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      “You don’t believe me,” the old gentleman said, his bright blue eyes sparkling with merriment and a smirk on his thin lips I found both annoying yet compelling.

      And, of course, I didn’t believe him. And I did believe him. Both at the same time.

      We sat in the man’s spacious, if somewhat austere living room in front of a truly impressive native sandstone fireplace. He was dressed in blue jeans and a long-sleeved cowboy shirt, wearing old boots which must have been made for Custer back in 1865. Looking remarkably young for his eighty-plus years. Outside the hot August sun was turning the old man’s 2,000-acre ranch into a sea of burned and seared brown grass. But here in the living room, a big open room of rustic Spartan beauty in a big native stone house designed by Frank Lloyd Wright, it was a comfortable seventy-eight degrees, and we were telling each other stories.

      I had to admit his stories were far more interesting than mine. Watching him reach for a can of beer from a small red and black plastic cooler sitting beside his chair, the old man’s grin widened. He knew he had me hooked. He saw that look on my face. That look which said, “‘I don’t believe it … but let’s hear the whole story anyway.’“ Sighing and knowing I could not dismiss any of his stories for any reason, I sat back in the comfortable leather couch, folded arms across my chest, and waited for the maestro to begin.

      Let me tell you first about the old man before getting into his story. His name was Jake Reynolds. He lived, when I interviewed him on this occasion, on a ranch in Kansas just outside a small burg called Salina. And I might as well come right out and say it. Jake—this old man sitting in front of me and pushing almost eighty-five or more—was a thief. A retired thief, to be sure. But a thief, nevertheless. A thief of extraordinary ability and verve. By his own recollection, Jake stole for a living from 1908 to 1948. Forty years of stealing some of the most beautiful and rare pieces of art ever created by the great masters. Famous pieces which hang even now in national galleries, private collections, and museums all over the world. But he wasn’t an ordinary thief. He didn’t just steal the Monets and Rembrandts and Rubens. He created perfect forgeries and replaced the originals with his own. Forgeries painted on aged canvas, using materials and oils which the masters in their own time frame would have used. But here’s the most incredible fact about this amazing old man.

      He was never caught.

      Never arrested, even on a suspicion of thievery. Rarely mentioned as a possible suspect. Yet this smirking elf-like creature sitting across from me pilfered most of the world’s greatest pieces of art out from under the very noses of the best protection money could buy. And yet, somehow, got away with it! He completely baffled every European police agency in existence for decades. In fact, he admits that most of the world’s police departments and insurance agencies to this day still have no inkling concerning the volume and scope of his activities which spanned his forty years of work.

      He never did explain to me fully just how he had acquired canvas which, if subjected to modern-day scientific methods, would test out to be of the approximate same age as the originals. Of course, prior to around 1935, testing canvas by scientific means was unheard of. But using aged canvas, which in effect would greatly reduce the time to create a forgery, came to him early in his career and became a mainstay in his modus operandi. All he would say about how he acquired the aged white canvas was something to the effect he had a friend who was a Jesuit monk. And that’s all he would say.

      But everything else about his vocation in life—and his unwanted avocation—he quite casually relayed to me with unhesitating candor. His vocation you already know. He stole for a living. But the avocation pressed upon him by forces he could not control came to him quite unexpectedly and definitely unwanted. Incredibly he developed a reputation of that of a detective. He solved those perplexing cases for various police departments or wealthy patrons who were incapable or unwilling to solve them on their own volition. Or—even more reluctantly I might add—he was forced to solve cases for his own sense of justice and fair play. Odd, really, to think about a thief having a sense of right and wrong. But Jake did. He became so good at it, police departments around the world sought him out as an expert consultant. And never once realized in any official manner that this man was plotting and executing the heist of a priceless piece of art from right under their noses!

      And my god! What a life the man lived! The people he met! The sweep of history which passed before his eyes. The incredible feats he accomplished surreptitiously all took the breath away from me whenever I sat down with him and listened to him recount his exploits.

