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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.
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      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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      Steam rose from the hot cup of coffee.

      Its harsh, strong aroma assaulted his nostrils with wicked delight.

      Stepping out into the silence of the cold night, the cup of java in his right hand, he smiled in amusement at the cacophony of music and laughter following him out into the darkness. Someone was playing a squeezebox. Badly. But the group of pilots and enlisted men behind him in the brightly lit mess tent didn’t mind. They were singing off-key as well. The long canvas tent was an island of bright light in the darkness filled with a contingent of newly arrived pilots and mechanics. They were, after eating their first hot meal as a member of No. 34 squadron, beginning the raucous process of getting to know each other. Big kerosene lamps spilled shafts of hot yellow light into the darkness. The bawdy drinking songs, songs so closely cherished by those who served in the RFC, bellowed out into the ether. Forty sets of lungs lifted into the night in scandalous revelry. Lungs which, as he turned to look back at the tent, probably could be heard for miles around. He flashed a boyish grin in the darkness and moved away from the tent onto one of the wide wooden planks which served as a sidewalk across the frozen mire of a French pasture. Lifting the coffee mug to his lips, he savored the hot liquid sliding down his throat as his eyes drifted off into the darkness.

      In front of him, barely visible from the light of the mess tent pouring out into the frigid night, the eerie spectral images of the squadron’s first consignment of aeroplanes were visible.

      A tired-looking Maurice Farman ‘Shorthorn’ pusher biplane, a hand-me-down from a French escadrille just down the road, and two brand new Royal Aircraft Factory B.E.2b’s sat half-buried in the newly fallen snow, plus a few more machines. Both two-seater machines were designed to be basically reconnaissance machines. But there were two other machines, the last machines to arrive earlier in the day, which held Jake’s curiosity. Both were pusher types of aircraft. Meaning the engines of the planes were behind the pilot and designed to push the machines through the air instead of pulling them through the air. One was a Vickers F.5b. An ungainly-looking affair of wires, braces, and an odd birdcage-like tail. It was a two-seater. One in front of the other. The pilot sat behind the front observer/gunner. The front seat was for the gunner/observer. He was armed with a .303 caliber drum-fed Lewis machine gun. And since there was nothing but clear space in front of him, the observer/gunner would have an unhindered field of fire.

      But the other pusher type was a single seater. This machine, like the Vickers, was supposed to be the first of a new crop of machines which were being tested back in England. Machines designed to do just one thing in the air. To kill. The ungainly-looking ugly duck, with its crazy birdcage montage of flimsy braces and wires attaching the odd-shaped tail to the main wings, came equipped with a machine gun. It was the second design from the newly created plane manufacturer called Airco aviation company. A company Jake could say he owned a sizeable portfolio of stocks in. But for him, this machine generated a morbid curiosity. It was called an Airco D.H. 2.

      Sipping his hot brew, he could not help but marvel at the way the world looked at flying machines and at the men who flew them. Before the war, Allied governments dismissed as preposterous the idea aeroplanes would ever become an effective tool of war. Even those visionaries, those who were preaching the idea that someday a plane would become a devastating weapon, found their words falling on deaf ears. True, before the war began in August, aeroplanes were barely strong enough to pull a man into the heavens. The idea of carrying bombs or machine guns, or the combination of both, seemed ludicrous to the army generals of Britain, France, Italy, and Germany.

      Most of the world, in fact, looked at the aeroplane and thought they were nothing more than expensive toys for the rich and pampered. All over Europe, large race competitions were held which brought in dozens of machines to compete in and thousands of gawking spectators to watch in spellbound fascination. In 1908 Wilbur Wright demonstrated his Wright Flyer to a huge crowd of disbelieving Frenchmen at a racetrack just outside of Le Mans. His demonstration that a heavier-than-air machine could indeed be lifted into the air and controlled by a pilot both thrilled the French and plunged them into a sea of despair at the same time. Each French aviator believed it would be they who would finally hurl man into the air. It was their destiny. Unfortunately, as the crowd stood in almost stunned disbelief and watched the American circle around the wide field in controlled flight, it became obvious God forgot to tell the Wright brothers about French destiny.

      He was one of those spectators on that fateful day. He, like the thousands of others around him, watched in silent disbelief as Wilbur Wright lifted his flying machine off the ground gracefully and circled around the track in a controlled flight just a few dozen feet over the heads of the gaping crowd. It was that demonstration which proved to a vacillating France that a set of American bicycle makers had indeed built a workable, and more importantly, steerable, flying machine. With that demonstration, it was enough to explode the imaginations of an entire continent. From Spain to Holland, from Britain to Russia, aeroplane racing became the rage. Still, no one, other than those who took their lives in their own hands and flew the fragile wood, canvas, and wire machines with their leaky and woefully underpowered engines, believed an aeroplane would ever develop the durability, strength, or speed to become a machine of war.

      But after just five months of war, the dark-eyed American had to smile at how quickly military minds could change 180 degrees in thinking. Aeroplanes, with more powerful and more reliable engines, were being designed to do nothing but haul large loads of bombs to targets deep behind enemy lines. Even more interestingly, planes were now being tested with the capability to go out and hunt other machines in a deadly duet of hide-and-seek. The Airco D.H. 2 was the first of these new ‘scout’ machines. Rumors were rife about even more powerful birds being rigorously tested back in England. The war in the air was about to get far more deadly. But no one knew yet just how deadly it would actually become.

      Lifting the cup to his lips, Jake paused and wondered what it would be like to shoot a hapless German Rumpler two-seater observation machine out of the sky and send its occupants screaming to their deaths thousands of feet below. Would shooting a defenseless enemy, flying over the Allied side of the lines, be an act of war? Or perhaps a justified act of murder. He would find out soon. The first official mission of the new squadron had been given to him. Just as soon as the field was cleared of snow and the ground froze hard enough for a machine to lift off, he and a gunner were going to ascend into the early light of a December day and shoot down the first Boche they could find.

      “Good evening, captain. A good night for a murder, eh?”

      Jake lowered his mug and turned on the wide wooden plank to face the owner of the deep voice which had so suddenly intruded into his thoughts. In the shaft of bright yellow light coming out of the screen door of the mess tent, a small man with wide shoulders and a perfectly rectangular-shaped head stood smiling up at him. The man had on a gray kilt and wore the odd but rakish blue-white checkerboard sporran cap, with its twin black ribbons dangling down the back of his neck, and the uniformed tunic of a major in the 2nd Argyll & Sutherland Highlanders. Conspicuously sewn onto the man’s tunic above the right pocket was the spread eagle’s wings emblem most of the British soldiers were using to denote they had completed the training to become a pilot. Equally conspicuous was the large handlebar mustache which curled out some distance into the night from underneath the man’s small nose. It was a waxed monstrosity which the little major constantly attended to.

      “A good night for murder, Major MacDonald? I didn’t know there was such a thing. Especially so on a cold night in the middle of a war.”

      “Ah, if the ultimate crime is going to be committed, captain, then murder should be passionately consummated. I should know. Twelve years at Scotland Yard taught me just how debased we humans can sometimes become.”

      Major Ian MacDonald’s tiny dark eyes flashed as he smiled and glanced off toward his right. The small but powerfully built little Scotsman was awarded the command of the newly activated squadron, in part, because he could speak French fluently as well as fly. This new squadron was going to be a joint experiment with the British and French allies. Half of the pilots were French. Half were British. A powerful politician of cabinet rank back in London (it was rumored to have been the First Admiral of the Navy, Winston Churchill) convinced the French government to help staff this joint-operations experiment. Their primary mission would be a photo reconnaissance/bombing unit. And since the unit was half British and half French, they would be sent either to support British or French units whenever a crisis arose. Right now, around the ancient French city of Soissons, the French were having trouble stabilizing the front and needed as much aerial reconnaissance units as could be found.

      “Have you heard the news?”

      “News?”

      “Aye, I just got off the telephone with the local authorities. Your report of strange lights in the de Sauveterre residence was looked into.”

      Jake again lowered the mug of coffee from his lips and said nothing as he steeled himself for what was to come next. Good! Perhaps they caught the bastards who had so hideously murdered three innocent victims.

      “It seems you saw the Marquise de Sauveterre and her staff returning to the chateau in that ungodly hour of the night,” the major answered, chuckling in the cold and turning back to look at the tall American, shaking his head. “Women! For the life of me, I have never been able to figure them out. They come and go on their own time schedule, and they say and do things which defy logic or reason. Why the marquise had to return at that time of the hour is a mystery. But she did, and she assured the local authorities everything was fine, and nothing was amiss.”

      For several seconds Jake stared at the little Scotsman in stone-like silence. But then, controlling his anger, he smiled and shrugged before tossing the contents of the mug to one side.

      “I know the marquise, major. I met her and her husband just before the war. She is the type of woman who does things on a whim. If you know what I mean.”

      “Aye, I do laddie!” MacDonald grinned, slapping the bigger man on the arm and chuckling. “Not more than ten seconds after talking with the local constables, the marquise rings me up. She’s dying to see you again, captain. She said she heard from one of her husband’s officers you were assigned to this unit. She’s invited the whole squadron over tomorrow night to a party she is throwing for all the gallant boys in uniform. Her words mind you. ‘Gallant boys in uniform.’ I could not refuse such an invitation.”

      Jake was thankful the night hid his face from the major’s close scrutiny. Looking to his left and across the frozen field, his eyes locked in on the now brightly lit de Sauveterre residence. Almost every window in the chateau had a light burning in it. If a Boche artillery spotter so had an inkling to do so, as he sat hunched over in bitter cold in his trench high in the frozen hills above Soissons, one softly whispered telephone call to the rear of the German lines could bring down upon the marquise a rain of Krupp steel. But it would not happen. Helen de Sauveterre lived a charmed life. Dying from a coldly impersonal artillery barrage would not be the way she would leave this world.

      “We will load up the lads in a couple of lorries around 1800 hrs. tomorrow night and head over to the marquise’s chateau. It should do us some good. It will be a good way for the men to get to know each other.”

      “Yes, it will.” Jake nodded, turning his head to look back at the little major. “Tell me, sir. Will the marquis be attending the party? I understand he commands an escadrille close by.”

      The little Scotsman twisted one curled end of his large mustache for some seconds and said nothing. And then shrugging, he turned away from the tall American as if to walk away but halted and looked back at Jake.

      “I am told the Marquis Gilbert de Sauveterre has not been seen for at least a week, captain. I am also told that is why the marquise left the south of France to return to her home. She has not heard from her husband in over a week, and she has expressed, shall we say, certain concerns about her husband’s safety.”

      “Concerns?”

      Major MacDonald smiled in the night in an odd, enigmatic way and shook his head as his right hand began working on the curl of his large mustache again.

      “I cannot say any more. The marquise has communicated to me her concerns for her husband. Concerns which are distinctly different from the normal vagaries of war, I am afraid. Knowing I was once with Scotland Yard she’s asked me to make a few discreet inquiries. Unfortunately, I cannot go into further detail. So good night, my boy. Sleep well.”

      “Good night, Major.” Jake mumbled, turning to head toward his tent, deep in thought over what the little Scot had just revealed.

      “Oh, and captain?” MacDonald’s voice drifted back to him in the darkness. Turning, Jake could only see a vague outline of the little man standing on the dark side of the mess tent. But the man’s voice was deep and quiet. And vaguely menacing.

      “Good hunting tomorrow.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      The little Scot nodded his head, still preening his mustache, and then simply disappeared into the darkness behind the mess tent. Jake stood for a few seconds staring into the darkness where the major had been, and then turned and began making his precarious trip across the planks toward his tent. But as he moved through the coldness of the night, his mind was racing a thousand miles per hour over what the major had just revealed.

      The marquise had spoken to the major about some kind of concern for her husband’s safety. What, other than the constant close proximity of the Grim Reaper’s bony reach in times of war, could possibly threaten the Marquis Gilbert de Sauveterre?

      And my god! Where were the bodies? Why hadn’t Helen de Sauveterre discovered the body of her husband, or the bodies of her servants, waiting for her and her servants when she arrived in the dead of night? Had someone returned to the chateau and removed the bodies? But how could three bodies, and the mess left behind from the murdered victims, be effectively wiped away in such a short time? And why would they take the incredible risk to return to the scene of the crimes to do such a deed?

      Throwing the tent’s flap to one side angrily, Jake bent his head and entered the tent. Mumbling to himself, he threw his empty mug onto the turned-down sheets of his army cot. In the middle of the tent was a large iron potbellied stove which was glowing with all-encompassing warmth from a freshly stoked fire. Throwing his officer’s cap onto the cot, he began to unbutton his tunic. He was too damn exhausted to think. He needed sleep. But his mind wouldn’t let go of the mental image of Gilbert de Sauveterre’s brutal death.

      Dammit! Who killed the marquis and why? What threat brought the erotically beautiful Helen de Sauveterre back to Soissons in such a hurry? And how did the marquise know Major Ian MacDonald had at one time been with Scotland Yard?

      Questions. Too many damn questions. Sighing, he rubbed his temples with a thumb and forefinger and then collapsed onto his cot. He needed rest. He needed to shut off his mind. He needed to get prepared for tomorrow’s first mission across enemy lines.

      Instead, he lay on his back and stared up into the darkness of his tent’s sloped roof thinking about the marquis. He would sleep very little tonight. Or ever again, for that matter, until he found the marquis’s murderers and brought them to justice.
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      Fog.

      A fog clung ominously close to the ground, as white as the linen wrapping around a freshly prepared corpse.

      The fog struck Jake as being a seasonal oddity. How could fog as cold as the dead appear in the middle of winter? Standing in front of the Vickers F 5b, he viewed the icy carpet with reluctant admiration. The nebulous stuff hugged the terrain and filled the undulations of the countryside with an adhesive quality. A quality that somehow made the early December morning feel even colder than it was. Eyeing the fog grimly, he turned and watched the small Scottish major float across the carpet of fog and head his way. As the major said a few words to the men, he found himself wondering if his counterpart on the other side of the trenches was mentally gearing himself up to withstand two hours of flying in the intense cold in an open cockpit.

      “Now remember, captain. The Boche machine appears over the trenches northeast of Soissons every morning, sharply at 0800 hrs. and travels southwest over the lines for precisely 45 minutes before turning to head back home.”

      Eight enlisted men, along with Sergeant Berns and the major, stood in front of the bathtub fuselage of the machine and tried to keep as warm as possible. Berns, his gunner, was going to sit in the front cockpit of the Vickers and operate the Lewis machine gun. He would be in the rear cockpit piloting the machine. Two of the enlisted men were going to climb into the spider’s web of bracing and wires which attached the tail to the rest of the machine and manually whip the prop around to start the engine. The remaining men were here to help get the machine turned around and faced in the right direction so they could take off into what little breeze there was to be found this morning.

      Jake nodded his head in silence as he struggled into a heavy leather coat one of the mechanics held up for him while another mechanic quickly laced on heavy leather and wool leggings. Fur-lined leather outerwear was supposed to protect him from the immense cold while flying. Aeroplanes with open cockpits had a way of becoming immeasurably cold. God only knew how cold it was going to be 6,000 feet over the lines. Cold enough, he knew, to freeze skin to the Fee’s controls. Cold enough to numb a man’s body clear to his soul. And certainly cold enough to lull him into a fatal comatose which could send both of them spiraling down to their deaths if he was not careful.

      “You must be careful, Captain Reynolds,” the little Scotsman grunted as he stood back and watched the American somehow pull his bulky form up onto the lower wing of the Vickers and swing a leg over into the cockpit. “I understand this Boche is flying one of their new Rumplers. It comes with a machine gun attached to a steerable ring for the observer to use. When you shoot at him, he will be able to shoot at you. But if you jump him first when he is least suspecting it, this should be, as the Americans say, a piece of cake!”

      In World War One, the object of one nation killing the youth of another nation became a practiced science. Yet oddly, in the first months of the war, the art of killing aeronauts turned out to be an arduous, even haphazard, effort. The biggest impediment in this aerial homicide was the absence of a device which would allow a machine gun to fire through the whirling prop of an aeroplane. In the winter of 1914, men were taking to the air with rifles and pistols to take potshots at each other. Some daring souls took lightweight machine guns up and held them with their hands while steering their machines with their knees clamped to the machine’s joystick. Pilots were even known to have taken sacks of bricks up to drop onto unsuspecting planes below them. Or cables with ugly-looking hooks attached to one end hurled out to trail below and in the rear of a machine in the hopes it might hook another machine, like a fish, in midair.

      Eventually, a device would come along soon to make the machine gun fire through the whirling propeller of a fast scout and thus transform the scout into the deadly predator it would naturally evolve into. But that was almost a year away. And it would be the Germans who would first introduce the interrupter gear mechanism in their machines.

      But in the opening weeks of the war, it was a montage of jury-rigged devices men cobbled together out of whatever parts they could find as they tried to arm themselves. Some worked. Some turned out to be more deadly to the inventors than to the enemy. One was both. It had the potential of being a logical answer to the question of aiming a machine gun directly ahead of a plane and bypassing the obstacle of the rotating propeller in the process. Guns were being attached to the upper wings directly above the pilot’s cockpit in brackets designed to fire the gun over the arc of the prop. A lanyard strung down from the trigger of the gun to the cockpit allowed the pilot to fire the gun at will. With its introduction into combat, it became an instant success. And it also became a wickedly deadly prankster to the unsuspecting pilot as well.

      Experience has shown that for every technical problem solved by inquisitive minds, the solution often generates an unanticipated secondary set of problems. In the case of mounting lightweight Lewis machine guns on the upper wings of scouts, the unanticipated technical problem revolved around the method needed to reload the gun after the ammo drum emptied itself. Here is where it became deadly for the men flying the machines.

      The Lewis machine gun was the weapon of choice for many aeronauts because it had two advantages. It was air-cooled, and it was lightweight. There was, most of the time, a third advantage as well. The gun’s ammunition was self-contained in a thick round metal drum which attached to the upper breech of the gun. The drum had a quick-release mechanism, and it was extremely easy to discard the empty drum and slap on a fresh one in a matter of seconds. If it worked properly. But how do you reload a Lewis if it is sitting on top of a machine’s upper wing? And how do you reload rapidly while in the thick of combat?

      The answer to this problem, in the beginning of the war, killed as many Allied pilots as the enemy did. The pilot had to stand up in his seat, steer the airplane with his legs, and stretch his arms up over his head and manually change the ammo drum. Now, if the universe were a benign and charitable habitat bereft of any form of malevolency, Nature would have allowed a valiant warrior to stand up in his bucking, lightweight, and usually unstable machine to change the ammo drums. But, as many philosophers have attested over and over through the ages, the universe is neither benevolent nor malevolent. It does not care one way or the other about the fate of a human’s life. But nations at war do, as do the sons of each nation while they face their enemy.

      Usually, the pilot was killed when, while standing in his cockpit, his machine would flip over and violently toss him out to fall to his death thousands of feet below. World War One pilots, for the most part, did not wear parachutes. At the beginning of the war, they simply were not available. But when the availability no longer became an issue, many thought wearing one was not honorable. Most believed it was impossible thanks to the tight confines of the cockpit itself. Only those dangling in the flimsy wicker baskets underneath the sausage-shaped observation balloons equipped themselves so, or a few pilots at the very end of the war who flew machines large enough to allow a pilot to wear a chute finally began to break the unwritten code of honor.

      Many times, a pilot was gunned down by an enemy pilot as he struggled to reload in such an awkward fashion. Yet the vast majority of deaths happened by sheer accident. Jake, standing in front of the rear-engine Vickers, thought about a friend of his he knew in one of the other RFC squadrons who lived a charmed life. This bloke on one flight had to reload his gun and so stood up and began the process of slipping off the spent ammo drum only to discover the damn thing had jammed and would not budge. And then in the stroke of one heartbeat, his machine either hit a thermal updraft or downdraft, and suddenly the machine began falling like a leaf out of the sky, throwing him completely out of the cockpit in the process. Only his firm grip on the ammo drum jammed firmly onto the breech of the Lewis gun saved him from screaming to his death ten thousand feet below. Around and around the falling plane spiraled with the pilot flapping in the wind haplessly while he fervently prayed the jammed ammo drum would not suddenly dislodge itself and send him to his death in the process.

