


“And who is this? He sounds more like CIA than a news source, or a reporter for that matter.”


“Relax, my friend,” and he settled back in his chair and took a deep sip of wine. “It's not as clandestine as you might think. We operate news bureaus all over Europe - small operations really. One here in Paris, one in London, another in Berlin, and, of course, Rome. These foreign offices are more espionage offices than news offices - we keep people on the ground who maintain a large number of contacts in government, business, and more shadowy places as well.”


“Spies, in other words,” I smiled.


“Spies! My dear Hewitt, reporters!” he protested, in mock indignation, then smiled that beguiling smile of his. “Not much difference, I am afraid. But it is really more a numbers game - the numbers meaning hours.”


“What do you mean?”


“Six hours ahead of New York and Atlanta. Nine hours ahead of the West Coast. Getting a story here first means it is online and published while stateside reporters are still sleeping. That advantage equates to advertising revenues.


“Shortly after the Gela video appeared online, we began to hear ripples in various places - bits of information here and there, nothing concrete. Something was stirred up, however. So my people here began to push back, to see what was being stirred up.


“This contact ...” and he reached for the FAX, returning it to his satchel, “is one of my main sources in the more ... shall we say, underground areas of Europe.” Angus had a peculiar way of emphasizing certain phrases, and they generally involved a pause and the phrase, “Shall we say.” I had learned to pay special attention at times like these.


“We have known for some time there is a group of European businessmen who operate deep under cover to try to circumvent European Union trust regulations. They manipulate the economy in strategic ways to their advantage. They seek a restoration of economic nationalism and the demise of the European Union they see as compromising the nationalistic integrity of their respective countries. It is difficult to determine just who these people are, but they operate through a large number of corporations, usually multiple entities at once to give an appearance of diversity. Interlocking directorships and stock movements hide their identities.


“A few years ago the European Union investigated claims certain corporations operating in Europe and through their overseas acquisitions laundered capital from the stolen assets of the Jews of Europe as well as the plundered national banks of occupied countries. The investigation lasted several years, but ultimately ran into a stone wall of ambivalence from national authorities. The reports were sequestered as unsubstantiated, and the investigation collapsed. My news sense tells me the EU was on the right track but was stonewalled by powerful collective interests.”


“Like a rejuvenated Croix-de-Feu? Do you suppose that is who contacted me?”


“So it would seem, but I rather doubt it.”


“But I told you about the threat. It was delivered on stationary with a red cross in the corner - the Croix-de-Feu's symbol, or at least one similar to it. Perhaps they are not as defunct as the historians believe.”


“I am not sure who delivered that note, but I don't think they are the Croix-de-Feu. That was too obvious, and too plain. Much like this rather boring glass of wine you ordered. I really need to work on your choice of drink!”


Angus called to the waiter, rattled off something in perfect French that was a little more complicated than I could follow, and set aside the glass of wine. The waiter quickly returned with a bottle and two fresh glasses.


Angus’ casualness caught me a little off guard. I took the long sip this time.


“OK,” I answered back. “Then what was the threat about?”


“I think it's a bluff. By whom - I don't know. But this group - they work only in the shadows. They are so deep that we don't know who any of them are, just that they can affect major economic activity. They would never expose themselves.


“Someone was trying to bluff you off ... or perhaps send you a message, a clue, knowing your propensity for a good mystery. But we do know this. Whoever it is wants something, and it is somewhere hidden within your research. At least they think it is.”


“What do we do now?”


“Dig. Find out what this is all about.”


“I think you should take the original photograph back to Canada. I have a copy on my iPad anyway. I brought the original because there is something compelling about holding it, touching it, feeling it calling to me. But I don't want it to fall into someone else's hands.”


“I agree. Let me take the photograph with me. Once I am back in Canada, I can have it locked away in our secure archives. And you need to remain here where my people can keep a watchful eye on things. Whatever this is about, it is about Gela. And Gela is from here, lived here, and acted here ... whatever that means.”


“Another mystery.”