      Jake Reynolds knew Wilbur and Orville Wright. It was Wilbur who taught Jake how to fly in 1908. He knew Pablo Picasso in Paris prior to World War One. He knew Al Capone … the Al Capone of Chicago in the 1920s. He smoked cigars with Winston Churchill one night in 1916 when Churchill was then in the Admiralty office of the British government. Twice he got to meet the infamous Manfred von Richthofen, the infamous Red Baron of Germany, after Richthofen shot him down over France and behind enemy lines.

      Yes, I realize it is impossible to believe. I too felt the very same way when I first came up to interview him. But then he showed me his rare collection of art. He told me names and dates which, after a lot of digging in musty old newspaper files and old forgotten tomes concerning the war, only corroborated his stories. Jake Reynolds was exactly what he said he was. He was a thief. An incredible thief. An unbelievably lucky thief. All one had to do was look at those works of art he had stashed away over the years to confirm his tales.

      I first met him when I was an acne faced young reporter for a newspaper. Back then I was working for the Wichita Eagle. I was straight out of journalism school, about as clueless to the real world as any young lad has a right to be straight out of college, and determined to prove myself to those old hardened, hard-driving old-styled news editors of yesteryear. The editor at the paper gave me an assignment. Find a veteran of World War One and interview him. That’s how I found Jake. Someone mentioned his name and told me how to get to his ranch. So I drove up from Wichita on a hot summer day in a car which had no air conditioning and almost drowned in my own perspiration by the time I climbed out of the car and introduced myself. And then my life changed once the old man started telling me his stories.

      Like the one he was trying to tell me now.

      “I’m telling you there are people who get away with murder. I know because I was involved in a murder where the killer basically walked away scot-free. There was nothing I could do about it. Well … not until sometime later. Over another matter. In another part of the world. Want to hear about it?”

      “Are you going to tell me you also stole a painting while you tried to bring the killer or killers to justice?”

      “Certainly,” the old man answered, eyes twinkling and that smirk on his lips as he popped open a fresh can of beer. “That’s the way it seemed to work for me. Here, take a beer and sit back and listen to what I have to say. It won’t take long.”

      He was wrong.

      It did take a long time. But it was a story that glued me to that couch for two hours, and I recorded every word of it for posterity. Years later, and long after the old man died, I decided to put it down on paper. I know no one is going to believe me. I know these stories are impossible to believe. But my god! Those paintings! Those wonderful, wonderful paintings. One look at what he kept in his personal collection was enough to make you believe.

      So, here it is, in its entirety. Believe it or not. The option is yours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The night was a frigid nightmare. A snow-covered frozen wonderland.

      Blackness, filled with only the gentle hiss of winter’s frigid breath, stirred the copse of dark trees surrounding him with an ominous whisper. He sat on the hard seat of the motorcycle in the night of Arctic loneliness, his ears silently cataloguing all the ambient sounds surrounding him. Above him, the sky looked mean and sullen, filled with the promise of another winter’s blizzard. And cold. A vicious cold. All of Europe seemed to be gripped in an Arctic nightmare tonight.

      It was cold enough to observe his breath turning to ice crystals. Cold enough to make the snow crack and snap in loud protest like broken glass every time he moved his feet. What little light there was, reflected off the blue-white crystalline surface in a surreal glow. The snow fell for most of the bitter night, carpeting the countryside in heavy silence. Every war had a way of making even the most commonplace appear like a psychotic nightmare. This war was no different.

      The flash of a kid’s mischievous grin shot across his frozen blue lips. It was, he thought to himself, a night only the psychotic would consider venturing into. Or maybe a sociopath. Or the nefarious.

      The grin widened into an impish smirk.

      Which one was he? The Psychotic? The Sociopath? Or the nefarious?

      There was only one reason why he was here.

      Since he considered himself a sane man, there was only one option available. Why would a sane man hide in the darkest of shadows? Why would a sane man slink about in the night? Going out of his way to make sure no living creature would be aware of his presence. Why would a sane man stand for hours in the depths of a large copse of ancient Willows and wait for the night to slowly wander in its trek to the darkest point of the pre-dawn hours.

      Why?

      There was only one plausible answer.

      He was here to steal something.