      For several thousand feet, Jake’s friend held tenaciously onto the ammo drum as his machine plunged toward the swiftly approaching French countryside. But eventually he found a firmer handhold on the bracing struts holding the upper wing to the fuselage and somehow eventually used his feet to climb back into the machine. Fighting the controls of the machine, the pilot pulled up sharply to avoid corkscrewing straight into the raw earth. The violence of the plane suddenly lifting its nose toward the heavens threw the still unstrapped pilot back into the machine’s wicket seat. The force of being slung back into his seat was so severe, the man’s buttocks smashed through the wicket seat and the bottom wood and canvas portion of the fuselage. Unceremoniously trapped in such an unnatural sitting position, the pilot flew his machine back to his home field only to find his commanding officer waiting impatiently to reprimand him for his rash exuberance.

      Of course, one answer to the question of mounting machine guns to an aeroplane was to simply place the engine behind the wings and put the pilot and gunner in a cockpit in front of the engine itself. That way, a clear field of fire would be had by one and all, and the problem of potentially shooting off a propeller would be eliminated. And in fact, in the first year of the war, two British aircraft designers pushed the concept diligently through the war department.

      The major’s short, brisk Scottish brogue brought Jake’s attention back to the present.

      “The French are asking us to bring this machine down, Captain,” MacDonald went on as he helped the cumbersome form of Jake climb up into the high rear cockpit of the Vickers. “They are going to begin massing troops behind their lines for another major assault just north of Soissons. They want to hide their buildup for as long as possible.”

      Jake nodded and then wound a heavy woolen muffler around the exposed portions of his face before sliding over his eyes the heavy mass of leather flying goggles which would protect his eyes from the frigid cold. Waiting for Sergeant Berns to struggle into his seat and strap himself in, Jake held up a gloved hand and brought it down quickly. Behind him, he heard men grab the plane’s wooden prop and grunt as they gave it one good pull. With a hesitant stutter, the large radial engine coughed into life in a blue cloud of oil and began spinning, both the prop and the engine itself, in one gyroscopic mass of metal and wood.

      Looking to his left and right, Jake nodded to the men standing at the squared ends of his machine’s wings before gunning the engine just enough to get the machine moving. It took some seconds to break the wheels out of their frozen tracks, but eventually the large canvas and wood machine started rolling through the fog. Behind it, the machine created an empty trough in the fog for a wake as Jake gunned the engine one more time and used his rudder pedals to bring the nose of the machine around into the wind. Nodding at both men standing and holding onto the wings, he made sure they moved clear of the machine before he pulled the throttle out all the way. With an incredibly loud clanking sound, the weak engine began to move the aeroplane down the fog-covered field. Slowly the speed began to pick up, while behind him, the machine’s prop created a phantasm of swirling eddies the entire length of the field as he finally lifted the heavy bird tenderly up into the pre-dawn sky.

      War is war. And men will find ways to kill indiscriminately those they deem as their enemies. As Jake lifted the nose in a gentle climb, he banked to his right and circled the field twice as he climbed into the growing twilight of an approaching dawn. But as he watched the sergeant in front of him work the controls of the Vickers, his mind was over Soissons already. Mentally, he was searching for the right attack, the little trap he would use in bagging the Boche reconnaissance pilot flying his brand new Rumpler C-1 observation plane.

      What startled Jake on numerous occasions was the realization of how effortlessly it was for him to kill someone so dispassionately. Killing others in a war was as natural as falling off a log. One learned to do it and not think about it. After the first couple of deaths, one steeled their minds not to think of the victims. If they faltered and did begin to remember the slain, they usually went over the deep end and became casualties themselves. Soon within the ranks of all the hostile camps, the war’s horrors would have men suddenly collapsing in mental heaps of jagged nerves or babbling hysteria. Many of these lived the rest of their lives in some forgotten hospital or asylum, never to have a moment’s peace or a night’s full sleep until they finally gave up the ghost.

      The sun’s brilliant glory suddenly appeared from behind a large mass of clouds just as the Vickers’ altimeter needle nudged 5,000 feet. Jake grinned. Already the feeling in his toes was disappearing, and the cold wind whipping past his face was beginning to cut through the woolen muffler he was wearing. Maybe an hour, he thought to himself as he leaned to one side and looked over the lip of his cockpit to see where they were. Maybe a full hour flying in sub-zero weather like this would be all he and the sergeant would be able to take and still be able to control the plane effectively. After that, both he and the sergeant would be so numbed from the cold they would not be able to stand up, much less fly the old bus or work the machine gun.

      At 7,000 feet, they passed over the town of Soissons, the only machine in a wide expanse of empty blue sky. Behind him, the chatter of the Le Rhone engine was purring along in a healthy roar, and the view below was breathtaking. For miles on end, in every direction, the contour of the land covered with a fresh blanket of snow was beautiful beyond words to the big American. Soissons, just slipping underneath his lower right wing, looked like a dark jewel sitting up against the frozen Aisne river. To the southwest of Soissons, right at the bend in the Aisne where the Aisne and Oise rivers met, Jake could just make out the church towers of Compiegne. Turning his head back over his shoulder, he squinted his eyes and began searching the skies intently for a moving speck. To the northeast of Soissons was the town of Laon. From the direction of Laon, he knew the Boche machine would come, and if the German was efficient in his duty as he had been over the last few weeks, his appearance over the meandering trenches wandering across the landscape like some jagged scar just north of Soissons would be imminent.

      And there he was.

      Below and behind his machine, Jake saw the dark speck first. Reaching forward, he tapped Sergeant Berns on his shoulder and gave him a thumbs-up sign before banking the machine hard to the right. As the sergeant pulled the firing mechanism back on the Lewis and then strapped himself in more tightly for the coming fray, Jake leveled off and then banked again to their left in an effort to get behind and above the Rumpler. The German machine, painted a deep green with black Maltese crosses splashed across its wings and fuselage, sailed along in an arrow-straight path directly above the French lines, with both the pilot and the observer looking intently over the edges of their cockpits at the ground below.

      Jake pushed the joystick forward and dropped the Vickers’ nose into a gentle dive. The major’s words ran through his mind as the distance between his plane and the Rumpler began to close. “A piece of cake,” the little Scotsman said. He grinned in a wiry fashion. His vocation as a thief over the years taught him there was no such thing as a piece of cake. Something that looked too easy was something that needed to be looked at carefully. Perhaps Jake’s natural suspicion of anything being too easy made him look up and over his shoulder and then rotate his head all around to gaze at the full expanse of the clear blue sky. Whatever it was that made him suddenly uncomfortable saved his life and the life of Sergeant Berns.

      A thousand yards behind the F.B.2’s tail, Jake saw through the whirling prop of his machine’s rear-mounted engine, a French-built Morane-Saulnier Type L “Parasol” standing on its right wingtip as it made a sharp turn to line up on the Vickers’ tail. The Parasol was a monoplane, but one of a unique configuration. The wing hung over the two-seater fuselage, attached to the main body of the plane by a series of wing braces and a few strands of piano wire and nothing else. Yet it was a clean design and quite maneuverable. Far more maneuverable than his Vickers.

      The big American twisted around and looked forward again to see how close they were to the Boche machine. It was coming up fast, the two occupants of the machine still intently looking down at the ground below and oblivious to what was about to fall upon them. Twisting back to look over his shoulder again, Jake saw the Parasol was rapidly closing but still too far away to pose any problem. Frowning, the dark-eyed American turned and settled into his seat and began concentrating on the approaching enemy. But his mind was on the approaching French machine coming up behind him on his tail. If the French pilot was after the observation machine, why line up directly behind his machine, Jake wondered. It was as if the man behind him was not going for the German but was instead coming directly for him.

      The slow rat-tat-tat-tat of the Lewis gun in front of him barking into life startled Jake as he again twisted around in his seat to check if the French machine had changed its approach yet.

      It had not and was in fact only a few yards away from the Vickers’ tail and closing fast. The rapidly approaching Parasol made the big American act swiftly. Dropping the machine’s nose steeply, the Vickers shot underneath the now thoroughly frightened German crew’s machine at a furious pace. Rolling the Vickers over onto its back, Jake made the machine corkscrew through the air two revolutions, and then he straightened the machine up and made it begin climbing for all its worth as he began looking for the French machine.

      The Morane-Saulnier two-seater had only one occupant as it flashed past yards away from his upper right wing in an upside-down position. A lone occupant who seemed intent on twisting his machine around to again make a pass, not at the German Rumpler which was now making a hasty retreat toward its lines, but at Jake’s machine. As he watched, the Parasol made a barrel roll and then stood on its right wingtip again as it turned to make a deflective pass at the Vickers.

      Sergeant Berns turned in his seat to look at the American with a look of pure consternation on his face. Silently shrugging his shoulders, he pointed at the now-approaching Frenchman. There was nothing Jake could say. Using hand gestures, he motioned the sergeant to hold on tightly, and then he threw the Vickers on its left wing and began racing directly toward the Morane-Saulnier. Perhaps this was a Frenchman who was not aware the Vickers F. 5b was a British machine, Jake mused, as he aimed his machine directly at the approaching French machine. If the French pilot got a good look at the large blue, white, and red rondels freshly painted on the Vickers’ wings and fuselage, the recently accepted identification insignia adopted by the RFC, perhaps the mad Frenchman would realize his mistake and pull away.

      Instead, the Frenchman did something astonishing. He started shooting at the British machine in an amazing feat of pyrotechnical fury! Long streams of flaming white tracer fire came stuttering out through the propeller of the Frenchman’s machine straight at the Vickers. Through the propeller! But as Jake watched, he also saw tracer fire angling off in awkward directions every so often. Angling off as if the Frenchman’s machine gun was not firmly attached to the cowling of the Morane-Saulnier … or, as Jake suddenly realized in amazement … as if about every fifth or sixth bullet was forced to hit the propeller and thus cause the bullets to fly dangerously off in all directions!

      Whatever it was that made the bullets do what they did, he realized more than enough deadly fire was flying true to form and was quite capable of cutting his Vickers to pieces. He had to get himself and Sergeant Berns away from the deadly madman as fast as possible. Twisting the joystick to the right, he also pushed it forward, and the Vickers began to drop like a rock. For several hundred feet, the large machine nosed toward earth. But in 1915, wooden and canvas machines were not designed to withstand the rigors of prolonged dives. The forces placed upon a machine in such a maneuver were strong enough to rip the wings off a plane. Jake, aware he was pushing the Vickers beyond its abilities, brought the nose up gently, and then turned hard to the left and began looking around for the madman and his Parasol.

      Nothing. Absolutely empty sky greeted both Jake and the sergeant as they together searched the skies for the deadly French machine. Not content with the absence of his opponent, he turned to the right and began searching the skies again. But the cerulean blue vault of the heavens was empty. The sergeant turned to look at Jake and lifted a hand up in a questioning way. Jake pointed at the sergeant and then at himself and then pointed toward home. The sergeant nodded in agreement and in obvious relief at Jake’s suggestion. Not wasting any time, the tall American dropped a wing and headed back to the aerodrome.

      Forty-five minutes later, Jake found himself in his tent in a chair in front of the roaring cast-iron stove, trying to thaw himself out from the numbing cold. Neither Major MacDonald nor anyone else in the squadron could believe his story about being attacked by a French pilot in a plane that fired a machine gun through the propeller of his machine. Planes firing machine guns in that fashion simply did not exist, he was told. Was he sure it was a French Morane-Saulnier? Did he get a look at the pilot’s face? No?

      Ah well, the little major mused as he shrugged his shoulders at Jake just a few minutes earlier, perhaps it was a German pilot flying a captured French machine that attacked him. It would make sense, the little man mused. If they wanted to protect their observation machine from attacks, would they try not to defend it with other machines? What better way to approach a hostile opponent than to use a captured Parasol? By the time most pilots would realize it was not a French machine, but something far more sinister, it would be too late. Only Jake’s superb flying and his suspicious nature saved him and the sergeant. MacDonald told Jake he should consider himself a very lucky man. An extremely lucky man.

      Jake would take whatever luck came his way. Luck was sometimes a commodity he needed in his profession. But sitting in front of the iron stove, feet propped up on the back of a chair, with a tall glass of good bourbon in one hand, the American kept going over in his head the actions of his attacker. German or mistaken Frenchman? The attack was far too determined to be the actions of a mistaken French pilot. Whoever flew that Parasol wanted to bring down Jake and the sergeant in a flaming mass of ruins. Yes, it made sense that perhaps it could have been a German flying a captured French machine. But was that the answer?

      There was another possibility. A possibility that made Jake’s soul grow very cold again. What if, by sheer chance, one of the marquis’ murderers saw him leaving the chateau the other night? And the one who saw him leave was a pilot in one of the several French escadrilles based around Soissons? Perhaps a pilot in the marquis’ own escadrille. That would mean …

      … shaking his head, Jake dismissed the thought with a wave of his hand just before lifting the glass of bourbon to his lips. Speculation along those lines made no sense. How could he have been recognized? It was as dark as a coal mine when he left the chateau. How could they have seen his face? And how would they know who he was? He had worn black clothing the other night. No one would have been able to identify him as a British officer attached to the RFC.

      No, Jake thought to himself as he lowered the glass, it didn’t make sense. It was just his suspicious nature telling him someone might know who he is and what he found the other night. But it was impossible. Just impossible.

      And yet.
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      Jake stood up and raised a hand to catch the attention of the portly and treble-chinned innkeeper, spilling beer from his glass on the tabletop in the process. Over the din of an inn filled with officers from three different French Armee de Aviation escadrilles, the tall American glanced at the French officer sitting to his right and shook his head in disbelief. Jake, until just a few minutes ago when he stepped into the crowded and noisy smoke-filled inn, would have sworn his old racing opponent, Roland Garros, was lying in some damp German dungeon cell as a prisoner of war. But to his surprise, here the handsome, curly-haired man sat, singing with a loud but accomplished voice with a few of his friends and generally being the life of the party. A role the Frenchman was well-versed in and quite accomplished at.

      “Mon dieu, it is marvelous to see you again, my good friend!” the dark-haired, dark-eyed French officer shouted as he slapped Jake warmly on the back when the big American sat back down in his chair again. “If for nothing else, I am glad you stayed alive long enough for me to say thank you for saving me from captivity last August! Your timely intervention gave me just the opening I needed to crawl through a window and flee into the night!”

      Jake smiled and poured himself another glass of wine and then looked up and saw the puzzled expressions in the eyes of the four French officers sitting around the table with them. Two of the officers were from Garros’ escadrille, Armand Pinsard and Raoul Lufbery. Both were as well-known in France as Garros. Garros, for his part, was perhaps the more celebrated. It had been the handsome dark-eyed bon vivant who first flew non-stop across the Mediterranean Sea in 1913 … landing, by the way, in the middle of a French naval base on the coast of Tunisia with barely enough petrol left in his fuel tank to taxi his machine up to a startled French officer and ask him if he had indeed landed on the Dark Continent.

      Also at the table were two officers from Gilbert de Sauveterre’s escadrille. A black-haired man with premature gray streaking through his finely cropped mustache and flashing eyes that seemed to take in everything around him. Jake, upon being introduced to the older man, could not help but notice the man’s eyes. The captain had the black eyes of a king cobra. The other, a much younger man with brown eyes and dark golden-blond hair, reminded Jake of a spring-powered toy momentarily filled with vast amounts of kinetic energy. He laughed loud and harshly at anyone’s banter and kept turning in his chair to look over one shoulder or the other in a sudden burst of noisy energy. The older man called himself Henri Gaspard, and the younger man, wearing a lieutenant’s uniform, introduced himself as Guido Valensetti.

      “Roland, you are neglecting your guests. And I know how you like to tell a story. Maybe you had better tell them what happened. I am sure they would be fascinated to hear it.”

      “Ah, certainly, my dear Jake! Certainly!” Roland Garros nodded, beaming as he slapped a hand down on the wooden table and looked at his brother officers. “This is too absurd to be believed. But I assure you it happened exactly as I am about to relate to you.

      “In August, just before the war started, I was in Berlin. I had been flying around in Germany at various festivals and making a nice little income, I might add. But the night before the filthy Boche decided to go to war, I was in Berlin doing some stunt flying. At the end of the day, and as I was putting my machine to bed for the night, a few German officers invited me to join them in taking in some of Berlin’s nightlife. I thought nothing about it and said, of course. I must admit, for thick-headed Prussian officers, they knew how to drink their schnapps and beer! We sang off-key and danced with the women much like a true Frenchman might have. We must have gone to two or three clubs that night, getting kicked out of one, if I remember correctly. But it was an enjoyable evening, mind you. I was having a very good time and didn’t think anything was amiss until it was almost midnight.”

      In the back of the crowded inn, a chorus of inebriated Frenchmen began singing a ribald ditty concerning a young peasant girl. A burst of cheers and laughter momentarily interrupted Garros’, forcing those around the table to take the time to refill their wine glasses or slice a piece of cheese off the large block of freshly ripened cheese sitting in the middle of the table. Jake, slicing some bread for himself, smiled at the blond lieutenant when the brown-eyed, pox-scarred young man looked directly into Jake’s eyes. But sitting back in his chair and turning his attention back to his friend, Jake noticed the lieutenant’s eyes did not waver. They continued to stare at him intently. Almost malevolently.

      “Ah, I knew such a little girl once. In the south of France. And she did like rolling in the hay!” Garros commented on the singing.

      Everyone laughed.

      “What happened with your Boche friends, Roland?” Gaspard asked as he lit his fifth cigarette in the last hour. “Don’t tell me they tried to detain you!”

      “Ah, but of course! That is exactly what they tried to do, Henri!” shouted Garros as he looked incredulously at the older man. “This big Prussian colonel who called himself von Frankenstein, von Frankenstein if you can believe it, stands up half-drunk and confidently lifts his stein of beer up and proposes a toast.

      “He says, ‘To our good friend and comrade, Roland Garros! It will be an honor for our beloved Fatherland to provide for the care and wellbeing of such a gallant fellow through the brief time our two countries are at war!’“

      “‘War!’“ I shout. “‘We are not at war. What are you babbling about?’“

      “‘Ah, but we are indeed at war, my good friend. Or we will be in less than four hours,’“ this von Frankenstein answers. “‘And you, my dear Roland, will be personally delivered to your internment when we are finished with our partying tonight! So, drink! Be merry! For tomorrow will be the first day of your captivity, and how long that might last no one knows!’“

      There was another burst of cheering and applause from across the big room. The rotund innkeeper carried above his head a large pewter dish that held a leg of lamb on it. His two homely daughters followed in his wake bearing another assortment of dishes. Depositing the feast onto a table surrounded by officers of a French regiment of hussars dressed in their gaudy colored uniforms, another round of cheers rattled the inn’s rafters.

      Jake, smiling at the sight of the innkeeper trying to protect his daughters from those who wished to pinch their admittedly firm little rear ends, turned his attention back to his friend.

      “Roland, this colonel who called himself von Frankenstein?”

      “Yes, like the book about the monster. Ha! A fitting description, if you ask me!”

      “Would he have called himself Helmuth von Frankenstein, by any chance?”

      “Yes! That was his name! You know this creature?”

      The American grinned and nodded his head as he unbuttoned his tunic pocket and pulled out a pack of American-made cigarettes. Four months earlier Jake was given an assignment by his old commanding officer to transport a British spy behind enemy lines and deposit him in an empty French field in the dead of night. He was to pick up the same spy in the same field a few nights later. When he returned to complete the mission, however, he found the British officer gravely wounded and a tall German officer of the Kaiser’s personal staff, along with a few German infantrymen, waiting to capture them all. Through a series of adventures, Jake and the British spy escaped the clutches of General Helmuth von Frankenstein, and in the process, purloined a priceless Renaissance painting as well.

      “I think so. I had the misfortune to meet him last September just outside of a little French hamlet called Epernay. He tried to make me and a companion of mine a prisoner as well. Odd, don’t you think, that I didn’t recognize him then.”

      “Roland, continue with your story!” Raoul Lufbery shouted over the cheering as he reached for the half-consumed bottle of wine sitting in the middle of the table. “How in hell did you escape?”

      “Yes,” put in Pinsard, smiling in a slight vapor of intoxication and reaching for the wine again. “Finish the story, Roland. My god, you do get yourself in these predicaments all too frequently, my friend. I’m surprised one of them hasn’t killed you by now!”

      “But I did escape, my friends! And it was all due to Jake’s magnificent acting abilities! Without him, I would today be in a POW camp eating turnips and freezing my ass off!”