“Yes, but one that may have a nasty bite. I have arranged for my contact to make certain, shall we say ... arrangements for you here in Paris.” There was that unique pause and emphasis again. “Plan on staying in country a while. Enjoy some sightseeing. He will contact you.”


“You payin’ for all this?”


Angus just smiled, and pulled a credit card from his wallet. “Courtesy of The Winnipeg Guardian. No 5-star hotels. But no more cheap wine either!”




Angus followed me back to my hotel a short walk away and I retrieved the Gela photograph from the hotel safe and entrusted it to him. We talked for a while in the lobby while waiting for his cab, and said our goodbyes. He was off to Berlin on other business, but I knew the photograph was safe in his care. As the cab driver opened the passenger door for him, he turned and gave me a grin.


“I said no 5-star hotels, but ...” and he looked back at the hotel where I was staying, “... damn!”


I shook my head as he drove off. Angus was always a treat, in a manner of speaking. Anyway, I like the small store front hotels in the city.


I rode the elevator to the third floor and swiped the card key to my room. The lock would not open, so I tried it again. Still nothing. Slightly irritated, I couldn't help but think about Angus’ parting remark as I rode down the elevator to the front desk for assistance. The desk clerk was very apologetic.


“Je regrette, monsieur. Un moment,” and he tried unsuccessfully to reset the lock code from his desk station. When that failed, he called for a technician and turned back to me.


“The serviceman will be here shortly, and he will accompany you to your room and override the security lock. This has never happened before, monsieur. I am so very sorry.”


“C'est n'est rien - it's nothing.”


Their prompt attention to the problem restored my faith in the “little” hotels, as my daughter calls them. Right on cue, the serviceman appeared and asked me to follow him upstairs.


When we reached the room, he removed his master key and tried the lock. Nothing. He then spoke to the front desk. I caught only bits of the French, but something like “the alarm will go off.” He then took an odd looking tool out of his tool pouch, placed it over the code key receiver, and gave it a sharp twist. Once off, the alarm sounded in the hall, which was immediately overridden by the desk clerk. The technician opened the door, and invited me to step inside.


The room was a shambles. The bed had been ripped apart, the covers lying in a heap in the middle of the floor, the mattress and box spring overturned. The drawers were pulled out, and the closet strewn with my things. I stared in disbelief, and uttered, “Oh, my lord!”


Someone had been looking for something specific - perhaps the photograph or my notes? Luckily, the photograph had been locked away in the safe, and I always have my iPad with me. And my passport.


The technician immediately called for the hotel manager, Monsieur Tondreau, who in turn launched into a frantic tirade about housekeeping, the maids, and other things I could not understand. He called for the head of housekeeping, and within minutes the staff formed in the hallway, M. Tondreau pacing back and forth like a lion waiting to attack.


“Which one of you is responsible for this room?” Madame Arseneau, the head of housekeeping, asked of her staff.


A young woman with jet-black hair that dropped casually to her shoulders sheepishly raised her hand.


“I am not scheduled to clean the room until 3:00, madame.”


“Madame,” I interrupted, “she is not the maid who came to the room as I left. I did not see her face, but she had the most extraordinary red hair.”


The women assembled in the hall looked at each other, surprised. 


“Monsieur,” said Mme Arseneau with a look of concern, “I have no such maid on my staff. Are you certain of this?”


“Oui, madame,” I offered, defensively. “I noticed.”


Mme Arseneau glared at me for a moment, and said, “I will call the police.”


I was able to easily see nothing had been taken, but the larger question was left unanswered. Who was the red-haired maid? How did they know I was here? What were they after? And who were “they?”




She answered her cell phone from her apartment in Paris. The man's voice was brusque, impatient.


“There was nothing in the hotel room. No notes, and he must have taken his tablet with him. And the photograph wasn't there either.”


“You left things clean?” she asked.


“Took special care. He will never know I was there.”


She typed out a short email and sent it using encryption:

Failed to intercept or collect.

Implementing Plan B


She rose from her desk, sat back down on the sofa, and continued reading from a report laying on the coffee table. She tied back her mane of full red hair then scribbled some notes on a small paper tablet as she read.