      Something so rare and so valuable, he was compelled to endure the cold and the silence and wait for just the right moment to strike. Nevertheless, he felt quite comfortable sitting on the mud-splattered motorcycle. The long ride up from Paris on the Army Signals Corps machine was an arduous exercise in endurance and stamina. Melting ice dripped onto the still hot engine, and with each drip hitting the steaming exhaust manifold, the machine gave out a high-pitched hiss. The same kind of hissing sound an old dog might make after chasing rabbits through underbrush. He smiled to himself and fondly petted the old bike’s gas tank.

      Only the red tip of his lit cigarette revealed his presence in the inky well of the night. Dressed in dark trousers and a black pullover sweater, he knew he would not be observed. No casual passerby would come whistling down this invisible country lane. The cold would keep most huddled close to their coal-burning stoves and brightly lit hearths. But there was another factor that guaranteed him his invisibility. In the distance, he could hear the constant rumble of German artillery fire and errant machine guns rattling angrily off in the night. A war was afoot. The War to End All Wars. It was early February 1915. All of Europe was shivering in the darkness tonight. People were too afraid to turn on a light and bask near warm fires, fearing the Boche would rain down artillery fire on them with biblical fury. The front was not more than seven kilometers away. Hostilities on a European scale had a remarkable way of dulling one’s desires to travel. Especially this close to the front.

      In the darkness, he turned and stared at the deeper shadow off in the distance. His intended destination. A tall dark blackness vaguely shaped in the form of a large chateau, dark form with one bright yellow light gleaming its warm glow from out of a small window. Staring at the warmth of the light, he smiled again and pulled the cigarette dangling from his lips away between two fingers and exhaled softly.

      Confident the cigarette’s tip would not be noticed by the two old cronies who were the caretakers of this 600-year-old country chateau, he smoked in a leisurely fashion as he waited for the old people to retire. The old man was well past seventy. Hard of hearing. With nothing better to do on these cold winter nights but to sit in the warmth of the chateau’s large kitchen and drink wine and eat cheese while his wife puttered around with various pots and pans. The wife was even older. She liked to bake bread and pastries, and while baking, incessantly droned on to her hard-of-hearing husband about the vagaries of life she had to endure. Even now, drifting through the barren winter trees he hid himself in, the lingering aroma of hot bread just pulled from an oven was strong enough to make his mouth water.

      That infectious grin spread across his lips again as he waited for the single light to wink out. When it eventually did, he bent down and picked up a black canvas valise strapped to the back of the cycle and quickly slipped the long canvas grips over his head. Like a big jungle cat, he slipped out of the thick stand of willows and strolled with a confident gait across the snow-packed lawn. Coming to a halt at the base of a corner of the chateau, he quietly looked to the left and then to the right. Each breath he took brought out an explosion of steam lancing out into the brittle night air. Flipping the remains of the cigarette to one side, he readjusted the weight of the bag riding on his back before glancing up into the night.

      Two floors above him was a stone balcony. Pausing in the almost claustrophobic darkness, he took in the night’s sounds. Hearing nothing amiss, he reached for a handhold on the thick carpet of twisted vegetation which covered almost the entire southern wall of the old chateau. Taking a deep breath, he looked up and began climbing swiftly. Moving with effortless ease, the compact, athletic figure went vertically up the exterior wall of the mansion and slipped over the cold stone balcony railing without making the slightest of sound. Automatically he slid into the blackest of shadows and paused again to listen intently.

      It was amazing how far sound could carry in the cold. Standing on the balcony, he could distinctly hear the whining strain of a truck making its way over the road leading to Soissons. Barely eight months earlier, and just a few kilometers back toward the southeast, that very same road had hundreds of Parisian taxis grinding along bumper to bumper at a snail’s pace, bringing a large contingent of the French Army up from Paris and toward a bloodbath called the First Marne. The first terrible battle of the war. A battle where British, French, and German armies, all dog-tired from the opening weeks of what at first appeared to be a very mobile war, literally staggered into each other like drunken sailors in a barroom brawl and began pommeling each other viciously. The costly inconclusiveness of that horrible bloodbath had two profoundly lethal effects for the combatants.

      Firstly, it permanently ended the headlong dash of German forces who, in the previous four weeks, had been driving like a pack of howling wolves straight toward Paris. Seemingly an unstoppable force intent on swallowing up all of France and ending the war in one daring act of bravado. But the First Marne ended that gambit. Dramatically.