      “You, Captain?” the silver-streaked haired and dark-eyed Henri Gaspard asked pleasantly, looking at Jake with a curious little smile on his colorless lips. “You were in Berlin in August?”

      “Yes,” nodded Jake and smiling as he pulled the cigarette from between his lips and nodded. “I was in Berlin on business. I own some stock in a transportation company. There happened to be a stockholder’s meeting on the third of August, and I decided to attend it. That night, just after the meeting broke up, I found myself in the very same restaurant with our friend and his captors. I saw what was happening, and I knew about the coming war. So I, well … let Roland tell the story. He has more of a flair for the dramatic than I do.”

      “Precisely,” nodded Roland with a solemnity before grinning impishly and fondly slapping Jake on his shoulder in a friendly fashion. “No one can doubt your verve, your bravery, my friend! But you do tell a woefully dull story! Let me continue.”

      Reaching for his glass of wine, Jake noticed the blond-maned young French lieutenant lean over and whisper something in the ear of Henri Gaspard. Gaspard’s dark, venomous eyes glanced at Jake and then returned watching Garros. The lieutenant’s cold eyes glanced at Jake and then looked away. Sipping his wine, Jake mused over the apparent concern both officers seemed to have for him.

      “War had been declared earlier in the day, and I had been too busy flying to have heard about it! Gads, but that night in the restaurant, knowing France was calling me home, I had to find a way to escape!

      Sitting at the table with my jovial captors, I spy across the room Jake sitting alone at a table watching me intensely. He motions to me with his hand to get up and leave. To go to the men’s room. But at first, I am too damn drunk to figure out what he is saying. But the alcohol vapor finally clears, and I eventually understand. I excuse myself from the table. I assure them that I, in the middle of Berlin, surrounded by more than a million Germans in the uniform of the Fatherland, could not possibly escape from a restaurant bathroom. The two officers, themselves very much affected by the amount of alcohol we had been drinking, laughed uproariously at the thought of me escaping and shooed me on to the men’s room. I no sooner enter the small restroom and lock the door, and I hear this outrageous commotion in the restaurant. I hear von Frankenstein’s voice bellowing in rage. I hear large amounts of glassware being smashed and tables and chairs crashing about. Women are screaming, and more men began shouting! But I do not open the door and peek out. No! I pry open a small window high above the lavatory sink and I climb out and flee into the night. And I run! Run through all the back alleys and dark streets of Berlin back to the airfield where I find my Morane-Saulnier waiting for me.”

      “Your machine was just there. Alone and unguarded?” Lufbery grunted, looking very much drunk and very much surprised. “Hell, every time I flew into Berlin, their damned soldiers guarded my plane with bayonets attached to their rifles. You would have thought I was trying to steal the Kaiser’s damn underwear.”

      “There were no guards, my friend. But I had a bigger problem. How do you start your machine’s motor by yourself, eh? I must tell you one and all it can be done. But you must run like a greyhound to catch your machine before it gets away from you. I just barely threw myself up on a wing and climbed into the cockpit before the bus ran into a parked lorry nearby. But strapping myself in I flew back to France. And here I am, all thanks to my friend Jake here!”

      Everyone around the table laughed. But the French captain attached to the Sauveterre escadrille shook his head in friendly disbelief as he reached for his wine.

      “So, what did you do, Captain Reynolds, to spring our audacious Roland from the iron grip of his captors?”

      “Yes, what did you do, Jake?” the grinning Lufbery asked, turning in his seat and looking at the tall American with bright, merry eyes. “Knowing you, I would not be surprised if you tried to bribe the officers.”

      “No bribes, my friend,” Jake answered, grinning and disregarding Gaspard altogether. “I played like a staggering drunk. Tripping myself off the leg of a chair, I landed square in the middle of von Frankenstein’s table. I made sure the wine bottle poured a hefty dose onto the German’s uniform. You know how German officers are in keeping their uniforms spotlessly clean. Acting as if I was too drunk to stand up, I kept tripping first into one of the officers and then into the other, pushing them back and into the tables of the surrounding diners. Before long, there was a huge brawl. I left by crawling out on my hands and knees. No one noticed me darting underneath one table to the next. I got out just as the police arrived. The next day I caught a train for Switzerland and from there I came to England.”

      “Brilliant!” Gaspard nodded, slapping his hand with approval down on the tabletop and smiling. “A very resourceful fellow you are, Captain! Tell me, what did you do before the war? How did you meet our illustrious Roland?”

      “Ah, but you have not heard of our famous Jake?” Lufbery shouted in mock surprise, turning to look in wonder at Gaspard. “Our Jake is a sublime artist behind the wheel of a fast automobile! And at the controls of an aeroplane, there is no one better! You have been gone far too long, Henri, if you are not aware of Jake’s reputation!”

      “Indeed, Henri!” nodded Garros, grinning as he glared down at Jake and shook a finger in the American’s face in mock anger as he continued. “This cagey American beat me two years straight at Monaco in 1910 and 1911! I never knew sea planes could fly so fast!”

      Jake smiled and shrugged. But his eyes kept going between the older Gaspard’s hard, dark eyes and the younger lieutenant’s bland stare as both men watched him with interest.

      “I know your squadron leader as well, Captain Gaspard. We competed against each other in the Paris to Lisbon race last year. How is the marquis?”

      Gaspard glanced at the young lieutenant and then at the others around the table before lifting a hand up in a gesture of perplexity and shrugging his shoulders.

      “I cannot say, mon ami. Our colonel has been gone for more than a week. Disappeared into thin air. The last I saw him was a week ago yesterday. He said he had urgent business in Paris. Before getting into his car and driving off, he told me since the weather was terrible, he thought there would be no one flying for quite some time. We have not heard from him since.”

      “But there is nothing to worry about, Captain,” the blond and steel-gray-eyed young lieutenant quickly put in, painting a thin sneer on his gray lips. “The marquis is known for his sudden emergencies in Paris. He has done this twice before and always returned back to us. It happens every time the weather turns sour.”

      “The rogue!” laughed Garros, shaking his head before slapping Jake on the back. “A man with such a beautiful wife as this Sauveterre has, and he still needs to hunt the beautiful Parisian damsels!”

      “He will be back soon, I am sure,” Gaspard began, smiling and reaching for his glass of wine. “But tonight, the Marquise de Sauveterre will be our hostess. You say you have met the marquise, Captain Reynolds?”

      “Yes. After our race, the marquis invited me up to his home. I spent a week there enjoying their company.”

      “Hmmm, she is a beautiful woman, isn’t she, Captain?” Lieutenant Valensetti grinned, shaking his head in admiration. “The kind of beauty which would make a man go crazy, eh? So beautiful and so rich. A combination not to be found often.”

      “But our young marquise is no innocent flower, my friends.” Garros nodded, grinning with a rakish leer as he leaned back in his chair and viewed his comrades. “I hear she was found by our de Sauveterre in some vaudeville act in Paris before the war. I also hear our young friend had no chance to resist once the lovely Helen decided to acquire him to her chain of conquests.”

      Henri Gaspard’s eyes fell on Garros and watched the man with the look of a cobra coiling itself in preparation to strike. Although the older Frenchman had a smile on his face and laughed along with peers, nevertheless Jake saw the look of pure venom. Jake watched closely as the older Frenchman, along with his young partner, sighed pleasantly and pushed their chairs back to stand up.

      “Ah, messieurs. We must return to duty. Before attending the marquise’s soiree, we must attend to a thousand details. We will see you all tonight, at the chateau. Good! Until then, gentlemen.”

      The two officers politely bowed before making their way through the crowded inn and disappearing through the inn’s main entrance. Reaching for his glass of wine, Jake looked at Garros, a man he knew who had a word to say about everything and everyone and wondered out loud.

      “Captain Gaspard mentioned he had been away for some time. I wonder what he meant by that?”

      “Oh, what a story!” Garros winked, sitting down again and turning to face the dark-eyed American. “Gaspard and his friend were in South America before the war. In Peru, I heard, looking for lost Inca gold mines!”

      “Yes, I heard that too.” Lufbery nodded, slicing off a large chunk of bread with a wicked-looking knife. “I heard he and Valensetti had some trouble with the law. Something to do about the death of a mine owner. They almost went to prison, I understand. But since they are here, fighting the Boche, I guess they did not.”

      “Bah, all rumors!” Garros laughed, waving a hand in a dismissive fashion before collapsing back into his chair. “Henri is a stout man. A good pilot, too. Before he went to South America, Henri was a fine fellow! Yet, I must admit, something did happen over there. He has changed since the last time I saw him. But this rumor about a man dying. Bah! Nonsense. Sheer nonsense.”

      Jake said nothing as he stood up and pushed the big plain wooden chair back underneath the table. Yet his mind was working furiously. Gaspard and Valensetti had been in South America recently? Looking for gold mines, other people’s gold mines, had a way of making a man’s heart become hard and cruel. Perhaps cruel enough to want to torture someone terribly before killing them?

      And what about the viper eyed Lieutenant Valensetti? There was a man who did not strike him as being a person who cared much for his fellow man. And he was blond. The color of hair like the hair he had found on the bed beside the marquis’s corpse. Could these two be the killers of the Marquis de Sauveterre?

      “Gentlemen, I must leave you as well. But I will see you tonight.” he said, smiling at the others before waving a hand and leaving.

      What would be the motives Gaspard and Valensetti would need to abuse the young marquis so brutally before murdering him? Why would they choose to do such a horrible deed in the marquis’ own residence? And how could they, just before the return of Helen de Sauveterre, apparently whisk away the body and clean up all the evidence of foul play so quickly and expertly?

      Questions kept running through his head like some phonograph needle stuck in a never-ending repetition as he drove his motorcycle back to the squadron. He knew a man in Paris who might be able to find out more information about the two if he could first have the squadron string up telephone lines to Army headquarters. Perhaps in the next couple of days, he would know a lot more about Henri Gaspard and Guido Valensetti.
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      Outside, the wind kept rattling the canvas of his tent.

      A cold wind filled with snow.

      Snow.

      He was beginning to believe the entire world was frozen; a deep blanket of the white stuff suffocating the life out of all living creatures. Smirking, he held a cup of hot java with both hands on his lap and stared at nothing in particular.

      He sat in a chair only inches away from the freshly stoked hissing pot-belly stove sitting in the middle of his tent. A fierce bubble of heat gallantly tried to push back the wave of arctic cold which had swept out of the north in the late afternoon. With it came a veil of snow which threatened to be a full-blown storm by nightfall. The wind was building with each passing moment, making his officer’s tent shake and rattle dangerously around him as slashing drafts of frigid air assaulted him from all angles. Outside, the snow was falling with a vengeance. A white ferocity that brought all work within the squadron to a halt. Nothing was going to fly today. Even the ever monotonous hammering drone of artillery fire and counter-fire the Germans and French constantly thundered at each other had come to an uneasy halt.

      Everyone, be it a general of the army all the way down to the lowest private, was shivering in the cold as they stood around a roaring fire trying to keep warm. But holding the mug of java with both hands, feet propped up on his cot, with a heavy blanket around him to help him stay warm, the blue-eyed American’s mind was on matters other than the cold. Where were the bodies? Where was Gilbert de Sauveterre and the two old servants who had been so brutally murdered? The bodies had to be found if the authorities were ever going to be convinced a crime had been committed. But this was war. And in war, people disappear. The marquis’ disappearance was causing a stir of mild concern within the French army. But not to the point of launching an investigation. Apparently, the marquis did indeed have a reputation for disappearing for stretches of a week or more from his unit before suddenly appearing grinning widely and slapping people on the backs like the bon vivant he was. He would return from his trips to Paris with a carload of fresh foods, cases of wine, and gifts of all kinds for his men. It had become such a pattern with the young marquis most of the men in his squadron were secretly hoping his return would be delayed. The longer he stayed away, the bigger the largesse the incredibly rich young marquis showered on his command.

      Everyone at French army headquarters was curious about the whereabouts of de Sauveterre. But no one seemed to be overly concerned about it. He would show up, they assured him. He always showed up when the time came to fly again. Was he not a hero of France? The most decorated officer in the French army since the start of the war? Only he knew better. And he could not say anything about it. How could he? Tell the authorities the marquis was dead because he, Jake Reynolds, had stumbled onto the nobleman’s corpse while he was lifting a priceless piece of art from the marquis’ own chateau? An art thief telling the French investigators he had discovered the body while in the act of committing a crime himself. Grunting in disgust, it was hardly a way to endear himself to those who might investigate the crime officially.

      So, where did that leave him?

      Taking his time, he lit a cigarette and inhaled slowly. Waving the burning match dead absently, he tossed it into the open grate of the stove beside him as he pondered. And then, sighing, exhaling a cloud of blue smoke in the process, he realized he had only two options open to him. He could walk away from the investigation and do nothing whatsoever to bring the murderers to justice. Or he could do just the opposite. He could find the guilty ones himself and somehow see to it they were punished for their crimes.

      He could walk away from the murder. No one would guess the fake Rembrandt hanging on the wall beside the marquis’ writing desk was not genuine. No one had seen him enter the chateau or leave it. There was nothing which would implicate him in any crime. So why not just wash his hands of this dirty little affair and go on with the task of trying to survive? Frowning, and unconsciously lifting a finger and thumb up to his tongue to remove a piece of tobacco from it, he shook his head angrily as he irritably resettled himself in his chair.

      Dammit.

      If there was one thing he could not do, it was walk away from the murder of Gilbert de Sauveterre. The darkly handsome, young, rich eccentric had been a happy-go-lucky, friendly, and generous young friend. Why anyone would want to kill such a bon vivant was beyond him. But the idea of someone completely getting away with his murder was an option he could not contemplate. No. Someone would have to pay for the crime.

      That only left the remaining option. He had to make sure the killers were found and somehow handed over to the authorities. It would be better if at least one of the corpses was found by someone else. A third party stumbling onto the dead would alert the French army investigators who would undoubtedly be assigned to the case, and the investigation would begin.

      But, with the serendipitous discovery of the dead or not, Jake was not going to let this murder go unresolved. One way or the other, he was somehow going to find the evil creatures who had so cruelly abused Gilbert de Sauveterre and make them pay.

      Exhaling cigarette smoke in disgust, he glanced at his watch and then threw the half-smoked cigarette into the stove before climbing out of the chair. He had four hours to go before the officers of the squadron climbed into one of the squadron’s lorries and drove over to the marquise’s party. Enough time to at least begin to answer one of the many questions about this case. Where were the bodies? Muttering to himself, he suddenly made a decision and reached for his heavy insulated boots and the black leather gloves.

      If you were the killers, and you had to dispose of the bodies rapidly but efficiently, where would you take them? The obvious choice was the river. The Meuse ran through the marquis’ estates not more than six hundred yards from the chateau. Hidden behind a copse of trees, the river was wide and slow-moving and only partially covered with ice. Disposing of the bodies in the river so close to the main house made sense. And if he remembered from his visit last year, there was a small hut close to the line of trees and beside the river, also hidden from view from the main house, where someone might scream in unimaginable pain forever and no one would hear them. If the marquis had not been tortured and killed in the main house, even though he found the man’s body strapped to a chair there, this small hovel close to the river’s edge would have been the ideal location for such a deed.

      Throwing a heavy leather flying coat on, Jake decided to snoop around the river’s edge and take a close look at this peasant’s hut. Reaching for his gloves, he paused, thought about it for a moment, then stood up and walked to the other side of the tent and bent down to open a foot locker. Lying on neatly folded clothing was a plain-looking leather holster strapped onto a thick leather belt. Picking up the holster and belt, Jake unbuttoned the holster flap and then removed the heavy-looking blued steel Colt Government model .45 caliber semi-auto. The cold steel of the heavy weapon felt good in his hand. A far more confident feel than the British-issued Webley revolvers officers generally wore in combat zones. The American-made semi-automatic with its eight-shot clip had enough stopping power to shoot through a car’s engine block. Quickly tossing the empty holster and belt back into the open foot locker, he hurriedly pulled the slide back to jack a round into the firing chamber. Standing up, he threw the safeties on before sliding the weapon into his slacks and down the groove of his back.

      And then, walking back to the pot-bellied stove to momentarily warm himself, he grinned boyishly.

      When in hell had he suddenly become a shining knight seeking to confront and defeat evil in its own backyard? Hell, he thought to himself as he continued to grin and pull the heavy fur-lined gloves on his hands at the same time, if he was not careful with himself, he might grow to like doing good deeds! Why, who knows? He might even one day want to go to church! Lifting his head to laugh out loud, the tall American threw up his coat’s collar before and then hunched over to prepare to step out into the cold.

      Jake Reynolds, do-gooder! Ha! What a laugh!
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      Behind him, he left his newly acquired mode of transportation.

      Set on the side of the road was an emerald-green 1912 Hispano-Suiza Type T-15 Alfonso XIII he had bought from a townsman desperately in need of cash. An open cockpit two-seat touring car that would be – marginally – better than his old motorcycle and sidecar for getting around the snow-packed countryside. But it was a fast machine. With a little tuning, he knew the car could easily reach 80 miles per hour on dry land. But in deep snow and on icy roads, it would be a handful to control. Still, it was better than trying to ride his bike.

      Leaving the dark green machine by a river bridge and some two hundred yards from the hut, Jake found the path that would take him down to the river’s edge. Moving with an animal ease through the falling snow, he slid in and out of the dark shadows the thick carpet of trees lining the riverbank created. The hut itself, if he remembered correctly, lay around a slight bend in the river. It could not be seen from the road, and thanks to the thick stand of trees, it could not be seen from the chateau either. He made his way slowly, trying not to leave too many tracks in the snow and mud. It was cold, and with each step, he could feel the cold beginning to numb the toes of his feet. But the heavy weight of the Government Model Colt stuck in the back of his trousers felt comforting. And oddly, so was the total and complete silence of the riverbank. Only the soft whispering of the river’s water moving around the ice covering a major portion of the river’s surface disturbed the evening air.

      With twilight rapidly turning into deep darkness, Jake caught his first glimpse of the hut through the trees. He paused, standing close to a tree and in the deep shadows, and eyed the hut for several seconds. The light of a lantern filled one small window facing him, and smoke drifted lazily into the air from the small chimney. Someone was home. Someone who wasn’t supposed to be there. Frowning, he quietly pulled the big auto out of his trousers. Thumbing off the safeties, he lifted the gun up to the side of his face, and like a big hunting cat stalking its prey, began to move through the trees making absolutely no sound.

      Sliding up to a window, Jake took a quick glance inside. In the middle of a barren room was a battered-looking wooden table with a lantern sitting on it and burning brightly. Beside the table, with his back turned to him, was a large-framed man sitting in a chair. A bald man, with an odd jagged white scar round across the back of his neck, dressed in an expensive black leather coat, sat working quietly on smoking a cigarette. One hand resting on the top of the table had a large diamond ring, a massive thing, on the ring finger. Resting beside the hand was the ugly black steel of a British Webley revolver. But it was what was stacked neatly, one on top of the other, in the far corner of the dimly lit room that galvanized Jake’s attention. Three bodies, each entombed in heavy blocks of ice, sat directly in front of the bald man. And the smoking man seemed completely unperturbed.

      Jake moved to one side of the window and half turned, frowning, to glance over his shoulder. He quickly caught the motion of a dark form moving through the trees heading for the hut’s entrance. Sliding around the corner of the hut so he would not be seen, he watched the stoutly built small man fight his way through the snow and stop to shed his heavy overcoat first before opening the hut’s door.

      “Ah, you’re back. About time.”

      “My god, I’m so hungry!”

      “Food. Food … that’s all you think about! Eat your fill. But tell me, what does the boss want us to do with this trash?”

      “Hmmm, delicious!” the stout little man grunted as he reached for a half-consumed loaf of bread. “We are to dump them into the river at midnight and then leave for Switzerland. The boss thinks enough time has elapsed. Questions will be asked for a while longer. But without any evidence to suggest a crime has been committed, what can be done? Dump the bodies into the river, and nobody will find them until springtime. We do that tonight, and our part of the plan is done.”

      The scarred man sat still with his back facing Jake. Across the table, the smaller man sat facing toward the window. Peering through a crack in the hut’s planking, he saw the smaller man’s flattened nose and the puffy eyes of a man who had once been a professional boxer. The small man’s battered face seemed vaguely familiar to him, but he couldn’t put a name to the face at the moment.