Ore grading report under-represents density. Discrepancy considerable. Verify. 

What is relationship? Why under-value own company before merger?




I changed hotels.


I decided to go off the grid. M. Tondreau, the manager of the Hotel Vivienne was embarrassed and refused to take payment for the room, but I assured him that was not necessary. This had been no random break-in, and the hotel could not have prepared for such a targeted invasion. I explained my need for both privacy and security, and he was kind enough to recommend another small hotel nearby. He placed a discrete phone call for me to the manager, and helped make the arrangements. I could pay for the room in cash. The room key was a real key, not an electronic lock.


Before I began any further research into Gela and Natzweiler I had to wrestle with the problem of disappearing, at least in the digital sense. I used the credit card to withdraw a large sum of cash. Luckily I caught Angus McDonough by phone at the airport before takeoff - he had to run interference with his accounting department before the transaction could be authorized. I was in no particular hurry, however, because whoever was watching me knew I was in Paris anyway, even if they did not know which hotel I was staying at.


In the meantime, I used the credit card for meals at different places throughout the city, often taking the bus to one side of Paris or the other, sometimes eating in the train stations to create a diversion. I even rode the two hours to Caen just to have dinner, then returned, trying to give my tracker fits. It was becoming quite a game of cat and mouse, although I would have preferred to be the cat.


I also determined both my cell phone and iPad were my Achilles heel. My cell phone ended up smashed in the trash bin just below the Eiffel Tower. I mostly used public phones to place calls to land line telephones for the time being, at least until I felt secure. I purchased a simple “pay-by-month” cell phone as a backup.


I visited the Apple store near the Paris Opera House and bought a brand new iPad, courtesy of The Winnipeg Guardian. I guessed whoever was following me was able to hack the network and track me through the machine address of my old iPad, so it had to go. I transferred all of my documents through my Cloud account while at the store, using their equipment, then copied it directly to the new iPad and deleted everything from the old account. I opened a new Cloud account under a phony name and abandoned my old email address. Instead, I opened a new email account using an alias and kept its use down to a few trusted individuals I could count on to place discrete telephone calls to people for me. There would be no direct emailing of any kind for a while.


As for the old iPad, I had a great idea. As I was enjoying a beautiful Parisian afternoon sitting on the bank of the Seine, I spotted a young college-aged woman happily walking with her boyfriend arm-in-arm in the late summer sun.


“Pardon, madame. Excusé moi. But I have just bought a new iPad for work, and my old one - although it is perfectly fine - I was told by my company I had to dispose of it. I cannot sell it, for I am leaving Paris tonight. You may have it if you wish. I don't know what else to do with it.”


“Vraiment? - really?”


The astonished look on her face lasted, I am sure, throughout the day. But after assuring her it was all quite legitimate, she accepted my gift with a wonderful smile. Her boyfriend gave me a hearty handshake, and I received a sweet kiss on the cheek for my brilliant idea.


I sat there in the afternoon sun chuckling to myself. Whoever was following me electronically would have a field day from now on. I hoped the young couple would use it all over Paris.


“I crack myself up sometimes,” I said aloud, and got a strange look from a couple passing by.




Chapter 3

The Ring

We dance round in a ring and suppose,

but the secret sits in the middle and knows.

- Robert Frost

[image: ]

Present Day

“Monsieur, pardon.”


I should have known better than to turn around. The French would seldom address a stranger on the street in Paris. The pace of the city is so frenetic, the personal space so absent, people seldom make eye contact - at least until they are sitting inside. There the pace of the streets dissolves into a decidedly unhurried atmosphere. It takes a little getting used to.


I was crossing the Pont des Arts, a bridge over the Seine leading to the plaza of The Louvre. The Pont des Arts is one of the “Lovers’ Locks” bridges tourists flock to, and the locals despise. The railing of the Seine bridges are adorned, some would say defiled, with padlocks, bicycle locks, and other similar tokens left by couples to signify their love.