      Secondly, and most telling of all, it forced each of the exhausted actors in this funeral dirge to dig into the blood-soaked soil of France and entrench themselves deep into the bowels of the earth. From the English Channel to the borders of Switzerland, a distance as the crow flies of eight hundred kilometers, a labyrinth of multiple trenches in depth converted the war into a static and motionless debacle of mindless killing. Killing which would last for four horrible, murderously gruesome years.

      War was a bloody goddess. A jealous whore who demands human sacrifice. And in this war Shiva would have her fill.

      Farther away, high up in the hills which bordered the wide and slow-moving Aisne river running past Soissons, he could hear the unmistakable rat-tat-tat of a Frenchman’s Hotchkiss machine gun stuttering angrily into the unfathomable dark night. He smiled in the darkness, thinking to himself as he glanced for a second time around his immediate environs, how odd it felt to be still among the living on this cold night of 1915. Jake paused for a moment and meditated over his incredible luck.

      Acknowledging he still lived was a simple statement with profound implications. Almost eight months into the First World War, serving as a captain and pilot in the Royal Flying Corps was, frankly, no mean feat. Hundreds of thousands had already paid the ultimate price.

      The first winter of the war found the armies of both Allies and the Triple Entente sitting in their trenches enjoying the semi-lull winter brought on. All the armies were licking their wounds and digging in for the duration. In the midst of this momentary pause, the dark American found himself with the opportunity to take stock of his situation. To his amazement, he realized he was still alive. But not just alive. Alive and only moments away from stealthily entering the third-floor study of the Marquis de Sauveterre’s ancestral residence with the intent of stealing one of the marquis’ family heirlooms. He was going to replace it with a fake so cunningly rendered, so painstakingly recreated in exact detail, no one would suspect anything amiss.

      And what an heirloom!

      The small portrait, set in a garish gilded frame barely sixteen inches by twenty inches in size, was one of the marquis’ ancestors dressed in the dark red robes of a cardinal. A rather plain-looking portrait of a petite fat man, with extremely dark almond-colored eyes, with a right hand draped across his robes with a huge silver ring on his index finger. It was an old canvas of such uninspired blandness even the marquis dismissed it with a casual wave of the hand. Yet, to Jake, it was an art collector’s find of unparalleled import! For unbeknown to the young nobleman who currently occupied the chateau, this uninteresting canvas hanging on the wall beside his Louis XIV writing desk was nothing less than a genuine Rembrandt. An unknown Rembrandt the art world had no idea existed.

      For Jake, who was a facilitator for collectors wishing to own works of the masters, the discovery of such a masterpiece meant a sizable monetary transaction if he could get his hands on it in a discreet manner. He knew a collector in Switzerland who carried a passion for collecting Rembrandts. This man’s zealotry for collecting the Dutch master’s oils, along with the man’s almost unlimited bank account, made him one of Jake’s more treasured customers. For an art thief of his caliber, the big American preferred to keep only a few active but well-heeled clients on hand.

      Jake was an art thief. But not the ordinary garden variety thief who ultimately found himself occupying a prison cell thanks to his pedestrian talents and typical braggadocio. No. Jake Reynolds was a master. His modus operandi in stealing a rare painting was to replace it with a copy so painstakingly exact in detail the acknowledged experts in the world of art could not tell the difference. The fakes were stunning masterpieces of fakery. Over the first five decades of the 20th Century, thousands of onlookers have stood and openly admired his fakes, not realizing they were actually looking at magnificent forgeries. Remarkably they still hang in the museums and are generally cherished as the most prized pieces of any collection.

      He paused just for a second before unlocking the wide French-styled doors that led into the small study. How long had it been since he last saw the marquis and his beautiful young nineteen-year-old wife? My god! It had been a lifetime! Almost two years had somehow slipped through his fingers. Two years!