      “And this other problem? Does the boss want us to deal with it?”

      “No,” the garbled answer came back firmly. Quickly swallowing a mouthful of bread, the smaller man shook his head no emphatically. “We are to do nothing. We dump the marquis and the old people into the river and nothing else. There’s to be no more attention drawn to the marquis or marquise. We do our job and quietly slip into the night and disappear. Three weeks later the others will join us in Switzerland.”

      Damn!

      The gang responsible for killing de Sauveterre was about to pull out and run away. The marquis’s reputation for disappearing over extended periods of time was helping the killers cover up their heinous crimes. If something wasn’t done quickly, the young nobleman’s murderers would be beyond the hangman’s noose forever.

      Scowling, the dark-eyed American gripped his big Colt and glared out into the white-draped forest. What was this ‘other problem’ the two assassins inside were talking about? Could it be the marquise? Was Helen the next victim to be brutally murdered? Or was it perhaps they knew about him and considered him a problem to be dealt with. Did the gang know who he was and that he was snooping around? That would, he grimly realized, explain the near-fatal meeting in the air with the determined Frenchman who seemed so intent on shooting him out of the sky. It could explain the vile looks of pure hatred the two pilots in the marquis’ escadrille, Henri Gaspard and Guido Valensetti, kept directing to him at the inn the other day.

      Gaspard, Valensetti, and these two rogues were the gang who killed the valiant Gilbert de Sauveterre. Valensetti was the blond who left strands of hair on the bed. Gaspard also had an insatiable smoking habit. Gaspard had to be the boss, and his younger colleague the last member of the gang. What profit or gain these four acquired from the marquis’s death was an elusive thread Jake could not fully grasp. Maybe it was a case of blackmail that had soured, and the marquis decided not to pay any more and go to the authorities. Maybe the young Frenchman accidentally stumbled onto the four as they were ransacking his family heirlooms. But none of the possible scenarios made sense if one took in the brutality of the murder. Thieves caught in the act of ransacking a house would not take time to torture their victims so intently before killing them. Nor would blackmailers. Advertising such cruelty to other possible victims did not make good business sense.

      The marquis’ death had been a deliberate act. A planned act involving several people over a period of hours. And it wasn’t just the young Frenchman’s death involved. It included the two elderly servants, innocent victims by any definition, as well. No. There was something more sinister here. Something that suggested either revenge or a huge monetary gain. Either way, Jake realized if he didn’t do something to attract the attention of the authorities to this hut in particular, the odds were these four killers were going to get away with murder.

      “Listen, we’re about out of wine and food. And we need to know where the boss wants us to wait for him in Switzerland,” the scarred man grunted from within the hut. “You go find him and ask. While you’re out, get some wine. I’m going out on the river and chop a big enough hole in the ice so we can get rid of the bodies.”

      “Bah! I’ll be glad when we’re rid of this place!” the shorter man muttered, wiping his hands on his shirt and standing up and belching at the same time.

      Jake grinned. Slipping away from the hovel, he hurried into the dark woods and drifted toward the direction from whence the smaller of the two assassins had arrived. Stopping beside a large tree, he cautiously took a look through the thick trees toward the direction of the hut, and sure enough, the image of the little man in a heavy coat hurrying through the snow with his head down and his hands stuffed deep into his coat pockets came into view. The grin widened on the American’s lips as he slipped closer to the trail the assassin was using. Stopping at last by a large tree that the little man would walk past, Jake slipped the semi-automatic into the back of his slacks and quickly picked up a thick tree limb. Testing it to see if it was strong enough to be an adequate cudgel, the grin stayed on his lips as he waited for the unsuspecting killer to arrive at his destiny.

      And the waiting almost cost Jake his life.

      Gripping the makeshift cudgel firmly, he waited for the little man to step past the tree. The moment the assassin did, he would come down hard on the man’s head with the limb and knock him senseless. Jake’s idea was to bind the man’s arms and legs and gag him, then drag him back to the hut where he would wait his chance to do the same thing to the man’s partner.

      With the two killers knocked out, he would then figure out some way to send the proper authorities to the hut. Once there, the authorities would discover the bodies, and the apparent killers, and the real investigation of the marquis’ murder would begin.

      Foolproof. Except.

      Behind him, the snap of a small tree branch alerted the dark-haired American that something was amiss. Instinctively ducking at the same time, he turned as he heard the swish of an axe blade slicing through the air. The sharp edge of the cold steel missed his skull by less than an inch before sinking deep into the tree he was standing next to. Leaping to one side, he dove into the heavy snow and rolled on one shoulder and came back onto his feet in one swift, agile motion.

      “Ah, very good, captain!” the bald, scarred man grinned, pulling the axe out of the tree with one grunt, just as the man’s partner leaped at Jake with an ugly stiletto in one beefy hand. “Thought you were going to sneak up on us tonight, eh? Well, you leave too many tracks in the snow to be good at this, mon ami. I’m afraid we’re going to have to teach you a lesson over your carelessness!”

      Jake, gripping the cudgel with both hands, snapped a blow to his right and parried the outreached hands of the smaller man in mid-flight, sending the little man crashing into a tree. And then, stepping closer to the momentarily stunned man, a swift blow to the back of the man’s head sent the little man sliding down the trunk of the tree into a heap of clothes and appendages before turning again to parry the second blow of the axe.

      The whistling axe sheared a heavy tree limb in two, with the butt of the axe handle suddenly coming around in an unexpectedly swift second strike. Jake slid underneath the attack and to one side, and in the process, giving him the opportunity to hit the bald man with a terrific punch into the man’s rib cage. The big man grunted, staggered to one side, and then whirled around to face Jake again with the axe and with a big, ugly grin on his lips.

      “So you are a fighter, eh? Good. I like a good fight before I gut my victims!”

      The giant swung again with the axe, but the quick-eyed man was ready. With cat-like agility, he went underneath the blow, and pivoting on one foot, turned his back to the killer while bringing his other leg up at the same time for a reverse kick straight into the man’s sternum. The blow staggered the tall man, forcing him to backpedal two or three steps. Regaining his balance, Jake turned to face the axe again just as he heard from his left someone grunting in pain. Half a heartbeat later, he glimpsed out of the corner of his right eye the dark form of the little man lunging at him with the sharp edge of an open stiletto.

      What came next was an amazing motion of speed and agility. Both killers were almost on top of Jake. Both lunged at him with weapons intent on slicing him into pieces. But Jake moved in a blur of motion and incredible swiftness. In the span of half a second, the dark blue-eyed man pulled the big Colt out from behind him and squeezed off four shots. The noise of the gun going off four times sounded almost like that of a machine gun. The reverberating echoes of each round firing were enough to make the snow-packed trees shed their heavy loads in thundering avalanches of wetness. Two shots caught the pug-nosed little man in mid-air, each shot directly into the heart. The taller man caught both bullets exactly the same way. Both in the heart, and like his colleague, the marksmanship was so precise investigators would later say one could cover the holes in each victim with an American twenty-five-cent piece.

      Both assassins fell into the snow. Their blood quickly turned the white carpet around them into deep stains of ruby red. Jake, stepping back, stared at the two dead men and frowned. He looked around to see if anyone had witnessed the killings. It would be a wonder if no one came running down to investigate the shootings at any moment. And sure enough, from the far side of the river, he heard men shouting. Not waiting to see who showed up, the cat-like American quickly slid the gun back into his trousers. Making sure he used tracks already left in the snow, he quickly slid away from the immediate vicinity and circled back toward the road and to his roadster.

      Damn. More bodies.

      This was not what was supposed to have happened, he growled to himself after reaching his tent and quickly stripping down the big auto and cleaning it thoroughly. Dammit. The more he involved himself in this mess, the more something totally unexpected happened, which dragged him deeper into the quagmire. But what was there to do? Gaspard and Valensetti, the remaining two in this deadly gang of cutthroats, already knew about him and had tried to kill him.

      There was no way out of this except to finish it. Finish it without further killing, he told himself grimly, as he stored the big gun back into his footlocker. But that would be difficult. How would Gaspard and Valensetti react when they heard their comrades had been gunned down and now the authorities had the bodies of the marquis and his two servants as well? The two would know who killed their comrades. He knew they would be coming after him soon enough to even the score.
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      The party of the marquise was an affair to be remembered. Servicemen from three different escadrilles, plus officers from two French cavalry units, and the men of No. 34 squadron attended the festivities. The stunningly beautiful marquise left no detail undone. Food, drink, companionship of the opposite sex, all bountifully provided, were accentuated by a small ensemble of excellent musicians who filled the evening’s air with soft classical selections. The horrors of war evaporated the moment the men entered the spacious home of the Marquise. One look at the long blond locks and stunning figure of Helen de Sauveterre was enough to make one forget everything in one’s life.

      She seemed to be everywhere that night. Laughing, flirting, dancing with any and all who asked her to dance, she captured the hearts of every man there. Like small puppy dogs, everywhere she went, an entourage of hardened uniform veterans followed her much like the servants of Cleopatra would attend to that illustrious queen. But one could not blame themselves for becoming blabbering idiots the moment the marquise appeared. Her very low-cut emerald green gown revealed more than enough of her figure. The color of her dress perfectly accentuated the long golden-yellow curls of her shoulder-length hair, and the seductive color of her exquisite lips would have made any man want to be her slave.

      Standing in one corner of the large dining room, sipping an excellent vintage of champagne, he found it all quite amusing. Dressed in his best uniform, wearing white gloves as demanded by the major, Jake could not help but paint a half-smile on his thin lips. Captain Gaspard and Lieutenant Valensetti were two of the many devoted followers of the ravishing marquise. Both seemed completely absorbed with the beautiful woman. Only once, when he arrived with the rest of his squadron, did the older, yet still handsome French captain lock deadly brown eyes onto Jake’s visage. That was enough to convince him the French captain and his lieutenant sidekick were deeply involved in the murders. Yet, sipping his champagne, Jake realized he had no proof. If the authorities were ever going to bring the marquis’ murderers to justice, somehow a link between the two French officers and Gilbert de Sauveterre must be established.

      “Captain, you have been busy, I see.”

      He lowered his champagne glass and half-turned to see the feisty little Scottish major standing behind him. Turning, Jake smiled and lifted an eyebrow questioningly.

      “Busy, Major?”

      “The French Croix de Guerre with two palm clusters. The Belgium Croix de Guerre with three palms. I would say you have been very busy, captain.”

      “Not busy, sir. Just lucky.”

      The hardware decorating Jake’s officer’s tunic told a quiet story all its own. To the knowledgeable onlooker, the medals hanging from their colored ribbons on the American’s chest were a silent testament to the man’s heroism.

      “Lucky perhaps,” agreed the Major as he stroked one side of his mustache and nodded before stepping close to Jake, “and in this war, we all are going to need our share of luck. Orders have come down to have another go at our sightseeing Boche friends. So tomorrow, bright and early, I want you and your gunner to take the Vickers and slip behind enemy lines and find our friend’s aerodrome. Perhaps you can nab him while he is least expecting it.”

      “Do we have any idea where this aerodrome might be?”

      “Intelligence believes it is somewhere between Soissons and Laon. But I must warn you. They also say this area is littered with hundreds of anti-aircraft batteries. A number of Boche observational balloons infest this area, and our goose-stepping friends are determined to protect them.”

      He nodded and lifted the glass of champagne to his lips. The terrain between Soissons and Laon was rugged with large patches of thick forests and rolling hills. Added to this mixture were rivers cutting through the countryside, and of course, half a million German soldiers occupying every inch of flat terrain that was available. If their machine had mechanical troubles and they were forced to sit down behind enemy lines, extricating oneself out of there and keeping one’s skin intact might be asking for a miracle. Miracles, Jake mused to himself quietly, his face half-hidden with the champagne glass, were commodities becoming harder and harder to find in these difficult times.

      “Ah, there is another item I wish to discuss with you.”

      He glanced toward the little major and saw a troubled look on the weather-beaten, hard face of the little man. The major’s eyes were on the laughing wraith of the beautiful marquise. But unlike his hostess, there was no mirth in the man’s countenance.

      “Trouble, sir?” Jake asked, lowering the champagne glass and glancing over toward Helen de Sauveterre.

      “Aye, lad.” Major MacDonald nodded, the Scottish burr sounding distinctly and filled with infinite sadness. “More trouble than I would wish on anyone. The lovely lady’s husband has been found. Found dead in an ice house just a few hundred meters from the chateau. Murdered, my dear captain, along with two elder servants belonging to the marquis. Two other bodies were found as well. They are unidentified, but I am told they appear to be Parisian criminals. Dead Parisian criminals and a murdered French war hero are making the French General Staff squirm with all kinds of conspiracy plots running through their heads. They need to solve this heinous crime and do it as rapidly as possible. An investigation is being launched. Quietly, of course. However, they have yet to inform the marquise of her husband’s death. That task will be my unfortunate chore to perform.”

      Jake’s eyes returned to the laughing, radiant face of Helen de Sauveterre. So young, so beautiful, so filled with a sexual vitality that invigorated everyone around her in her presence, and now so very much a widow. Watching the blond, brown-eyed woman flirt with so much élan and ease with everyone around her, he shook his head and wondered why such a tragedy had to happen.

      “I have been asked to participate in the investigation, lad. I told you I was with Scotland Yard a few years ago. Yes? Yes, well. Certain high-level officers have asked me to help. But I cannot spend time investigating and at the same time run the day-to-day operations of the squadron.”

      “Consider it done, sir. You do what you need to do, and I’ll keep the squadron working properly. The men won’t know you’re missing.”

      Major MacDonald beamed with obvious pleasure as he turned and looked up into the face of the handsome American beside him. Twisting the corners of his mustache with one gloved hand, the little Scotsman nodded.

      “Bon! You Americans have this can-do attitude I have always admired. Knowing that, after tomorrow’s flight, you will be watching over my boys makes me feel immeasurably relieved.”

      Jake started to say something but stopped. Around them, it was as if the noise and spontaneity of the crowd seemed to deflate precipitously. Startled, both the major and Jake turned and began looking at the crowd. The source of the sudden deflation became apparently obvious. Helen de Sauveterre was gone from the party, leaving in her wake a large body of male admirers who found themselves standing in a knot of uniformed splendor and looking like a flock of lost sheep in the process. Oddly, Jake noticed Gaspard Valensetti remained, holding wine glasses in their hands and looking as if they were lost. And silently fuming in anger. Around them, the uninformed guests stirred listlessly. It was as if the energy needed to sustain the evening’s pleasantries had been sucked out and discarded. People, becoming aware that something was amiss, began to turn and stare at each other with portraits of confusion clearly painted on their faces.

      Someone touched Jake’s arm. A butler in a black tuxedo bowed slightly and handed him a small envelope. Taking it, Jake glanced at the bantam major and then opened the envelope and withdrew the folded note from within. Opening it, he found he was looking at the petite but flawless handwriting of the marquise.

      
        
        My Dear Jake!

        Please follow Andre and come to me! I must speak to you about my Gilbert. Hurry, I am beside myself with worry!

      

      

      Folding the note slowly, he glanced at the major and frowned.

      “The Marquise?” the Scotsman asked, lifting an eyebrow questioningly.

      He nodded as he slipped the note into one of his slacks’ pockets.

      “She wants to talk about her husband. She says she is worried about him.”

      “Remember, laddie, she does not know. You cannot say anything about what I have told you.”

      “I won’t say a word. I’m sure she believes her husband is gone on a wild fling, or something like that. She’ll be somewhat distraught, maybe even angry at her husband. But nothing more than that.”

      “Yes, yes. You may be right. But if she says anything of interest, I must know about it. I will contact you tomorrow night, and we will talk. Until then, I will be working on the investigation with the French. In fact, I must leave now.”

      Major MacDonald looked up into Jake’s face, nodded, and then quietly slipped away. For a moment, he paused and thought about what the major had said before nodding to the silently waiting butler. Through the massed bodies of the gathering, the two moved. They moved through the ground floor and entered the chateau’s kitchen. But in the back of the kitchen, at the foot of a set of steeply ascending stairs, the butler stopped and turned toward the American.

      “The Marquise is waiting for you in the Marquis’ private study, sir. You remember your way upstairs?”

      Jake nodded. The stairs, barely wide enough for a servant to ascend, ran all the way to the chateau’s third floor. Used only by the servants, it provided the perfect avenue for those the marquise wished to see privately to come to her unseen by the other guests. Narrow, dark, and steep, the stairs also provided a perfect place for a trap. A swift lunge, a powerful blow to the back of the head, and then a push to send an unconscious body tumbling backward into oblivion could easily make a murder appear like an unfortunate accident.

      But not tonight, Jake mused to himself, as he began taking two steps at a time. Too many people were around to take the risk. Whoever the marquis’ killers were, and assuming they were at the party, dared not strike again. At least not strike in this setting with so many potential witnesses around to possibly identify them. So he moved with speed and ease, relaxed yet ready for anything to happen.

      On the third floor, after stepping out into the carpeted hall, Jake paused for a moment and lifted his nose up to sniff the air. Cigarette smoke, the same cheap brand he remembered smelling the night he discovered Gilbert de Sauveterre’s body, drifted down the hallway again. But this time much stronger. Deposited only recently. Narrowing his eyes, he quietly slipped to one of the three doors on this floor, much like he did just a week past, and quietly tried to open it. It was locked. Frowning, he slipped soundlessly down the hall and tried the door leading into the bedroom where de Sauveterre’s body was found. It too was locked. Stepping back from the door, Jake’s eyes looked down one end of the hall and then the other. And then something caught his attention on the carpeted hall floor beside the door leading into the marquis’ study. Bending down to retrieve it, he found himself picking up a matchstick. A burnt matchstick that had been systematically twisted several times into a corkscrew shape.

      He started to look at the match more closely but the door to the study flew open, and the flurry and sound of a sparkling green dress, matched with the sweep and scent of long blond hair flying in the air, suddenly swept into his arms.

      “Oh Jake, mon ami! You are here at last!”

      Her alluring scent almost overwhelmed him. Her body close to his, her arms around him, her lips caressing his cheeks were enough to make Jake almost wilt at the knees and succumb to her charms. Yet somehow, incredibly, he kept control of his emotions and weathered through the storm.

      “Jake, I am beside myself with worry. Have you heard? My Gilbert is missing. Gone! Disappeared! I have not heard from him for almost a month now!”

      “Major MacDonald told me a little about this, Helen. And I have talked to a few of the Marquis’ officers. They seemed worried, but not overly so, about his absence.”

      “Absence? Absence! Oh, Jake! Gilbert has run off a few times and left me for a few days, yes, I’ll admit. He is such a handsome man. Yet so much like a child as well, my Gilbert! But he has never left me alone for such a long time, Cherie. And he has never left without at least contacting me a day or two later. I think something terrible has happened to him!”

      She stepped away from him and looked up into his eyes with her large brown orbs heavy with tears. She was the pure image of a young bride wracked with worry over her husband’s safety. Such a beautiful woman at the moment in such a vulnerable position. Her evening gown revealed a startling amount of cleavage heaving with emotion. Her exquisite face and dazzling, hypnotic eyes only added to the sexual tension she naturally created. The urge to reach out and gather her back into his arms was too much to resist. Pulling her close to him, he stroked her beautiful long blond hair gently as her beautiful brown eyes filled with tears.

      “Jake, you and Gilbert became such good friends. He often talked about you after you left us last summer. Perhaps, since you are so much like him, you might know where to find him better than anyone else.”

      Already knowing the fate of her husband was tearing at Jake’s conscience. Her husband’s murder, plus his own involvement in her grief, only made it harder for him to keep silent. Yet her nubile young body in his arms, her head resting on his chest, went a long way in convincing him to remain stoic.

      “When did you last see the Marquis?”

      “Oh, two weeks ago in Paris. We agreed to meet in our favorite hotel, mon ami. Our lover’s nest, as he called it. We dined, danced, and made love. And then, on our last night, he received a phone call at our dining table. He said nothing but listened the entire time. I could see him becoming angrier and angrier with each passing second. He slammed the phone down in such fury, Jake! I have never seen Gilbert so upset.”

      “Did he say who was on the phone or what the phone call was about?”

      “Nothing. Except that he had to return to Soissons at once and meet someone at the Inn of the Red Rooster. And then he was gone, Jake. Just like that. Simply walked out of my life.”