A smiling young couple, from England by their accents, was posing for a picture in front of the lock they had just fastened on the railing, blocking the sidewalk for a brief moment. I stopped and patiently waited for the lovers’ ritual to be completed. That was when she nailed me.


“Oui,” I replied, and turned around. I knew immediately a rather notorious ring of con-artist panhandlers who work the district had targeted me. I had been through this before.


“You dropped this ring, monsieur. It is such a beautiful gold ring, I must return it to you.”


“Je regrette, mademoiselle. Je ne suis pas intéressé - I am not interested.”


“Oh, but monsieur ... ,” she began.


“Look, I've been through this before. Go hit on someone else,” I countered, beginning to be irritated.


The scam works like this - a young woman claiming they found a gold ring on the ground stops a tourist, and “you” must have dropped it. The operator is always a young woman, appearing to be of Middle Eastern descent and wearing a full head shawl to disguise her looks; always bright, polite, and cheerful.


She attempts to return the ring. She then asks for a small remittance for her trouble, hoping to cash in on the greed of the mark. The gold ring is an obvious fake, and the routine is pretty lame, but this is the fourth time I had been hit on in my walks through this part of Paris, so it must be effective.


“But monsieur, this is a special ring,” she continued, intently keeping direct eye contact, which was itself unusual. “This ring must be yours,” and she reached for my hand and placed the ring in my palm, closing my fingers around it.


“Wear the ring, monsieur,” she smiled, and turned to walk away without asking for a handout. I saw her face but for a brief moment; she was beautiful, with natural flaming red hair - definitely not Middle Eastern. And her eyes - brilliant green. She walked briskly away and disappeared into the crowd in the plaza of The Louvre.


I looked around to see if there was a second act to this little show, something coming from the back or side after this misdirection, perhaps someone after my wallet. But I was left standing there, the crowd moving past in regular fashion. Something was not right.


Uneasily, I decided to walk back in the direction across the bridge where I had come rather than continue towards the plaza. I turned and walked downstream along the river's promenade, staying in the clear and away from any congestion so I could see anyone coming directly at me. About halfway to the next bridge, I stepped into a sidewalk café, Le Café des Beaux Arts, and sat in the corner with my back against an ivy-covered wall looking out on the street and the café entrance. I ordered a glass of wine, and waited. For what I was not certain.


Thirty minutes passed slowly. I scrutinized the faces of everyone entering the café. Save for the occasional “bonjour” and polite head nodding, I made no eye contact, nor saw anything of concern. I was satisfied no one followed me, so I took the ring out of my pocket and examined it.


It was fairly heavy, and obviously fake. There were slight scratches showing it had once been worn. There was an inscription on the inside - what looked like hieroglyphs. I contemplated the symbols, unsure of what they meant, turning the ring over and over in my fingers.


“Une autre verre, monsieur? - another glass?”


The attention from the waiter disrupted my concentration.


“Non, merci.”


“Oui, monsieur,” the waiter replied, and left a small card on the table instead of the bill.


“The check has been paid, monsieur. Merci,” the waiter replied, and walked briskly away to wait on another table.


There was handwriting on the card. It read,

R. Dussault wishes the pleasure of your company.

3 Place des Victoires, upstairs


There was a graphic of a red comet in the lower right corner.


I crossed the Seine on the Pont du Carrousel, the next bridge downstream, and passed through the broad plaza of The Louvre and the famous glass pyramid. The Place des Victoires was about a kilometer away, and it made an easy walk. The statue in the center of the roundabout commemorates King Louis XIV, and the buildings around the plaza were originally built as a ring of grand private homes. Most were businesses now, with the customary retail shops on the street level. Luxury apartments occupied the top floors.


3 Place des Victoires housed a Kenzo specialty shop. To its right, between Kenzo and another fine apparel store, Gérard Darrel, was a private entrance. I walked through the doorway and took the elevator. It went only to the third floor. On the slow ride, I realized I had been twisting the ring around on my finger.


I was met at a remarkable entrance to the home by a
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