      When was the last time he saw the marquis, his wife, and especially the painting? April? June? Ah, yes. June 1913. In the first week of that pleasant summer past, he, quite by accident, found the unknown Rembrandt thanks to the marquis himself. The young nobleman, with his devilish smile and flashing dark eyes and his congenial personality, soundly whipped Jake in the Lisbon-to-Paris aeroplane race. Aeroplane racing in 1913 was the rage all over Europe before the war. It became the pastime of the wealthy and foolhardy almost immediately after the Wright Brothers proved a heavier-than-air machine could lift a man into the skies. Large monetary prizes were awarded to those few brave souls who dared to push their flimsy machines to the extreme and grueling cross-country races. Jake was one of those men. Flying a Morane-Saulnier Type N monoplane, a machine shaped remarkably like a bullet and thus unbelievably aerodynamic for the era, the tall American was a regular contestant, as well as one of the more popular raconteurs, in these competitions. But in this particular race, the dashing young Marquis Gilbert de Sauveterre brought with him a freshly acquired Morane-Saulnier Type N with a brand new 100-horse Le Rhone rotary engine, along with a vanload of factory mechanics, to keep his machine in top operational condition.

      Jake’s similar, but older, machine had an 80-horse Le Rhone rotary which had been racing for the entire summer. Try as he did, he could not keep his machine close enough to the marquis and hope that perhaps the Frenchman’s new machine might suddenly come down with an illness, and thus regrettably, force the dashing young nobleman to drop out of the race. No such luck. In the four-night, five-day race across Portugal, Spain, and France, the twenty or so contestants who finished the race flew their machines as hard as they could during the day but rested in pre-selected sites during the evening hours. Most of the rest stops became excuses for gigantic parties to erupt spontaneously into life. It was in these nightly revelries where Jake became acquainted, and made friends with, the Marquis de Sauveterre.

      It was the young Frenchman who invited Jake to spend an extended weekend with him and his new bride at their chateau just outside the historic hamlet of Verdun. It was in the marquis’ private study, while the two men sat in high leather-back chairs smoking cigars and discussing the art of flying, when Jake’s eyes wandered across the book-filled room and came to rest on the small dusty portrait of a French cardinal.

      One glance at the unimposing painting, and Jake quickly suspected he experienced the same explosive surge of excitement the ancient Greek mathematician Archimedes must have felt when he suddenly shouted “Eureka! Eureka!” It was a stunning discovery. An unsigned, and unknown, early work of the Dutch master sitting before his very eyes. With the proprietor of the work having no clue as to what he possessed. Somehow keeping his composure about him, Jake made no effort to make his stay short. But at any opportunity afforded to him, the American would study the small portrait intently in an effort to memorize every square inch of the painting’s composition. Eventually, at the end of an entire week, Jake said his adieus and left the young marquis in the amorous arms of his young wife.

      Grinning to himself, Jake remembered he actually felt sad for the young nobleman when he departed. Helen de Sauveterre was a blond-haired nymph with hypnotic dark brown eyes who literally exuded an aura of erotic sensuality about her. She was a consummate flirt and tease. Men were automatically aroused by her whenever she entered a room and followed her about like mindless puppy dogs. But the worst part of all, and apparently unknown by her husband, was this ill-concealed fact she was a certifiable nymphomaniac. Whenever the marquis’s attention was diverted to something else other than his wife, Helen de Sauveterre went out of her way to seduce her husband’s tall, dark-haired American guest. For the entire week, he held her at bay, only narrowly escaping her charms thanks to a large masquerade ball the marquis organized for his wife at the end of Jake’s stay. Unfortunately, the marquis could not be present at the ball due to a business crisis which forced him to hurry to Paris. But to the delighted joy of several males attending the gala, the marquise made her presence known immediately.

      With a deft touch, Jake opened the dark French doors of the study and slipped into the inky blackness of the room in complete silence. Closing the door behind him, he paused for a moment or two for his eyes to adjust. Smiling, the dark forms of the room’s furniture before him were in the exact places he remembered them to be. Swiftly he moved across the room and found the delicately hewn writing bureau the marquis seemed to be quite fond of before quickly shaking off the heavy canvas bag he had strapped to himself around his back. Opening it, he reached in with gloved hands and found the forgery he had lovingly worked weeks on in creating for this precise moment. Softly feeling the wall beside the writing bureau, he found the real painting and hurriedly replaced it with the duplicate.