      She began to silently cry with passion this time, and he pulled her closer to him. Holding her close to him made him feel like a lump of clay ready to be molded into anything the ravishing woman wished for him to become. But again, he resisted and tried to keep his mind clear and his rationality intact. But it was hard, so very hard, to remain rational while her warm body pressed so close to his.

      “Jake, will you help your major and find my Gilbert? Please?”

      “Yes, I will help, Helen. I promise.”

      Lips caressed his cheeks as her hands pulled his face closer to her. And then she pushed herself away gently, breaking physical contact with him finally when her right hand pulled away from his chest.

      “I feel so terrible, my Cheri. I carry this … this burden of guilt, this fear for my Gilbert’s life so deeply in my soul I don’t know what to do! It haunts me at night. I cannot sleep. I must confess to someone my fears! If I do not, I know I might be, in the end, the source of my lover’s horrible murder.”

      An eyebrow lifted questioningly over Jake’s right eye. Helen felt guilty over her husband’s disappearance? What did this mean? But he said nothing. Only waited for the beautiful woman in front of her to say more.

      “I have … a … a confession, Cherie,” Helen whispered as tears flowed out of her eyes. “When I was a child, a child barely fifteen, and long before I met my Gilbert, I was married to a … a terrible man. A criminal, my friend! A cruel man who found me dancing in a night club in Algiers a long time ago and took me as his own! He said he loved me, Jake. He dazzled me with his suave ways and powerful voice. He showered me with money and told me he would make me a famous cabaret dancer. And then he married me.

      I was barely fifteen when Jacque found me. Yes, I had danced before for years in front of men. I thought, in my silly youth, I knew the way of men’s hearts. But I never met such a powerful creature as this man. I knew not how cruel and heartless a man could be. But Jacque taught me. This man is a criminal mastermind, my friend. His fingers reach out across Europe into just about every organized crime known. There is nothing he cannot do. There is no horror he cannot commit. He will stop at nothing to have me return to him. And because I know him as well as I do, I fear for my Gilbert’s life.”

      “What is this creature’s name?” Jake asked.

      “Jacque Anton du Barre,” Helen answered with a whisper as terror filled her eyes.

      “He did not stop you from marrying Gilbert?”

      She stepped in close to Jake, reaching up with a hand and laying it gently on Jake’s beating heart. Radiating a sexual aura around her so strong Jake found himself barely able to breathe.

      “I thought he was dead, mon ami! A year before I met Gilbert, Jacque and a few of his men said they were leaving the city and traveling to Rome to do some business. Weeks went by, and I heard nothing from Jacque. Six months later word came to me Jacque and his men were lured into some country villa just outside of Rome and ambushed. I was told Jacque and his men were gunned down brutally and then buried in an unmarked grave. My god, Jake! Hearing Anton had died made me deliriously happy! I was free! I no longer feared for my life! And then, of course, a few months later I met Gilbert, and my life became even more happy!”

      “But this du Barre rises from the grave and does what? Makes himself known to you and to Gilbert?”

      “Yes!” the blond goddess nodded, a look of pure hate pushing into her eyes, as she stepped closer to him and answered in a whisper. “Gilbert and I begin to receive notes the moment Gilbert proposes to me. Vicious little blackmail notes. Unsigned, of course. Demanding large sums of money from us in exchange for his silence. If we did not pay him, the news of my previous marriage would be leaked out of every French newspaper in the country. Causing a deeply humiliating national scandal, of course.”

      “How did Gilbert handle this news of your previous marriage?”

      “Like the gallant soul he is,” she replied, smiling. “He waved it off with a dismissive hand and laughed. Told me to pay the silly ransoms. Said he would look into it and find Jacques himself. And then he hired two capable men as bodyguards to be at my side at all times in case the madman might decide to do something outrageous.”

      Jake frowned as he tried to piece together the information with this new revelation. Eyeing Helen, he could not help but believe the woman’s confession. The tears were genuine. The terror filling her eyes was genuine. Deep in her heart, she believed this Jacque Anton de Barre had somehow risen from the dead.

      “So now you fear your first husband has returned. And he has what? Kidnapped the Marquis de Sauveterre and now holds him safely away for some odd reason?”

      “Yes!” she hissed fiercely, nodding her head. Her eyes filled with hot rage. “I know this is Jacques forcing his way into my life again. I recognized his handwriting on the notes. Jacques is no fool! Gilbert alive is the only thing that will force me to bend to his will. For Gilbert, I will do anything to have him back in my bed again. Gilbert alive is worth millions to him. Killing Gilbert would mean I would inherit Gilbert’s money and any hold Jacque would have over me would vanish. Knowing my hatred for him, he knows I would spend vast sums of money and have experts track him down. There is nowhere in this world he could hide I would not eventually find him. And I swear to you, Jake. I swear to you I would repay every ounce of cruelty he has heaped upon me, I would do twice more onto him! And he knows it.”

      “Where might I find this first husband of yours, Helen?”

      “Find Gilbert first, Jake. Bring my real husband back to me. I’m sure Jacque has Gilbert somewhere close by. I can feel him in my bones. He is near. I am sure of it.”

      Jake said nothing as he nodded silently. For her part, she swept in close to him, placed a hand gently on his cheek, and kissed him delicately on his lips before stepping back and smiling.

      “I feel so much better, Cherie, knowing you are going to find Gilbert. Major MacDonald used to be a fine police detective. He has helped us on another occasion when we needed discretion in resolving a financial matter. But the major is not a bon vivant, like my Gilbert and like you, my love. You will know where to look for my Gilbert in places the major could never begin to imagine.”

      “If he is alive, Helen, we will find him.” Jake inadvertently blurted out, wincing the moment he said it.

      “If he is alive? Gilbert? Dead? Oh, Cherie, don’t be so silly! Gilbert will never die. He is too valuable to kill. Far too valuable,” Helen answered, beaming up an alluring smile to him and then turning and pulling from the matching green purse lying on the Marquis’ writing table an embroidered handkerchief. “But my goodness, Jake. I have been too long away from our guests. I must return before they start whispering about us! Thank you, Jake. Oh, thank you so very much for your presence tonight! You have been wonderful!”

      She came to him, lifted herself up on her toes, and softly kissed him on his lips before pulling away and disappearing out of the study’s door in one fluid motion of grace and beauty. Alone, standing in the very room where he discovered the nobleman’s body, he found himself almost physically and emotionally drained. Almost. But reaching inside his slacks’ right pocket, he removed the twisted remnant of the match found out in the hall and peered at it closely.

      Helen de Sauveterre had not been alone in the study before his arrival. Her husband’s killer had been with her. Either Henri Gaspard or Guido Valensetti had been with her and departed just moments before he arrived. And he found himself, peering at the spent match, wondering if she knew she was with her husband’s murderer, or perhaps even more alarmingly, not knowing she stood beside a killer. A killer who was contemplating killing Helen de Sauveterre and thus tidying up all the dangling ends to a messy crime.
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      A winter dawn’s first rays of sunlight observed from 5,000 feet are beyond description. Sunlight played across the billowing clouds, turning the tops of the blue-gray ethereal cathedrals into an artist’s palette of yellows, golds, and oranges. With each passing second, the palette’s colors filled the heavens with even more brilliance. In the span of just a few moments, the massive blocks of nebulous monuments were bathed in brilliant light and radiant colors of such splendor that it might take the breath away from even angels.

      Below, the countryside was swathed in a heavy garment of snow. The forests and hills rolled out to his left and right from horizon to horizon in that magical half-light just before sunlight bathed the world with a new day. With each passing moment, the light increased, and more details could be observed from his high throne. Roads radiated out from town to town, vivid black scars slashed through the snow with meticulous intent, pointing the routes needed to get to the destination he and his sergeant were looking for.

      Sitting in the cockpit behind and slightly above Sergeant Berns, entombed in heavy leather flying gear, Jake fought to keep some feeling in his arms and legs from the freezing cold. But the Vickers British-built Gnome engine behind him sounded strong and true, and even more to the point, threw off just enough heat to keep his blood flowing. The machine, as ungainly as it looked sitting on the ground like some discarded scrap heap, nevertheless in the air felt vibrant and alive and in its natural environment.

      In front of him, Sgt. Berns’ head kept rotating up and then to the right and left in an explosive kinetic motion as he nervously searched the skies for anything amiss. A brace of drum-fed Lewis machine guns, newly mounted on the front of the Fee’s nose, looked business-like and lethal. The Lewis had a bad habit of jamming. But carefully culling the thousands of rounds of ammo back at the aerodrome would, he hoped, give them the edge they needed to complete the mission.

      Below, the snow covering the countryside began to reflect the growing sunlight from hilltops and high places. But off the right wing tip, Jake saw the flickering dots of hundreds of campfires, German campfires, littering the ground. Rolling away from the left wing tip was the dark mass of Laon, and somewhere around Laon sat the aerodrome where the Rumpler two-seater they were hunting called home. If they were lucky, and if GHQ’s intelligence boys knew their stuff, sometime in the next two minutes, the beautifully elegant dark green C-1 Rumpler, its pilot, and its observer, would be lifting off and heading for the front lines. If they were incredibly lucky, both he and Sgt. Berns would be above the unsuspecting Boche machine as it lifted off the ground. A machine just rising from the ground and climbing for altitude was at its most vulnerable moment. The perfect time to trounce like a falcon, talons extended, and rip the heart out of the enemy. The attack would come, the kill would be acquired, and they would be gone long before the Boche’s squadron members would have time to react.

      It was Sgt. Berns who spied the aerodrome first. In front of him, Jake saw the goggled head of the sergeant suddenly lean forward and downward over the fuselage. Leaning to his left, he too looked, and grinned, at what was below. In the magical half-light of predawn, the dark green Rumpler could be seen clearly as it rolled to the far end of a cleared piece of dark ground and slowly turned itself around to face the wind. The airfield was a garish black slash of frozen ground on an otherwise uniformed white sea of snow. The unsuspecting enemy pilot below blipped the throttle of his machine and used the rudder to turn the nose into the wind, sending up a cloud of dirty snow behind him in the process. Crystal clear from their high perch, Jake threw a thumbs-up signal at his smiling gunner and tilted the Vickers to the left slightly as he pushed the machine’s joystick forward at the same time. The Vickers’ nose dropped, and they began a gentle spiraling glide downward toward the end of the field where the Rumpler would lift off. Cutting the engine off as the rate of descent began to steepen, Jake wanted to make sure no one below heard their approach, as well as make sure his speed did not get so high as to rip the old bus’s wings off. A very real concern for machines in 1915.

      A finger of bright sunlight flared across the curved roofs of the Boche hangers below just as the Rumpler’s pilot gunned his machine’s water-cooled, in-lined Mercedes engine. Quickly gathering speed, the green Rumpler began bouncing across the frozen ground as Jake steepened the glide. He wanted to estimate which bump would be the one where the Boche would finally lift into the air. It would be at that moment when the sergeant’s twin Lewis guns let loose a killing barrage. In front of him, he watched the sergeant pull the bolts back on the twin Lewis guns and steady himself for the killing shot.

      And then a pyrotechnical maelstrom of shimmering tracer bullets arcing across the skies above him, beside him, and behind him filled the air in a fury of murderous energy. Instinctively, Jake jerked the joystick to the right, and at the same time, throttled the big rotary engine behind him out to its last stop. The Vickers F.5b staggered in the air from being hit with bullets but caught itself and leaped forward. Pulling the nose up slightly, yet keeping it in a slight descent, Jake steepened the already sharp right-hand turn and took a quick glance over his right shoulder. Somehow, he found himself not surprised to see two Rumpler machines hanging tight on either side of his machine’s tail fins, each Boche pilot trying to jockey his machine around so his rear gunner could get a good shot at the British interlopers. Glancing downward to hunt for the original Boche target, Jake was startled to see hundreds of gray-uniformed German infantrymen standing in the middle of the landing strip, their Mauser rifles lifted heavenward, firing as fast as they could work their weapon’s bolt actions. Hundreds of them, with more men running onto the field to fire as well, filled the air around him with hot lead in their eagerness to knock him and the sergeant down. Twisting suddenly to the left, he pushed the nose of the machine down again, giving the sergeant a clear field of fire at the infantrymen below. The sergeant didn’t hesitate. The distinctive chatter of the Lewis guns and the smell of cordite smoke told him his gunner was doing his duty. The sudden scurrying of gray-clad bodies running in every direction in an insane dance to get away from the murderous fire told him the sergeant’s marksmanship was unimpeachable.

      The realization that he and the sergeant had been lured into a well-planned trap was inescapable. Machine gun fire from all directions, plus the rifle fire from hundreds below, plus the appearance of two heretofore unseen C-1 Rumplers behind him, were enough to convince him the Germans knew what his squadron was planning and planned to counter the move with a trap of their own. But it gave the sharp-eyed American little comfort to fathom this conundrum. Dodging and twisting the Vickers through a hail of machine gun fire in an effort to escape with their lives was occupying his full attention. Twice their machine staggered in the air as bullets found their mark. But Jake wasn’t worried about the big machine holding together. He knew it could take an incredible amount of punishment and still fly as long as nothing touched the big clunking motor behind him. A lucky spray of machine gun fire there, or a lone bullet from an infantryman’s bolt-action Mauser, and what little hope they had of escaping would be severely dampened. His efforts were to twist and turn the machine across the sky and give no one a clear shot.

      He took the damaged bus down close to the ground. So close, in fact, at one point he flew over the tops of some trees at ninety miles per hour, the top speed of the machine, the wheels of his machine touching the upper branches and spinning madly with each encounter. Descending even closer to the frozen ground, he banked hard to the left, and in doing so, the tips of his wings were barely a foot off the ground. But the hard left-hand gave the sergeant a brief opportunity to swing his twin Lewis’ around and let go a long burst at one of the pursuing Rumplers. The sergeant’s aim was deadly. The tracer bullets from his Lewis’ guns stitched their way across the fuselage in a deadly arc and filled the pilot’s cockpit with a spray of hot lead. The pilot caught the full burst from both guns and died instantly. The Rumpler, only slightly above the Vickers, nosed over immediately and rammed into the ground where it began cartwheeling across the ground and disintegrating into a thousand pieces.

      The spectacular death of the Rumpler and its occupants signaled the end of the pursuit from the second Boche machine. Lifting its nose up suddenly, the German pilot turned back toward his aerodrome. Climbing for some altitude himself, Jake leveled the wings and quickly twisted and turned his head in every direction looking for any more possible surprises. With relief, he found they were alone. Glancing back toward the front cockpit, his relief increased when he saw a grinning Sgt. Berns looking back and holding his right hand up to his waist in a thumbs-up gesture of victory. Grinning, Jake nodded and began to slowly climb for more height as he gently brought the damaged machine’s nose around and headed back toward the trenches.

      Yet their troubles were far from being over. Climbing slowly to gain enough altitude so Boche anti-aircraft fire, euphemistically and somewhat mysteriously called ‘Archie’ by those who flew in World War One, would not find them. Jake nevertheless felt uneasy. The time they had in relative peace as they limped back to their aerodrome gave him an opportunity to reflect over the fact of their miraculous escape. Especially miraculous if one considered the fact the Boche knew of their coming and were waiting for them. One usually did not survive a well-planned and precisely executed trap such as the one they left behind them. And that made him squint his eyes and again begin searching the skies.

      If you were meticulous and precise in your efforts to remove a thorn from your side, would you not plan for an alternative method, something like a safety net, in case the first plan failed? He would. Why not expect such a contingency plan from those who were trying to kill him? Reaching out and tapping the sergeant on his shoulder, he motioned to the NCO to keep his eyes looking for other traps. The sergeant nodded and quickly attached fresh ammo drums to the two machine guns. Together, as their machine slowly limped back toward the Allied lines, the two men scanned the skies anticipating more action.

      When it came, Jake almost didn’t see it in time. Just the suggestion of motion out of the side of his eyes made him jerk his head to the right in time to see the French Morane-Saulnier two-seater bank hard to his left and bring the machine’s nose around to face the wounded Vickers. It was the same machine that only a few days ago attacked them, and, like the first time, the pilot was intent on coming in close and spraying the bullet-riddled bus with murderous fire.

      And again, like the first time, when the French plane opened fire, Jake watched in amazement the deadly tracer bullets come flying through the rotating propeller blade! Twisting down to the right, toward the approaching French machine, Jake tried to duck underneath the blazing fire of the Morane-Saulnier and at the same time give Sgt. Berns an opportunity to fire back. But this time Jake and the sergeant’s luck ran out. Just as the Vickers started to slide underneath the approaching killer, the Frenchman’s bullets found its mark and splashed repeatedly into the rotating iron mass of the Gnome engine sitting behind Jake’s back. Bullets ripped through the bus’s upper wings as well, rupturing the gas tank with two holes, sending a spray of gas all around Jake and onto the hot mass of the clamoring, suddenly violently vibrating engine.

      There was a whooshing sound of gas vapor igniting into a fireball as the rotating radial engine shook and rattled so violently Jake thought the whole plane would disintegrate into a thousand pieces. But he switched off the engine just as the Saulnier flashed across the Vickers’ upper wing and banked hard to the right to come around for a second pass. Pushing the nose down as steep as he thought he could, Jake used some right rudder to skew the machine to one side and whip the flames of the fireball away from him momentarily. Fire, for pilots and crews in World War One, was the one fear they dreaded the most. With their machines made of nothing but wood, canvas, and glue, fire consumed a machine in the blink of an eye. And since pilots and crews in this war did not wear parachutes, there was only one way to escape, and that was to get down onto the ground as fast as possible.

      Three thousand feet separated him and the sergeant from the conflagration behind Jake’s back. The diving birdcage of a machine, burning hot and bright and leaving behind them a long, oily black trail of smoke as they descended, shook and rattled as Jake held its nose down. The heat of the flames was so intense he could smell the leather of his flying gear beginning to cook. He also was feeling the heat burning his back and right thigh. But that was only one part of the hand of death trying to snatch their lives from them. The other hand was the diving Frenchman firing away crazily at them above and behind as he followed them down toward the ugly scar of No Man’s Land twisting across the countryside underneath them. Bullets chewed away bracing wires and wing spars holding the wings together. Large chunks of the wood and canvas fuselage were shot off as well, and still the French plane continued to follow the dying Vickers downward in its death spiral.

      At one hundred feet, Jake gingerly pulled back on the controls and then skewed the machine around to the right again to slow the machine down. The twin Lewis guns in front suddenly chattered away, and Jake saw a very angry-looking Sergeant Berns hunched over the twin guns and yelling profanities as the Morane-Saulnier passed overhead again.

      The bullet-riddled, burning old machine smashed into the frozen mud squarely in the middle portion of No Man’s Land, which divided the Allied lines from the German lines. With a fiery explosion, the Vickers hit the ground, shedding wings and engine in the process, sending the wooden propeller flying off across the ground in a bouncing, skipping rotating mass of wooden splinters. But to his utter amazement, Jake realized what was left of the two cockpits of the fuselage was sliding across the mud and snow intact, relatively speaking, like a sled. Bouncing across the rough ground two or three times, he and the sergeant strapped into their seats and holding on for dear life, saw the deep hole of an artillery crater rapidly coming toward them and braced for the collision.

      What was left of the fuselage dipped into the crater and slid in just as the Frenchman and his machine sailed over their heads and turned hard to come back at them. Quickly unstrapping himself, Jake leaped out of his seat and hurried to help the sergeant, fearing the worst for his companion. But the sergeant was out as well, already gripping one of the drum-fed Lewis guns in his hands and falling onto the crater’s wall and aiming the gun at the oncoming French machine in the process.

      “Who the hell is this crazy bloke, captain?” he shouted just before he let loose a short burst at the Morane-Saulnier.

      “Apparently a Frenchman who needs glasses, sergeant!” shouted Jake, and ducking as bullets filled the crater just before the plane flashed over their heads.

      They rolled on their backs and watched the single-winged French machine, its blue-white-and-red roundels signifying its nationality clearly visible, slowly gain altitude and turn away from them. Disappearing into the direction where their own aerodrome lay, the two men looked at each other with puzzled expressions just as a squad of filthy, blue and red-clad French infantrymen leaped into the crater with them.

      “Mon dieu!” shouted the mud-caked, bearded French sergeant in shock as he and the four other men with him looked at the two British uniformed fliers, “I did not know France had declared war on its ally!”