      Closing the bag and tossing it over his back again, he started to turn and leave as silently as he had arrived. But a faint odor—just the faintest suggestion of a freshly smoked cigarette—caught his attention and made him pause for a moment. Frowning as he stood in the middle of the study, he found his curiosity was not going to let him dismiss this almost imperceptible aroma and allow him to slip back into the night. Something was odd. Out of place. And this nagging oddity could not be dismissed. Helen de Sauveterre was far away. A short telephone call a few hours earlier made sure of that. The lovely marquise fled northern France and took up residence in the south of France soon after war had been declared. The marquis, being from a long line of French soldiers, as well as a renowned aeronaut, now commanded a squadron of airplanes just a few kilometers away from his home on the other side of Soissons. Gilbert de Sauveterre was already a national hero in the hearts of almost every one of his countrymen. His multiple exploits in bringing down hapless Boche reconnaissance pilots, in a machine sans any weapon itself, often filled the French newspapers.

      He frowned as he mulled over this conundrum. Helen de Sauveterre, even if she had for some unknown reason returned to the close proximity of the fighting, did not smoke cigarettes. Gilbert de Sauveterre smoked only imported cigars, if he smoked at all. But he was not a resident of the chateau now either. The old couple maintaining the chateau did not smoke. So who, as the little voice in the back of Jake’s mind kept repeating over and over, had been here recently smoking a rather strong, but cheap, brand of French smokes? Gritting his teeth in disgust, knowing he was not going to leave the chateau until he had settled the nagging little riddle, he softly uttered a curse or two and stepped to the interior door of the study and quietly opened it just enough to peer out into the hall.

      The ancient couple living in the chateau had rooms two floors down and just off the kitchen. Both were almost deaf. Jake was confident what little sound he made would not arouse the two. Stepping into the hall, he closed the study’s door behind him as quietly as possible and then lifted his nose to sniff the air. The hall was as black as the gaping hole of a coal mine. But it did not bother the American. On this floor, there were only four rooms. One was the study he had just left, and the remaining three were guest bedrooms. Choosing the one bedroom which was beside the study, Jake moved down the carpeted floor as quietly as he could and gently tried the doorknob to the bedroom door. Unsurprisingly he found the door unlocked as he opened the door just an inch or two and peeked in. The aroma of cheap cigarettes coming out of the room was much stronger as he pulled the door open and quickly slipped into the foul-smelling bedroom. But there was another reason why the room smelled bad. A corpse begins formulating gasses almost at the inception of death. The corpse roped tightly into the gilded high back Louis XIV chair had been dead for several hours.

      He stood in front of the body of the man and gazed upon the grotesque corpse in grim silence. A sour thought slid into Jake’s head. Funny how Fate seemed to know just when to step in and slap you in the face with a gruesome surprise.

      He thought about turning around and leaving. Thought about just leaving the Rembrandt in place and slipping back into the night. No one knew he was here. No one would ever know. But he didn’t move. He just kept staring at the dead man, his gut slowly filling with a dull, aching ball of anger.

      Somebody was getting away with murder. And, for reasons even he could not fully understand, the thought of a murderer skipping away from retribution was just too much to accept.
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      The Marquis Gilbert de Sauveterre had obviously taken a long time to die. The hero of France had been tightly bound with his hands behind the chair’s back with new rope. His feet were bound as well. He had been tortured. Tortured, from the looks of his bloody tunic of his uniform, for a long time before someone finally ended his misery by blowing his brains out with one well-placed bullet through the man’s forehead.

      Controlling his urge to fling open a window and retch violently into the night, Jake walked around the dark form of the body sitting upright in the chair and threw the heavy curtain of the window closed. On a small stand beside the canopied bed, he found a half-consumed candle and several matches. With a gloved hand, he reached down and felt the hardness of the droplets of wax which covered the top of the stand. Soft, but through the thin leather of his gloves, still warm. Grimly he lit one of the matches and put the burning flame to the candle’s wick. Picking up the candle with one hand, Jake turned and moved back to stand in front of the body.

      The marquis had been badly beaten before he was murdered. Dark bruises almost covered the once handsome face. Bending closer to the body, Jake held the candle closer to the dead man’s face and looked intently at the man’s neck. Someone had taken the tip of a burning cigar, no doubt one of the marquis’ own private blends, and used it to savagely torture the man by burning him repeatedly on the neck. Controlling the rising tide of cold fury filling him, Jake stood up and stepped back to examine the room.

      In one corner beside the window was a heap of spent cigarette butts. Someone stood beside the window and acted as if he was some kind of sentinel. While on duty he smoked one cigarette after another, grinding into extinction the dead cigarette into the carpet of the bedroom floor before lighting another one. Arranged neatly on the windowsill were six blackened and twisted slivers of used matches the vigilant sentinel arranged after lighting each new smoke.

      Turning from the window, Jake walked to the bed and held the candle up to look at it. The heavy blankets showed where someone had rested, and apparently from the dark stains at the foot of the bed, rested with his muddy boots on. Halfway between the mud stains and the large fluffy pillows were two dark stains about the size of fists staining the heavy covers. They were roughly sixteen inches apart and very dark in color. Bending down to sniff one of the stains, he was not surprised to smell the salty fragrance of blood. Standing up, Jake’s one free hand opened and closed in trembling anger as he turned to look at the tall oak cabinet beside the bed. On this side of the bed was an oak cabinet with two white enameled wash basins sitting on the cabinet’s heavy marble top. One of the basins still had clean water in it. The other, though dry, clearly had dark streaks of blood hurriedly wiped off by someone in need to be hasty. He stared at the blood-stained enameled basin for some seconds and then turned to stare at the rumpled bed coverings again.

      Holding a candle out, and over, the one pillow that had seen the most use, he bent down and looked at it carefully. And then carefully, ever so gently, he reached over with his one free hand and extracted from the object the strand of one long blond hair.

      Helen de Sauveterre had long blond hair.

      Standing up, he lifted the hair up for a close inspection and peered at it intently. The marquise a murderer? How could a nineteen-year-old woman of such beauty, beauty beset on a small but lithe frame, so manhandle a man like her husband? The marquis was a natural athlete. He had blazing fast reflexes, as Jake so ruefully found out on the marquis’ private tennis courts, and the man was a crack shot. How could a small-framed woman, though incredibly beautiful, physically overwhelm such a man?

      Of course, there was the obvious question. Why would Helen de Sauveterre want to kill her husband? He was young, incredibly handsome, a rake of the first magnitude. But more to the point, it was said the marquis was the second richest man in France. If Helen’s morals were less than exemplary, her husband’s reputation with the ladies was equally scandalous. Yet together they made a couple who seemed to be madly in love with each other.

      So again, why would Helen de Sauveterre kill her husband?

      Jake turned and looked back toward the window where someone had kept watch. At least two people were involved with this gruesome murder. Two heartless creatures mercilessly worked over the marquis brutally in an effort to get the young man to reveal something to them. They were eventually successful. When finally, the pain of the tortures broke him, they ended the marquis’ life with a bullet in the brain.

      Narrowing his eyes, he held the candle up higher and turned to look at the corpse. A bullet enters a human body with a neat round hole. But when it exits, it exits with lots of force and lots of bloody mass exiting with it. The rear of the man’s head was missing. That meant a large caliber weapon had been used to kill the marquis. But holding the candle up and quickly searching the walls, he found himself confronted with a conundrum. There were no bullet holes in the walls of the bedroom. There was no evidence of bloody effluvium covering the wallpaper of the walls behind the man’s chair. If the marquis died in this room, there should have been at least one bullet buried deep into a bedroom wall, along with a bloody stain around the bullet hole itself. But there was none to be found.

      Lowering the candle, Jake thought it over for a moment or two.

      If he wasn’t killed in this room, then where was he killed? And who’s blood stained the bed coverings and smeared the wash basin? Could the marquis have been tortured in this room and then taken somewhere else to be shot? But if that was the case, why bring the body back to this room?

      But another question bothered the tall American. Downstairs were two gentle old farmhands who were devoted family servants to Gilbert de Sauveterre’s family for generations. Old and growing deaf, yet surely, they would have heard a gunshot go off. Surely, they would have heard their master screaming in agony from the grueling torture being done to him.

      Unless.

      Blowing the candle out, he waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness and then slipped out into the hall and began making his way downstairs and toward the servants’ quarters. It took a few moments of moving noiselessly through the blackness of the house and descending ancient stairs without making a sound. But stealth was an integral part of Jake’s modus operandi long before the word became fashionable.