      “You haven’t yet, bloke!” Sergeant Berns shouted, grinning and slapping the sergeant on the arm in relief. “But you sure saved our asses from that madman!”

      “Oui, but we must hurry. The Boche will throw over a few of their 77’s at us in a few moments. We must leave and get back to the lines before the fireworks begin.”

      Jake and the sergeant needed no further urging. Twenty minutes later, they were deep underground in a French dugout drinking hot coffee and giving the sergeant and a small group of other Poilu infantrymen a vivid account of what had taken place that morning. By nine o’clock that night, they were back at their aerodrome, with Jake on the telephone in the major’s office as he called every French aerodrome around searching for information concerning a rogue French pilot who might have a hatred for Englishmen.
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      Major MacDonald gazed at Jake for a few moments after hearing the dark eyed American recount what had happened the night before. For a few thoughtful moments he watched the tall American while his right hand kept twisting the pointed end of his mustache. Rising slowly out of the chair, shaking his head as if perplexed over the whole affair, he clucked his tongue loudly and stood up

      “This is too strange to believe,” he mumbled as he strolled across his cluttered little office to a small desk where a pot of coffee and some tin cups sat. “It is as if the killers have something against you. But why would anyone want to kill you, my dear Jake?”

      The major’s office was a small room just off the main room of a freshly constructed barracks. So new, in fact, the aroma of fresh paint and recently cut lumber filled their nostrils with their pungent odors. The hut was the central hub of the squadron. It sat underneath of pair of old elm trees in one corner of a field. The huge field, which before the war had been a thriving vegetable farm, contained the squadron. As Jake sat in a plain wooden chair, one leg crossed over the other, with one of the tin cups in a hand filled with simmering coffee, outside several of the squadron’s mechanics were checking the engines on three new machines freshly arrived. The noise of the 80 and 90 horsepower Le Rhone radial engines being switched on and then switched off in a repeated cycle was not too loud. In fact, in a way, it was kind of reassuring to him. The loud purr of the Le Rhones made him realize he was still alive.

      “I can only guess, Major.”

      “Eh, lad? Well, what do you surmise? I am most curious to hear. At the moment the investigation in the murders of the marquis and his elderly servants is going nowhere.”

      Jake shrugged, then took a sip of the scalding coffee before answering.

      “I think the two cases are related. I think whoever killed the marquis somehow knows me and suspects I might know something of their identity.”

      “Bah! That doesn’t make sense!” hissed the little officer, angrily opening the door to the ubiquitous iron pot belly stove in the middle of the room and throwing some firewood in before slamming it shut again. “How could that have happened? Whom did you see? And after committing such a heinous crime, why in the world would the killers continue staying around so long?”

      “Perhaps when I rode by the chateau that night, they suspected I might have seen some kind of incriminating evidence. Perhaps they are afraid I saw them and could recognize them at a later date. They cannot take the risk of leaving witnesses alive. And there’s also the possibility they cannot leave.”

      “Cannot leave? Explain.”

      “Someone has twice tried to kill me and Sergeant Berns with an aeroplane. The same aeroplane, I might add. A Morane-Saulnier Parasol. That means they had to be a pilot from some French squadron close by. Perhaps even someone from the marquis’ own escadrille.”

      “You suspect someone? Someone we know?”

      Jake started to answer but paused for a moment and then covered his hesitation by lifting the coffee cup to his lips. Should he mention his suspicions about Captain Gaspard and Lieutenant Valensetti? And if he did mention them, suppose they indeed were the killers. Suppose they witnessed his entering the chateau through the second story balcony doors. Suppose they saw him leaving with the small Rembrandt strapped to his back. Could he afford accusing them, and in return, have them tell the army investigators and local police that he had burgled the marquis’ ancestral home?

      “I’m as much in the dark as you are, sir.” Jake finally answered, sighing somewhat and uncrossing his legs. “But I am sure the murder, or murderers, are close by and are serving in a French escadrille.”

      “Well then, we should find out how many French units are flying Parasols, eh?”

      “Six escadrilles, sir. Including the marquis’. I made some phone calls when I returned to the squadron last night.”

      “Hmmm,” the major grunted, stroking his mustache again and looking at Jake thoughtfully. “Perhaps a discreet check of their machines would be in order. I think I’ll go over there right now and do some snooping around.”

      The major sat his empty coffee cup down on his paper cluttered desk and came to his feet reaching for his ribbon and checkerboard Sporran. Slipping the hat on in a rakish angle the little man started for the door and then suddenly stopped, snapping his fingers in the process and turning to look at Jake.

      “By the way, double congratulations! Army headquarters got a phone call in early this morning from a French unit flying Voisin bombers. Three of their machines were approaching the Boche field you stirred into a hornet’s nest. They wanted to say thank you. It seems their mission was to bomb that very same field. And they did. Apparently, they Boche were so interested in knocking you and the sergeant out of the air they did not see them coming. They confirmed Sergeant Berns’ shooting down his Rumpler.

      And you should know the Voisin pilots have submitted the names of you and the sergeant for medals. They are mentioning the Croix de Guerre for the sergeant, and a second or third citation for you of the same award. Of course, I concur heartily.”

      The dark haired American nodded but said nothing. The major reached for the door and opened it but stopped again.

      “I may be gone for a few days, captain. If I am, do not worry about me. I shall telephone you late tomorrow night to coordinate our efforts. In the meantime, perhaps it would be beneficial if you approached the marquise and talked with her about her husband. I know she is fond of you. Who knows? Perhaps you might learn something of importance.”

      With that the major closed the door behind him and left Jake sitting in the rickety wooden chair nursing a half consumed cup of coffee. For several seconds he sat motionless, daydreaming somewhat, absently listening to the roar of the three engines out front. But his mind was working furiously. He knew something had to break in the case soon. Five dead bodies, and now the confirmed proof that someone was out to kill him, created a natural pressure cooker. A pressure cooker rapidly building in steam and threatening to blow. Someone was running scared with the idea that he knew the identity of the killers. That someone was determined to remove this apparent chink in his otherwise perfect crime at any cost.

      Hmmm, could that mean this situation presented a possible opportunity? Was it possible to, in effect, offer himself up as an easy target and draw the killer, or killers, out into the open? Were Henri Gaspard and Guido Valensetti the other half of the gang involved with this crime? Had it been one, or the other, or perhaps the two of them together, who twice before tried to shoot him out of the skies?

      Jake frowned and glanced at his watch. It was almost 10:15 a.m. and he was expecting a call from an old friend who resided in Paris. This person had connections to the underworld and to various officials throughout the French government and military. If anyone could find information concerning the two French killers, or of any other person attached to this case, it would be his old friend in the Nationale Gendarmes. But there was another problem he had to wrestle with. That problem was the original small Rembrandt hidden away in the false bottom of a custom made steamer trunk setting in his tent. Somehow, and soon, he had to remove the trunk and get it to Paris. The client waiting for the Rembrandt was, understandably, anxiously awaiting delivery of his prized possession. Thief or not, he was a man of his word. Jake promised delivery within a fortnight of acquiring it.

      He had only forty-eight hours to comply. But how do you transport a stolen painting away from the front lines knowing someone was keeping a constant track of your every move? But worse, suppose those trying to kill him knew he had stolen something from the chateau. Neither he, nor they, could reveal what they knew to the authorities without incriminating themselves in the process.

      Frowning again he came to his feet and sat the half consumed cup of coffee onto a corner of the desk just as the telephone rang. Out in the day room he heard one of the enlisted men answer the phone and then boots moving rapidly across the wooden floor followed by a soft rap of knuckles on the office door.

      “Sir, you have a phone call. A French police detective by the name of Renne Dassault.”

      “Thank you, corporal. I’ll take the call. And if you would be so kind as to make sure no one disturbs me while I am on the phone, I would appreciate it.”

      “Yes sir,” the young man nodded, smiling. “I’ll step outside and won’t let anyone in until you’re finished, sir.”

      Jake nodded, reached for the phone, but waited until he heard the corporal step out of the outer office and close the door behind him.
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      “Renee! You got my message. Good. I’m happy you called.”

      “And how could I not?” the Frenchman on the other end of the line boomed, his French-accented English clear and distinct. “I am honored that a war hero and apparent amateur detective like yourself honors me by calling me himself! Mon dieu, old friend. It has been a long time since we have last talked.”

      “Indeed, Renee. It is good to hear your voice. But what is this about me being a war hero and amateur detective?”

      “Sacre bleu! Have you not read the papers, my friend? Your name and your exploits, especially the ones from last year when you stopped that madman who was killing everyone in your squadron, have been the talk of the town. I did not know you had the talent in, how do you Americans say it… in sleuthing? Keep this up and you make my job redundant. I’ll have to go back and become a uniformed officer strolling the streets again. A possibility I do not relish to think about, my friend.”

      Jake chuckled, shaking his head. The madman going around killing squadron mates Renee referred to was a sordid affair which happened almost a year earlier, in the opening weeks of the war. His squadron, one of the first RFC squadrons to arrive in France, tried hard to stem the tide of the Boche tidal wave sweeping down through Belgium and the low countries. And at the same time, he was tasked with trying to defend a young lieutenant accused of murdering an enlisted man and finding the true mastermind behind the murders. He had. But at great cost.

      “Tell me, my friend. Why are you not in uniform yet? I thought you would have volunteered the moment the first shot was fired in this war.”

      “I did volunteer. Repeatedly!” Dassault exclaimed with some fervor. “Many times, I strode into my captain’s office and demanded I be released from my duties so I could enlist. But every time I was denied. Even ordered to stay on my post permanently. I was told I was too important to the Surete. My absence would cripple the Surete’s efforts. Bah! Cow manure, old friend! My position could be filled easily by someone else. I am ashamed I am not in the army fighting with my comrades. I am disgraced and will never live such shame down.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself, old friend,” Jake said firmly. “Your job in the next few months, and for the rest of the war, will become far more important than you can possibly imagine.”

      “Oh? And what makes you think so, Jake?”

      “You got my note about Gaspard and Valensetti?”

      “Oui. I have made inquiries,” the Frenchman’s voice replied, the tone in his voice changing. “What have you got yourself involved with this time, my friend? These two men you are inquiring about, Jake. They have very colorful, and very dangerous, reputations. Is your life in danger? Shall I come up and see what I can do to help you?”

      “I can take care of myself, Renee. But I can’t tell you very much about what I’m working on. But let me say it has something to do with the recent widow of the Marquis Gilbert de Sauveterre.”

      “I’m sure it does, my friend! These men, Valensetti and Gaspard, they each have criminal records which are long and extensive. Charged many times with felonies like robbery and extortion. Even murder. But no convictions. Each time they somehow had the services of very expensive lawyers come to their aid, and each time the charges were dismissed.”

      “Who sent the lawyers?”

      There was a silence for a moment or two on the telephone. He could hear his friend breathing—pausing—as if he really did not want to answer. Finally, there was an explosion of frustration on the other end of the line, and the Surete detective spoke.

      “No one knows for sure, Jake. But there are rumors. Rumors which are, if they are true, quite unsettling. I’m not prepared to believe them. But, on the other hand, I cannot discount them. Tell me, have you ever heard of an underworld kingpin by the name of Jacques Anton du Barre?”

      Jake lifted an eyebrow in surprise. It was the second time in a very short time the name Jacques Anton du Barre came to his attention. Renne Dassault’s voice seemed to be filled with a suggestion of concern, even deep worry, in mentioning the mobster’s name. The marquise, when she revealed she had once been married to du Barre, was genuinely terrified at the thought the man might be nearby. Just how menacing was this individual?

      “It just so happens that name was recently mentioned to me, Renne. Tell me, who is he?”

      “He is a monster, my friend. Or was a monster. It has been reported the man died recently from the hands of some outraged minions of his whom he had double-crossed in a large bank robbery. The Surete a few months back pulled a body out of the Seine just outside the city. A body identified as that of this man. But… there were doubts. No one really knew who this mastermind is. And the two people who identified the body as being du Barre have mysteriously disappeared themselves.”

      “So, this master criminal could still be alive. Is that what you are saying?”

      “Oui… oui. Have you read the many stories of this Englishman fictional character called Sherlock Holmes? Yes?”

      “Certainly,” Jake answered, cracking into a grin. “Why, Renne, I didn’t know you liked reading cheap detective stories. I thought you only read police reports and perhaps the betting pages in newspapers on the next horse race.”

      “Bah, don’t be so provincial, my American friend. I even have a taste for your ghastly American beer. But what I am trying to tell you, Jake, is this. Sherlock Holmes’ main adversary was his diabolical nemesis, Dr. Moriarty. A brilliant man equal to Holmes in intellect. But if Moriarty were a real person living today here in France, I am afraid he would be a man who paled against the real exploits of du Barre. The man was… is… a genius! It is said he is fluent in a half dozen languages. It’s rumored he was the mastermind of at least seven of the largest extortion-bribery rings in the country. There is no crime this person will not do. Including murder for hire, kidnapping, and sex trafficking. I caution you, my friend, if du Barre is somehow involved in the marquis’s death, you are in serious danger. Serious, serious danger!”

      “Renne, did Valensetti and Gaspard associate with du Barre?”

      “It’s rumored these two men were du Barre’s main henchmen. Completely loyal to the man. Which is surprising, if you think about it. If Jacques Anton du Barre is alive, as you have hinted, these two would be by his side now. That they are in uniform, and serving in the marquis’ own squadron, give some credence to the report the mastermind is actually dead.”

      “Or there is a possible alternative,” Jake said quietly.

      “And that would be?” the Surete detective responded.

      “Maybe our mastermind is very much alive and is nearby waiting to complete some ghastly little deed.”

      “A ghastly deed, as you say, my friend, which cannot be accomplished until after you have been removed from the scene. Jake, this is all too real! Perhaps I should come up with a few of my men and begin an investigation of my own.”

      “No, no… not yet, Renne,” Jake answered, shaking his head as he held the receiver up to his ear. “We need to draw the marquis’ murderers out into the open. If they sense the Surete is up here sniffing around they will lay back and blend into the crowd. We cannot connect Valensetti or Gaspard to the death of the marquis. We need proof. And I propose to be that obstacle which hinders them. Which forces them to act. Perhaps we’ll get lucky, and they will make a foolish mistake.”

      “Humph,” snorted the Frenchman on the other end of the line in disgust. “You are an idiot, Jake Reynolds. One man against a gang of cutthroats led by a criminal like du Barre! They will cut you to pieces before you even realize they are near you. I don’t care what you say, my friend, I am going to help you! I and a couple of my trusted men will be up there within twenty-four hours. All of us will be in disguise. Not even you will be able to know for sure who or what we have become!”

      “But…” Jake began.

      “Adieu, my friend! Keep yourself alive long enough for us to come to your aid! And that is an order!”

      The sound of the phone receiver on the other end of the line disconnected so rudely came to his ears. Jake set the earpiece back onto the phone, a boyish grin playing across his lips. Yes, that would be a trick indeed, he thought himself. Keeping himself alive for the next twenty-four hours.
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      The Eiffel Tower.

      That black iron girded bastion of French engineering. Partially draped in the distance behind gently falling veils of pristine snow.

      Falling snow partially hid the dark expanse of the French edifice from view. But standing beside the curtained window, the snow and the rolling montage of the Parisian skyline, with the grand old tower in the far background, somehow made Jake relax for just a moment or two. That feeling of relaxation started in the center of his stomach and spread to the extremities of his body. The sensation felt like the slow spreading warmth of a fine whiskey flowing through his veins. It had been days since he allowed himself to lower his guard long enough to relax. But for the moment, just for a moment or two while he lingered in the bedroom of his apartment, half undressed as he washed himself in the small blue enameled wash basin filled with steaming hot water and with genuine soap, he allowed himself this small luxury.

      Looking out the window again and down at the street below, he saw the dark form of a Rolls Royce roll up and come to a stop directly below. A large man in a dark chauffeur’s uniform hurriedly came around to open the left rear door of the car. The chauffeur stepped back, one hand on the open door. He watched the tall man stiffen and smartly click his heels and bow his head slightly as a heavy, almost spheroid mass of flesh stepped out of the car and turned to look at the building in front of him. Smiling, Jake turned and threw the towel in his right hand onto the bed beside him and reached for his officer’s tunic hanging on the back of a wooden chair. Throwing it on, he began buttoning it as he made his way across the carpeted bedroom floor and through an open door which led out into a spacious and quite large high-ceilinged studio converted into a living/dining/kitchen.

      This was not the Hotel Le Grand Charles. That quaint old hostel was six blocks away and overlooking the Seine. This large studio was the entire top floor of a three-storied apartment building he owned and inhabited while he resided in Paris. In fact, this outwardly appearing old and slightly unkempt building was the very first thing he purchased upon his first successful business transaction in dealing with stolen masterpieces. Long before the war, as a young and starving artist trying so unsuccessfully to make a living as an artist here in Paris, it was in this set of rooms where he discovered he had a talent for making the perfect forgery. It was in this studio where he learned the technique of aging a painted canvas to make it look like a masterpiece. And it was in these very same rooms where he made his first independent deal through a rather large, and fat, art dealer by the name of Charles Delon, who, acting as an intermediary, represented a collector searching for a Botticelli.

      The very same art dealer who was now noisily ascending the stairs, his face undoubtedly partially covered by a lavender-scented handkerchief as he wheezed and labored to scale the heights of the stairs. Jake, knowing the large man would be quite put out by his exertions, stepped to the middle of the studio beside a sumptuously laid-out table and quickly poured a glass of chilled wine into a long-stemmed crystal glass and hurriedly picked it up as he moved to the studio’s door. He opened it just as the treble-chinned, corpulent man with the dark pinpoints for eyes lifted a gloved hand up to knock on the door.

      “Come in, Charles. Come in and make yourself at home,” Jake began, smiling, and stepping back for the pasty-skinned creature to enter. “Care for some wine? I believe it’s some quaint little brew made in ‘89.”

      “The 1889 Monte Casino White? My god, Jake! Where did you find such treasures?” the man exclaimed, quickly shrugging himself out of his great fur coat and reaching for the glass at the same time.

      “Charles, we’re friends, and even older businessmen. I know your preferences, and occasionally, to show my appreciation for your services, I try to do little things like this for you. I have two bottles of the Monte Casino, in fact. I was planning to give them to you.”

      The look of sublime joy flushing across the round face of the amazingly short, but wide, art dealer was more than enough for Jake to know he was successful in his choice of presents. He wasn’t surprised when the little man wiped his lips with his ever-present lavender handkerchief and chuckled in an amused fashion.

      “What will this gesture of goodwill cost me, dear boy? You are very much like a Greek. And Greeks bearing gifts should always be looked upon with trepidation.”

      “I? Cause you trepidation? Why, Charles, I get the impression you do not trust me,” Jake answered in a voice of fake surprise, but with a friendly smile on his lips, as he turned and walked back to the elegant table laden with the finest of foods and beverages money could buy.

      “Oh, my boy, I trust you. I trust you! But only up to a point, eh? You and I, we are men of the world. We know how the world treats people like us if we are caught. Or if we do business with some of the more, shall we say, unsavory of our kind? Oh, I trust you, Jake. Far more than I trust my own brother. But I also know this sumptuous gift you are offering has strings attached. From what I hear of the trouble you have gotten yourself into, I suspect these strings have something to do with the Marquise de Sauveterre.”

      He turned and looked at the corpulent man sipping wine with one hand and mopping his sweating brow with a kerchief in the other. There was an odd note in the large man’s voice that caught his attention. Watching the large man savor both the wine and the moment, he waited patiently.

      “My boy, you really must learn to keep your nose out of other people’s problems. You are now a man with a price on his head. Inquiries have been made as to your whereabouts, about your past, about your residences when you come to Paris. There is someone out there who is very much interested in everything about you, my dear Jake.”

      “The gendarmes?”

      “No,” wheezed the large man, helping himself to a second glass before turning to look at the dark-eyed American. “Neither the civil nor military authorities. But someone with very high connections with both agencies.”

      “And this someone has decided to hire someone to kill me?”

      “Regrettably true. A man has been hired to find you while you are here in Paris and to kill you. My sources say this murder must look like some random act of violence, or possibly an accident, which will draw no undue attention.”

      “And my assassin?”

      The treble-chinned giant paused, one pudgy hand as it was reaching across the table for a cubed cut piece of cheese and looked up at the uniformed American. For a moment or two,`, and then, with a shrug of his shoulders, he scooped up several cubes of cheese and popped one in his mouth before answering.

      “This is where I find the inquiries and the contract out for your life becoming, shall we say, truly astonishing. Apparently, you already know the assassin. He is an Italian immigrant who has skirted around the law on a number of occasions here in France. Now he serves in the very same escadrille once commanded by the Marquis de Sauveterre.”

      “Guido Valensetii.”

      “The one and the same,” nodded the art dealer as he turned and faced Jake directly. “And so, you will understand my surprise. This Valensetii is a nasty little man with a reputation for cruelty. But he has been associated with the marquis and his lovely wife on several different occasions in the recent past. I find it puzzling that some unknown, but powerful, outside source has sought this man and hired him to kill you. Why hire someone with his known reputation, someone so close to the murder of the marquis and his servants, to kill you? It is so absurd! So obvious! Suspicion would fall on his shoulders the moment the dastardly deed was done!

      But imagine my true consternation when I received your phone call last night! I was beside myself with frustration as I tried to find a way to warn you of your imminent demise. But here you come calling on me! We have business to consummate! For a man of your talents, involving yourself in a murder case which has captivated all of France, I find it incredulous you even contemplate such a hazardous transaction now.”

      Jake grinned that impish, boyish smirk he was so well known for among his friends and poured himself a glass of wine before answering.

      “Charles, let’s just say I had no choice in the matter.”

      “Don’t tell me you killed the marquis!” a sudden look of horror flooding into the rotund man’s face as he stepped back and threw up the hand holding his kerchief in an effort to stop Jake from any further comments. “No, no do not say a thing, mon ami! The less I know the healthier I will be!”

      Jake’s dark blue eyes sparkled as he saw the very large man’s face cloud over with fear and suspicion and worry. He sipped his wine and watched the dealer quickly mop his sweating brow with nervous energy as he glanced repeatedly toward the apartment door.

      “Relax. I’m innocent. I swear to you by everything you hold holy that I am not the guilty one. But I am involved. In an indirect way I am helping the military in trying to find the ones who are responsible.”

      The look of relief which flushed across the round man was genuine and immense.

      Glancing at the uniformed American with a sheepish face, the round man chuckled to himself and poured himself a third glass of wine.

      “My god don’t frighten me like that again, my friend. My heart cannot stand such jolts! I was sure when I entered the apartment you were innocent in this affair. But then a sudden wild thought crossed my mind, and I found myself confused. You will forgive me, eh my friend? For a moment’s doubt?”

      “There is nothing to forgive, Charles. In your shoes I would have made the same assumption. But we must find the ones who are involved and do so quickly. I need to know who is behind all of this. I need to find out why the marquis had to be murdered.”

      “I do not know, Jake. The inquiries and hiring this Valensetii came in discreetly, my sources tell me. There was no direct contact between those who were hiring and those who were hired, if you understand.”

      Jake’s dark eyes played across the art dealer’s face for a moment, a frown on his thin lips as several thoughts ran through his head. Turning he lifted his glass of wine for a sip, still in deep thought, while the round man drifted back to the food laden table and began selecting delicacies from one dish after another. For a few moments there was silence as Jake thought and the corpulent art dealer known only as Charles ate.

      “Charles,” Jake began, breaking the silence as he turned to look at the large man. “What do you know of a man by the name of Jacque Anton du Barre?”

      Charles’ hand, filled with a giant French pastry, stopped in midair for a second or two as the art dealer’s small eyes turned to look at Jake. But soon the hand deposited the pastry back onto the dish and, with a scowl on his face, the fat man turned and walked around the table and lowered himself into one of the large leather divans cluttering the studio floor. Folding the stubby fingers of both hands into a tight little knot, Charles motioned with his head for Jake to come around and sit down on the divan facing him. Surprised at this sudden change in demeanor, Jake did exactly as he was silently informed to do.

      “Where did you hear of this name?”

      “From the marquise.”

      “And how did she come to know this person?”

      “She says she was married to him when she was much younger and living in Algiers. She says she left him a few years later. When she married the marquis, she thought du Barre had long since been dead.”

      “He’s not dead?”

      “Apparently not,” Jake answered, shaking his head. “Some time earlier in her past she and this Barre separated. But once she was engaged to the marquis du Barre reappears. Blackmail notes begin to arrive, demanding large sums of money. And making threats to both of them, I take it, if they did not comply with his wishes. The marquis became convinced Barre was alive and dangerous. Believing their lives were in danger, he hired two men to become their bodyguards.”

      Charles nodded, his face now as gray as dirty chalk, his eyes staring off into the mists of time as he continued to dab the moist kerchief in his hand across his brow absently.

      “Charles, is this man still alive? If he is, where can I find him?”

      “My good friend, I must tell you … if this man is not dead you are in very serious danger. Du Barre is quite capable of any atrocity. He is almost brilliant. Without a doubt he must be the ring leader pulling the strings on your Guido Valensetii. As to where he can be found, mon ami? I haven’t a clue. To be quite honest I am full of trepidation to even consider making inquiries. He hears everything. Nothing escapes him.”

      Jake eyed the rotund art dealer with interest. His old friend was quite serious. He was very concerned. Even afraid at the thought this unknown foe still lived and may be close at hand. Rubbing the side of his jaw thoughtfully, Jake lifted himself off the divan and walked to the table and poured himself a glass of wine. Lifting it to his lips, he turned to look at the man across the room.

      “Very well. If I cannot go to him, perhaps we should arrange it for him to come to me. Or one of his representatives who might know where I can find him.”

      “How do you propose to do that, my insane young friend?”

      “In three days, you are going to host a small gathering of friends. A gathering of artists and aficionados of the fine arts. The gathering to be at some elegant hotel of your choosing. You’ll mention my name to those who you invite. Just a reference. Mention that I used to be an artist. Casually reveal that I am staying at the Hotel Le Grand Charles.”

      “You think this will be the flame that will draw Barre from his hiding place? If you do you underestimate your opponent, my boy! Woefully underestimate him!”

      Jake grinned, eyes sparkling with bright mirth, and shook his head no. Lifting the bottle of wine out of its ice tray, he walked across the room and refilled his old friend’s empty glass.

      “Barre won’t reveal himself. But he might come to the party disguised. Come to see who and what kind of opponent I am. Curiosity, old friend, is a powerful force. I daresay Barre is quite curious about the man who seems to be an irritating little thorn in his side. Without a doubt he will try to kill me. But not by him. He’ll send someone he can trust. Someone whom I might be able to persuade to reveal whatever information he might know of his employer.”

      “Valensetii?”

      “Doubtful. Valensetii is with the marquise. He could not make it down in time. So, it will be someone else. All I have to do is identify the assassin and stop him before he strikes.”

      “Simple as that!” hissed the heavy, older man with aplomb, staring incredulously at the young man. “Stop the assassin before he strikes! My god, my boy, but you do take outrageous risks! Outrageous!”

      Jake laughed. Laughed easily. Like a kid after playing a funny trick on a friend. Eyes sparkling—dimples flaring deep and rakishly—a kid enjoying himself. The old man hemmed and hawed around for a moment in irritation. But Jake’s boyish bon homme was too much to resist. Eventually, the art dealer shook his head in resignation and began chuckling.

      “Bon. I will do what you suggest. Consider the affair already arranged. But now, my friend. Let us talk about a small request I hope you will do for me. Just a few hours of your time, no more! You will be in and out before anyone knows the wiser. I’m sure you will agree with me the job will be quite simple. And as an offering of goodwill in return for your services, I will personally deliver your little Rembrandt to its new owner in Switzerland, free of charge. No remuneration for services rendered! Surely that generous offer alone will tickle your fancy, will it not?”
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      Jake eyed his old friend and casual business associate with some fondness, noting the man’s rather dramatic change in attitude. A few moments before, the art dealer and consummate fence for all valuable art pieces stolen in Europe and abroad, now looked genuinely flummoxed. Even embarrassed at what he had to say about himself.

      “Charles, you have that look on your face again. That look which tells me I’m probably not going to like what you’re about to propose. But nevertheless, out with it. Spit it out in its complete form. What do you want me to steal?”

      “It is nothing, my boy. Nothing at all!” the heavyset Charles Delon shrugged, waving a hand toward Jake, indicating it was nothing but a trivial matter. “It’s just that … well … a few months back, I am afraid I committed a serious faux pas. In a flux of excitement, I sold to a customer what I thought was an excellent copy of a well-known masterpiece for a sizeable amount of money. But in truth, and in my defense I must say the agreed-upon price she was willing to pay was obscenely exorbitant. Nevertheless, as it turned out, I could barely contain myself with my excitement and mistakenly handed over to the dear Countess Erzsebet Bercsenyi the original and sent her off in a flood of joyous tears and heartfelt adoration. But can you imagine my complete emotional breakdown when I discovered my terrible mistake? I was beside myself with grief and guilt! Emotionally shattered, dear boy! Emotionally shattered!”

      Jake’s boyish grin spread across his lips like some recently escaped prisoner fresh from a successful jailbreak. His old friend’s baser instincts, that of pure greed, got the better of him, and now he was sitting on the divan in front of him, almost groveling at Jake’s feet, seeking his help.

      “What famous piece of artwork did Countess Bercsenyi purchase, Charles? And how do you know I can help you on such short notice? You know it takes me several months to forge a rare canvas.”

      “Ah, but my boy!” Delon exclaimed, his face suddenly ablaze in the glory of a hundred suns in newfound excitement. “You have just such a canvas on hand! I know you do! I have admired it quite often when we supped quietly in your private studio before the war.”

      The fastidious hedonist that was Charles Delon and he often supped in the spacious studio after we concluded business. And it is true the well-known art dealer openly admired the young American’s work. In truth, it was the smiling, treble-chinned man who convinced Jake he had a career waiting for him if he decided to use his gifts and paint forgeries for a living. Jake would do the artwork, and the affable, jovial Frenchman would be the go-between for the artist and private collector.

      This unexpected plunge into the underside of the art world came about soon after Jake arrived in France in 1905. Back then, Jake was nothing more than a gangly orphan teenager with dreams of becoming a great artist. He soon found out there were hundreds of starving artists like himself in Paris. Artists who dreamed of becoming famous. When Charles found him on some back street of the city hawking his wares to one wandering passerby or another, he saw in the youth the talent needed to become what he became. And it did not take much to convince Jake to become a criminal. An empty stomach and shattered illusions of one’s dreams go a long way to grasping at any offer of help that comes one’s way. Jake hardly paused before accepting the older man’s offer. And for years they worked together to create some of the greatest forgeries known. Forgeries that still hang in public and private museums and private collections around the world today.

      Jake confessed without any apologies—he regretted nothing in his choice of occupation. It was a simple choice. The choice between living on the darker, meaner streets of Paris and eventually dying in some squalid back alley alone and forgotten. Or becoming a criminal, earning a decent living, and becoming quietly independent as he skirted the laws of both France and the rest of the world in his chosen profession.

      “I’ll ask again, Charles. What masterpiece are we talking about? What canvas is it I need to remove and replace in the countess’s residence?”

      “Why, the smiling lady herself, my son. Da Vinci’s masterpiece. The Mona Lisa.”

      The American stared in silence at his corpulent friend, half expecting the man would break out into fits of laughter over the expression on his face, proclaiming what a wonderful joke he had played upon his young friend.

      But there was no laughter. There were no proclamations. Charles Delon was absolutely serious. He wanted Jake to snatch and replace the original Mona Lisa with one of his fakes.

      If it had been any other dealer of rare art—a dealer who had a side-business in dealing with stolen goods—Jake would have immediately dismissed the idea and told the rotund man he had to be mistaken. The Mona Lisa resided in The Louvre. Recently returned to the national gallery after its last abduction in 1913.

      But of course, there were the rumors. The whispers. The Da Vinci painting now hanging in The Louvre was not the original. In fact, it might be a copy, of a copy, of a copy. Jake was acquainted with several of the rogues rumored to have been involved in the heist. He was familiar with the story of how the almost four hundred-year-old painting had been abducted so brazenly from the gallery. He was not surprised in the least when he heard of it being found in Italy. And—to his surprise—found himself unsurprised Charles Delon somehow owned the original and mistakenly sold it off to the wife of an elderly Hungarian nobleman.

      “The Mona Lisa now in the Louvre is not the original,” Jake answered, still trying to grasp the situation.

      “It is not,” Charles answered, shaking his head.

      “You were, somehow, involved with the theft?”

      “Not necessarily involved directly, my dear boy!” Charles answered, smiling broadly yet shaking his head. “Let’s just say that, after the theft, I happened to come across the original and quietly negotiated a deal to acquire it.”

      “And the forgery now hanging in the national gallery? You arranged that as well?”

      “Mmm, it is possible. Yes. Through a friend of a friend, I made some arrangements. But I cannot say much more. The less you know of the business transaction, the safer both you and me will be.”

      “But you sold the original, by accident, to Countess Bercsenyi and now you want it back.”

      “Yes. The original returned to me and the magnificent creation of yours placed upon the countess’s bedroom wall as quickly as possible. No one, I assure you, will be any wiser of the theft. The countess has an eye for artwork, my boy. But she is no connoisseur of the fine arts. Nor, I may say, were the supposedly specialists she hired to authenticate my canvas.”

      Frowning, Jake shook his head in irritation. The usually smiling American did not like doing spur-of-the-moment assignments like this. Past experience told him a hasty operation such as this being proposed, without fully taking in the necessary intelligence of the situation, often led to disaster. And to be frank, what his old friend was asking him to do had all the hallmarks of a monumental disaster glowing in the darkness. Still—it was true. In the next room was Jake’s rather large studio. And in the studio, hidden away in a pile of finished canvases was his attempt at copying Leonardo da Vinci’s greatest accomplishment. If he had time, and there was no war going on to keep him occupied otherwise, he knew he could create a far more detailed facsimile of the original. One done so well, no one would know.

      But there was no time. The urgency in his old friend’s voice told Jake the Frenchman was under some stress to have the original da Vinci back into his safekeeping.

      Sighing, and eyeing his old friend with serious skepticism, Jake knew he had no choice in the matter. Over the years, Charles Delon had helped him and his career expanded and thrived in innumerable ways. He owed several debts to the older man. He could not refuse him in any way.

      “Very well,” Jake said, but not happily. “Where does the countess live and how many staff has she in her residence at any given time? And most importantly of all, what security conditions has the countess implemented to protect her treasures?”

      Charles threw himself off the divan and straight at me, enveloping Jake in an amazingly strong bear hug of sheer delight. It took some time to calm the man down and get down to serious business. But eventually he did, and they labored deep into the night to come up with a plan that might offer some kind of successful outcome.

      But rattling in the back of his mind was a little voice whispering to him dire warnings. This little caper had all the hallmarks of turning into an unmitigated disaster.
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      The Countess Bercsenyi lived in the 15th Arrondissement, in an elegant three-story 19th-century mansion which sat on a corner lot overlooking a beautiful park. The park itself was pushed up against the slow moving river Seine. A beautiful, picturesque visual treat. The artist in him had a sudden desire to find a fresh canvas and some charcoal to begin a quick sketch of the image he found himself captivated by. But he pushed that desire to one side and leaned against the stone wall of an apartment building, folding his arms across his chest, and continued to observe the elegant mansion. It was two in the morning of the second day of his suddenly pressed-upon assignment.

      Earlier in the day, just before he and Charles Delon would reconnoiter the Countess’s home in broad daylight, Jake told his old friend he had to observe the Countess’s residence first and, if possible, find the floor plans for the mansion’s interior before attempting anything.

      To his surprise, Charles Delon produced the mansion’s interior plans in less than an hour. Jake did not ask his friend how this was accomplished. The old art connoisseur and con man supreme had his contacts. What he could do or acquire in a short amount of time always impressed Jake.

      The original Mona Lisa hung on a wall in a long room that took up most of the third floor of the Countess’s mansion. The da Vinci, along with about a dozen other magnificent creations from six different artists, both ancient and modern, filled the studio with color and exquisite beauty. Each artistic effort displayed carefully and tastefully on walls papered with red French velvet.

      Charles Delon’s assessment of the Countess’s artistic eye was quite accurate. The Countess Bercsenyi had a practiced, well-earned reputation for recognizing brilliance in an artist’s work. Her collection of artwork was worth, conservatively speaking and not including the da Vinci, close to one or two million dollars. If one added the masterpiece to the tally, a monetary number was simply beyond anyone’s reckoning.

      The problem, however, was how to enter the mansion, remove the da Vinci, and replace the original with his copy without getting caught. The Hungarian noble lady’s beautiful mansion was quite deceiving. It was actually a well-guarded fortress. Included in the Countess’s staff was a separate unit of private security personnel. Their assignment was to protect the Countess when she was in residence. And protect the Countess’s art collection whether she was in residence or not.

      Again, to the rescue came Charles Delon.

      “The Countess has a staff of ten men on her security staff, my son. Mostly ex-army and ex-Suerte officers. Two men are constantly on duty at any time of the day. One man patrols the grounds and covers the first floor of the house on an hourly basis. The second man roams the second floor and, especially, the third floor of the mansion hourly as well.”

      “Are they armed?”

      “Oui,” nodded the rotund art dealer, frowning. “The Countess’s mansion is a veritable museum of rare art on every floor. Paintings, statuary, exotic jewelry she keeps in display cases. Even rare and unusual historical items she has collected over the years traipsing around the world. She enjoys exhibiting her wealth to certain friends and patrons whenever she is in residence. Such a vain but wonderful woman to know. And rich beyond one’s imagination!”

      “Is the Countess in residence now?”

      “Oui,” Delon answered, but offering up a devilish smile of a conspirator as he sat in his limousine on the street just outside the noble lady’s home earlier in the day. “But tonight she is the guest of Karl Arnaud, the French-born American industrialist who is now in Paris on an extended business trip. He and the Countess are old friends and get together often whenever he is in town. I am told she will not return home until sometime late tomorrow night.”

      Jake nodded, his eyes taking in the details of the large mansion and remained silent for a few seconds. Delon’s large emerald-green Rolls Royce Silver Ghost was very roomy and quite comfortable as the two of them sat in the deep leather seats of the rear seat, champagne glasses in their hands, and observed the Countess’s mansion. The old Frenchman was quite wealthy himself—and luxuriated unabashedly in the earthly refinements of his wealth. But Jake knew the man well. And, although Charles surrounded himself with luxury and the patina of a successful art dealer and businessman, there were other qualities Jake was aware of. One, in particular. The man was a schemer. A criminal who looked for any easy opportunity to snatch from the rightful owners anything that caught his eye. And to do so with the least amount of resistance if at all possible.

      Turning to eye his friend, Jake smiled and then nodded his head toward the mansion.

      “I’m surprised at you, Charles. Naughty boy, I have the feeling you haven’t told me everything I might need to know concerning the canvas you so desire. Perhaps something about the personnel working tonight guarding the treasures? Like, maybe, bribing one of the guards and giving me a window of opportunity for me to get in and get out without being seen?”

      The startled look of surprise and genuine consternation flushing across Charles’ round face was priceless to behold. So taken aback with Jake’s prescience, Jake thought the heavyset old man would soon be clutching his chest in pain and finding it difficult to breathe. But Charles Delon did not have a heart attack. The first blush of pure astonishment eventually blended into the look of a sly fox caught in the henhouse. Silently he lifted his champagne glass up and saluted the younger, handsome American in acknowledgment before draining the glass quickly.

      “Mon Ami, you know me far too well. I should have anticipated your question, knowing how long we have worked together over the years. But caught in my own Machiavellian plans, I confess. Yes, I have made some arrangements for your eventual caper. If, my boy, you can remove the noble lady’s priceless acquisition tonight between the hours of two and three in the morning.”

      “What arrangements?” Jake replied, eyeing Charles Delon with some skepticism.

      “The two men who will be on duty tonight will take their lunch around one thirty in the morning. A kitchen servant is on duty every night to prepare their meals. The guard who will be assigned to the second and third floors of the mansion will be served with a meal that is, how do you Americans say it—spiked with something that will make the man very sick. Violently sick, I might add. The mild poison should take effect just about the time the guard steps up onto the mansion’s second floor.

      The man will be incapacitated with his illness. He will have to be replaced. Someone will have to be sent out to arouse another one of their security guards and bring him back to the mansion. That will take about one hour to complete. Thus, voila! One hour to slip into the mansion, remove the original, and replace it with your work, and leave the mansion sight unseen and none the wiser. Oui?”