      Unfortunately, it was unnecessary. Both the old man and the old woman’s bodies were sitting in chairs at the large kitchen table, their faces down on the hard oak table itself, with bullet holes in the back of their heads. Shot in an execution manner some hours earlier in the night. Jake angrily realized he, only a few moments before standing out in the cold and waiting for the light in the kitchen to go out, had not been waiting for the old man and old woman to go to bed. Instead, he had unknowingly waited for the killers to depart from the chateau sight unseen. Furious with himself, the dark figure moved across the stone floor of the kitchen, slipping one hand out of a glove as he walked, and used two fingers to feel for a pulse in the old man’s neck. The body was cold. They had been dead for hours.

      Stepping back from the body, Jake slipped the glove back on and then paused for a moment. Three innocent people were dead. Brutally murdered in their own home for reasons which made no sense. Nothing appeared to have been disturbed by the killers. Nothing seemed to be stolen. Whoever were the killers did not commit these crimes to loot the many obviously expensive antiques which filled the chateau.

      Upstairs Gilbert de Sauveterre’s battered and tortured body was a gruesome testament to the length of time needed to have extracted whatever it was from him before he died. So close to the front made Jake’s eyes narrow as he thought about the possibility of German saboteurs or spies being responsible for these horrible crimes. But then, shaking his head no, Jake could come up with no reason why spies would be interested in the marquis. Of all the men in France who might have Teutonic interests, the last man in the world he would have suggested would have been the young, and incredibly gallant, marquis. The brief stay at the nobleman’s ancestral home was more than enough to convince Jake the young nobleman would be a firebrand of a nationalist once war broke out. The marquis’ family went back more than a thousand years serving France in a number of different capacities, with a large portion of that service facing the Germans in one military action or another. No. There was no possible way the marquis would be a traitor to his country.

      The same question kept rattling around in his mind. Why would anyone want to kill the marquis? There had to be a reason. A crime never occurs without a reason. A crime as brutal as this had to have an extremely important motive.

      Jake found himself trembling in rage. The senseless slaughter of three people for some arcane gain lit a cauldron of hot anger in him which roared through his soul. Yes, he was a thief. And yes, he knew stealing a priceless painting for a man he thought of as a friend was reprehensible. But to kill someone for personal gain? He could not fathom the mind which could be so brutally devoid of a conscience. Murder happened every day. The war raging now across Europe was, in effect, a massive legal form of murder. But to torture someone, and apparently enjoy doing such a horrendous act, before murdering the hapless creature tied into a chair? Such ghoulish pleasure was the act of monsters. Monsters who needed to be tracked down and eradicated before they could harm someone else.

      But what could he do? How could he assist the authorities in finding the fiends? He could not even tell the authorities about the crimes. How could he? If he did, he would have to create an elaborate tale which would hide his own felonious actions from those very same authorities. Growling to himself in disgust, he knew he would not take such a chance. Long experience in his trade taught him one very valuable lesson. Never concoct an alibi unless that alibi could be sustained by an outside source. Better yet never get into a situation where you had to create a lie in order to protect yourself.

      No. He would not go directly to the authorities. In fact, he would say nothing about tonight to anyone. He would quietly slip out into the night with his painting and journey on toward Soissons to his new squadron. Well … it might be possible to find the local authorities in Soissons and give them the tale that, while he was riding his cycle so early in the morning hours toward joining his new squadron, he saw mysterious lights in the de Sauveterre residence. That was, more or less, a truthful statement. And since he was indeed trekking across France to find the newly organized No. 34 squadron of the Royal Flying Corps stationed just outside of Soissons, he carried his orders with him in his duffel bags to prove he was exactly who he was.

      Feeling relieved over the idea he would be able to get the local gendarmes to investigate his report, the American decided to leave quickly and hurry on down the road. The faster he got to Soissons, the faster the authorities would discover the bodies and mount an intensive manhunt to track down the killers.

      Pausing at the base of the sweeping arc of stairs he just descended, he looked up into the darkness and mentally imagined the battered body of the marquis. With grim determination painted on his face, he promised himself he would be present when the murderers paid for their foul deeds. Pay in some fashion one way or the other.
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