      Jake grinned boyishly, shaking his head gently in amazement. This old Frenchman everyone accepted as their jovial grandfather had a devious, scheming mind. And sometimes, way too optimistic in believing his plans would succeed without exceptions. A factor Jake had discovered and barely escaped with his life on several occasions. Still—upon hearing Delon’s plan, he had to admit it sounded feasible.

      “This poison you are using will not be fatal to the guard?”

      “Non,” Charles Delon replied, shaking his head vigorously, holding up a hand, palm outward, to ward off such a thought. “The man who will eat the meal served to him is relatively young and in good health. I am assured by a physician friend of mine, the powder used in the meal is too weak to kill anyone.”

      So—here Jake stood in the early morning hours of the second day, eyeing the Countess’s house from across the street, waiting in the darkness in anticipation of some sudden disturbance to happen within the Countess’s household. Deciding he needed to be closer to the mansion when the anticipated medical emergency arose, Jake stayed in the shadows of the dark street as he moved from the front of the house around to the river side of the house and knelt in some bushes close to the wrought-iron fence surrounding the perimeter of the Countess’s estate.

      Barely seated in his new position, the rear portion of the house lit up with a sudden brilliance of white light. A door to the rear of the mansion swung open, and a plump middle-aged woman came running out of the house, lifting a hand up to her mouth. Jake heard the woman hiss out loudly but softly at the same time, the name ‘Maurice! Maurice!’ several times in an obvious agitated manner. In seconds, the proverbial Maurice stepped out of the darkness and hurried toward the open rear door and the clearly animated woman. For a few seconds, there was a hurried, fierce discussion between the two, and then both Maurice and the woman hurried into the mansion, slamming the door behind them in the process.

      Jake slipped over the wrought-iron fence with feline ease and moved through the heavy shrubbery of the lawn’s perimeter toward the left rear corner of the mansion. As he stepped up to the stone of the mansion’s corner, he distinctly heard the sound of a man violently retching up his evening meal within the mansion’s kitchen. Disregarding the voices and the sickness of the poor security officer, Jake paused and scanned the immediate area around him before turning his attention to the stone masonry of the mansion’s corner.

      The elderly Countess’s home was a three-story home of Georgian architecture built sometime in the 1800s by one of the noble lady’s ancestors. The architect at the time used granite blocks finely cut and expertly fitted together to build the mansion’s exterior walls. But interestingly, the said architect added an additional flair to the granite walls. Where granite met granite block, on a horizontal plane, a narrow ledge of hard stone protruded from each block. The end result was that the outer walls of the mansion had a series of horizontal lines stretching across the entire mansion, decorating the building and creating an eye-pleasing unity to the mansion’s entire design.

      The architect’s design created an additional benefit as well. The arrow straight ledges provided a perfect ingress and egress for a thief such as Jake to enter and depart from the large home sight unseen. Kneeling in the darkness beside the cold stone corner of the mansion, listening to the growing silence of the night and eyeing the waves of fog gathering thickly in pockets scattered across the gardens and around the trees, he paused long enough to make sure all was silent in the world. Convinced no one knew of his presence, he stood up and quickly began scaling the stone corner of the wealthy collector’s home in complete silence. In moments, he lifted himself up to the level of the third-floor windows and started to move across the stone ledge toward the nearest window.

      But he didn’t.

      He froze absolutely still, like some monstrously grotesque stone gargoyle firmly attached to the wall. A noise drifted from out of the fog and froze him to the wall. A soft, almost inaudible but infinitely recognizable sound, embedded in the fog, drifted into his ears. Somewhere in the fog, somewhere toward the park and river side across the boulevard that ran past the Hungarian noblewoman’s mansion, a car came to a slow halt, almost silently. Almost silently—except for the unmistakable squeal of a set of brakes needing to be replaced soon.

      Jake thought he heard the sound of three doors on the automobile closing softly. But he could not be sure. Clinging precariously to the stone wall, he felt incredibly exposed for a moment or two. But the fog, and the moonless night, shrouded him deeply in a blanket of shadows he knew no set of eyes could penetrate. Yet he remained exposed and almost helpless if—if—the occupants of the unseen automobile were employees of the Countess Bercsenyi, and they somehow knew he was there to steal The Mona Lisa.

      But how could they have such intelligence that a crime was about to be committed so quickly? If there had been a leak among the many contacts Charles Delon knew, who could have possibly forewarned the Countess’s security apparatus so quickly? Ah! The night servant assigned to the kitchen to prepare the meals of the two night watchmen! Only she would know what night she would be required to drug the meal of one of the watchmen. Perhaps she took Charles Delon’s bribe and pocketed it and then promptly informed the security staff of what was about to happen.

      Instinctively, he knew he had to abort the hastily conceived plan and remove himself from the building and grounds as rapidly as possible. But he remained perfectly still. Only his head and eyes moved slightly as he turned and stared out into the fog in the general direction the automobile had come to a halt so quietly. There was something odd—and wrong—about this situation.

      The unknown automobile. Why had the unseen vehicle parked on the boulevard behind the Countess’s mansion? Parked in a place where there was no direct entrance onto the mansion grounds? Narrowing his eyes, a cold thought sliced into his brain like a frozen blade of ice. Cold and deadly and having the feeling of absolute certainty.

      No one would park back there unless someone knew he was coming and knew the exact time frame when he was going to enter the Bercsenyi mansion and make his escape. True, he thought to himself, the security staff could possibly know the general time frame of his coming and going, thanks to the kitchen maid’s prior knowledge. But, for reasons he could not explain, Jake didn’t think this was the situation. Downstairs the staff was the same normal size as it would be any other time. Just two security personnel, the kitchen maid, and probably a couple of other staff members regularly assigned to keep the mansion in pristine condition. They would be deeply asleep in their private quarters.

      There were no extra security staff in the mansion. Nor were there extra security staff moving about in the darkness of the mansion’s rather expansive grounds. If the Countess knew her prized da Vinci was going to be stolen tonight, she would have flooded the house and the grounds with armed guards.

      If that was the case and the mansion’s security staff was not expecting trouble, the automobile hidden in the fog could mean only one thing. His old friend and mentor, his benefactor and fellow art dealer, told someone the plans for tonight’s little escapade. And that someone relayed the news to those who wanted to see him dead.

      Or maybe Charles Delon himself told the someone hunting for him of tonight’s caper. Perhaps this was an elaborate trap. His old friend would acquire the real Mona Lisa. He could possibly have been rewarded with a fat fee for delivering Jake to his murderers. And, as a further inducement to play the role of Judas, the corpulent French art dealer would remove the one person who knew far too much about the illegal dealings in the art world once and for all.

      Sheer speculation, Jake knew. But plausible. Very plausible.

      But, pushing the thought of his old friend’s possible betrayal from his mind, he brought his full attention back to the task at hand. Stealing the real Mona Lisa. Swiftly, silently, Jake slipped across the wall of the large mansion and found the window he needed to find. Opening the window with little difficulty, he slipped into the dark third floor gallery of the mansion like some ethereal wraith and eyed the long, relatively narrow room in silent admiration.

      But not for long. The internal clock in his head was rapidly ticking away. And he had yet to figure out how to steal the painting and remove himself from both the mansion and its security staff, plus the new addition of others waiting for him out on the streets, without getting caught in the process.

      Or, worse yet, meeting his sudden and definitely unwanted death.
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      Problem.

      After finding the Da Vinci hanging silently in its dark, stunning beauty on the wall, Jake quickly slipped to the entrance leading into the room and tilted an ear toward the door to hear if anyone was coming. Faintly, downstairs, he heard the agony of the sick guard heaving his guts out in a loud, agonizing half-scream, half-groan of unrelenting pain. Undoubtedly, the man’s loud heaving had awakened whatever small staff resided in the mansion, giving the singular security officer at least two extra pairs of bodies to help him guard the mansion’s treasures.

      And that was the problem.

      The healthy guard, feeling a little more confident in maintaining security, decided to complete his partner’s internal sweep of the house. From floor to floor, the guard was making his way up to the third floor, heavy boots slowly ascending the creaky stairs on the far side of the floor as he made his way heavenward toward the Da Vinci.

      Through the crack in the door between door and doorframe, Jake saw the sweep of a bright electric torchlight sweeping across the upper reaches of the third-floor steps as the guard continued to slowly ascend the staircase. Stepping back from the door, he turned and eyed the only venue for escape, the window, and then eyed the Da Vinci hanging on the wall. He would never have time to move silently across the long gallery, open the window, and close it behind him in time. He thought about perhaps he could make it if he left the Mona Lisa hanging on the wall for now, coming back when the guard checked the room and left.

      But if he did that, the window would be unlocked from the inside. What if the guard was diligent in his work and checked to see if the window was indeed closed and untampered with? He would be hanging on the mansion’s wall just below the windowsill, making it impossible for him to escape without the guard seeing him. He would either have to silence the guard before an alarm was given—which meant he would have to remove the guard swiftly and without mercy—or he would probably be on the receiving end of a bullet fired from the guard’s weapon.

      When he entered through the window, he automatically locked the window behind him. It was a force of habit. Enter and leave a building exactly as you found it. But right now, if he could find a hiding place where he could slip into before the guard arrived, there was a chance the guard would simply open the door to the gallery, step in, and just sweep the room visually using the electric torch he was carrying, and nothing more.

      Serendipity!

      The heavy door opened into the room. Meaning he could step into the small space directly behind the open door and wait for the guard to make his check before closing the door and heading back downstairs. If the guard opened the door and left the door open as he checked the room! If the guard’s visual check was sufficient enough to satisfy the man enough to not step into the room, close the door behind him, before walking down the long room to check the window locks.

      Time was running out. The guard was moving down the long hall heading toward the gallery. The man’s torchlight seeped through the gap separating door from the floor several times as he checked the several pieces of artwork littering the long hallway. Moving silently, Jake stepped into the corner of the room and waited for the guard to enter the room.

      The guard cleared his throat, reached for the doorknob, and pushed the door open wide for him to step into the room. The door almost smacked into Jake’s forehead but just stopped a hair’s breadth from hitting him. The bright light of the man’s torch swept across the walls of the gallery, pausing to check each piece of canvas hanging on the walls before moving to the next. Seconds rolled by. Jake tried to keep from breathing, but the guard was taking his time checking out the room. But just as he was about to exhale and draw in a fresh breath of air, hoping in the process the guard didn’t hear anything, the gallery’s door swung close and latched loudly, and the man’s footsteps started moving down the hall toward the staircase.

      Jake waited, ear to the door, listening for the guard to begin his descent down the stairs. When he was convinced the guard had disappeared completely, he quickly shrugged off the heavy canvas bag strapped around his back as he hurried to kneel beneath the Da Vinci. From out of the canvas bag, he removed his copy of the famous painting. Leaning it gently up against the wall, he stood up and faced the original. Gently, ever so gently, Jake reached in with gloved fingers and began feeling the heavy wood frame of the original. He was seeking any possible electrical wirings or security alarms which might trip open if he removed the original in haste. With a sigh of relief and a boyish grin, he found none. Lifting the original off the wall, he sat it down beside his own and then lifted the forgery up and placed it on the wall in total silence.

      Delicately inserting the original masterpiece into the canvas bag, he quickly slipped it across his back and moved to the window at the same time. Opening the window, he was out into the dark night, closing the window behind him and locking the window shut again by using a long string of fishing string to pull the latch in place before removing the thin fishing wire from the small gap in the window’s seam. In moments, he was down the wall and stepping into the thick grass of the rear lawn, fading into the darkness of the shrubs and trees lining the perimeter of the lawn. He knelt in the darkness next to the wrought iron fence, eyeing the fog floating in thick waves across the boulevard and wondering what he might find waiting for him.

      He did not have to wait long.

      In the semi-light of the fog, two dark forms began floating toward him on the other side of the fence. Two amorphous forms unrecognizable approached Jake, kneeling beside a large tree on the other side of the fence, coming to a halt almost on top of him. The smell of unwashed bodies assaulted Jake’s nostrils. Someone grunted, lit a match which formed a shapeless ball of yellowish light in the fog, and then the aroma of cheap French cigarettes came to him just as one of the men began talking.

      “How the hell are we supposed to find this American in this pea soup? I can’t even see Jacque standing beside the auto from here.”

      “Qui. It is a useless gesture,” the second man grunted disgustedly. “But the boss wants this American swine dead. And to be honest, I want him dead as well. I’ve never killed an American before. Maybe it will be different, yes? Maybe he’ll squeal like a pig as I shove my knife into his guts.”

      “Ha! Good look, Marcel. I doubt you’ll even see the fool in this shit. Hell, for all we know, he might be standing right beside us.”

      “It’s not that thick of a fog, Dupree. Besides, the American is too stupid to know he’s got a bounty on their head. They say he is a skilled artist and a thief. I doubt it! Have you ever met a smart American? I haven’t.”

      “What I want to know is, how did the boss know this American was coming here tonight to steal some painting?”

      “Boss said he’s got someone on Delon’s staff. Someone close to that fat tub of lard who knows all of the art dealer’s secrets. How else did the boss know when and where to hunt for this American?”

      Smart. The boss is really smart,” Marcel rumbled malevolently. “But what did he say about our payday? How much are we to get if we kill this fool?”

      “Ten thousand francs. Each. Not a bad payday, eh, my friend?”

      “Not bad. If we can find him. And not run into an army patrol of the gendarmes in the process.”

      “At this time in the morning in this fog? Ha! We’re the only fools out looking for a fool that’s probably come and gone a long time ago. Come on. Let’s cross the boulevard and check out the river. He might have gone over there to make his escape.”

      A mole working for someone else among Charles Delon’s small number of employees? And Charles’ unaware of this? He had to be warned. He had to become aware that someone very powerful—and very deadly—was paying attention to every move the art dealer did. Charles was not only under threat. Under threat as well were the large numbers of artists and criminals who, in one fashion or another, took assignments from his old friend and asked no questions. As long as they were paid.

      Himself included.

      Remaining absolutely still, Jake waited for the two standing in the fog on the other side of the fence to move away. He had to warn his old friend. More importantly, he had to prepare himself for the trap he and his old friend laid for the supposedly dead but very much alive Jacque Andon du Barre.
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      Smiling.

      Soft music in the background.

      Dozens of uniformed officers in their dress uniforms. Yes, he nodded to himself as he sipped champagne, his old friend knew how to throw a party together on such short notice. There were French politicians and cabinet members aplenty. General officers, both French and British, were in attendance. As he moved through the crowd, he noticed more people slipping into the ballroom of the Le Grand Charles. Many in uniform, along with a number of civilians.

      Standing beside a wall and surveying the scene, he wondered which one would be the assassin waiting to kill him. As the string quartet on the other side of the room played a Vivaldi concerto softly, his eyes swept over the crowds several times, looking for a potential possibility. But of course, the assassin, if he were here, would not show himself.

      The elegant old hotel was abuzz with guests. Seemingly even a war was not enough to keep the people away. True, by far the numbers of hotel guests were men in uniform. Men in uniform with beautiful women draped over their arms. Uniformed men from Canada, Britain, New Zealand, India, and South Africa. Uniforms from Italy, Egypt, Belgium, France, Japan, and Russia. He heard at least a dozen different languages. And the spectacle impressed Jake. This war was truly cosmopolitan in nature. The entire world seemed to be at war. And, from the looks of some heated discussions between elderly statesmen, general officers with chests rippling with medals, and younger but obviously very wealthy industrialists, apparently the global conflict was a very profitable affair as well.

      There was money to be made. Lots of it in a maelstrom this size. Those who did not seize the moment would be left gasping for breath in the thick dust of the rear echelons.

      Jake sipped his champagne, a sardonic smirk on his boyish face, and stood leaning against the wall. The crowd was growing quite large, and it was becoming quite late. Withdrawing a battered old pocket watch from the interior of his dress uniform blouse, he glanced at the time. As he did, someone brushed up against his elbow. Turning, he saw the small form of Major McDonald looking up at him from behind his massive mustache and a sly grin.

      “Good evening, captain. Good to see that you are still alive, my friend.”

      “Major,” nodded Jake, glancing to his left before looking back at the small man. “What are you doing here?”

      “Following you, my boy. Following you! Apparently, you have the marquise quite worried. After your visit with her, she contacted me and asked me to keep an eye on you while you were here in Paris. She’s quite worried something terrible is going to happen. And you will be the focal point for it. So tell me, my cunning American friend, what are you planning?”

      “Officially I came to Paris to pick up another bus for the squadron. Another D.H. 2 is waiting for us just outside Paris at the supply depot. But there’s something else which brought me here.”

      “Let me guess,” the small man grunted amusedly as he stroked one side of his mustache. “Our friends who killed the marquis and his house staff might be aware of your presence here in Paris? And you think they may try again in silencing you permanently?”

      Jake eyed the Major and nodded silently. The little man chuckled in amusement and shook his head sadly.

      “I admire your bravery, captain. I admit your plan has a flair for the dramatic. But tell me, what were you going to do when, and if, our friends try to kill you? Were you single-handedly going to stop them and perhaps capture them alive?”

      Jake’s impish grin spread across his face, and dimples flared visibly. The man looked more like a mischievous teenager than an old, experienced captain in the Royal Flying Corps. The grinning mischief in Jake’s face brought out the laughter in the major. Laughing softly, the smaller man reached up with a hand and gripped Jake’s arm and shook it gently.

      “Mon ami! You are a person after my own heart! Continue your little charade, my friend. Be the bait that lures our friends out of the shadows. I will be close by, and when they appear, maybe together, we will, like fishermen on the banks of the Seine, be rewarded with a great catch! But tread carefully, my boy! Tread carefully into the night. Sometimes even our best-laid plans fail grievously.”

      Jake watched the major slip away and disappear into the sea of uniformed officers and beautiful women which filled the room. Dimples still etched deep in his cheeks, his eyes swept the room one more time, wondering if the marquise’s first husband was in the room in disguise. Watching him. Waiting for him to leave the party and make the short walk back to his apartment. Slipping through the crowd, he collected his heavy cloak and cap, shook hands with a clearly worried art collector Charles Delon, and exited the party into the cold night of softly falling snow.
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      The city was quiet.

      Omniscient. Expectant.

      An entity holding its breath and waiting for something. Something violent and dangerous to happen.

      Only the snow falling softly, and the crunch of his shoes compressing the white carpet underneath his feet, came to his ears. With the collar of his officer’s trench coat up around his ears and with gloved hands stuffed into pockets, he moved with his head down, walking briskly up the Avenue de la Bourdonnais, seemingly oblivious to his surroundings. The wide avenue was bereft of street or pedestrian traffic. The cityscape was dark and partially shrouded in the increasing snowfall. A block in front of him was the mostly frozen surface of the Seine River and the wide bridge that spanned it. On the other side of the river, two blocks more, in the middle of the block facing the Rue Freylin was the small hotel he had told everyone back at the squadron he would be staying while in Paris. Somewhere … somewhere between the hotel behind him and the quaint little hotel in front of him, he expected to be attacked.

      Jake couldn’t help but pull lips back into a sardonic smirk.

      If he were a betting man, he would place money on the table the attack would come as he stepped across the wide street running parallel along the banks of the Seine just before stepping onto the bridge. Or it would come as he stepped off the bridge. Two men. One on the far side of the bridge—and one waiting for him to traverse halfway across the bridge before stepping out of the shadows to block his retreat. Boxing him in. Offering him no possible way of escape. Yes, if the attack were coming, it would be the bridge.

      He pulled his gloved hands out of his trench coat pockets and then removed the glove from his right hand before shoving it back into the trench coat. Fingers wrapped around the grip of the heavy-framed .45 Colt semi-auto he was so fond of. Thumbing the hammer back and then clicking off the safeties, he glanced to his left and right before stepping on the empty street as he headed for the bridge. Nothing moved in the night except the falling snow as he crossed the street and began making his way across the bridge. With nerves tingling, he stopped at the midway point on the bridge and turned to face the ice-packed river. Half turning his head, he glanced back in the direction he had just traversed. There was nothing to see. Turning his head in the opposite direction, he saw nothing out of the ordinary. Frowning, gripping the weapon in his pocket of the coat, he began walking again.

      Stepping off the bridge, he angled to his left and started walking briskly. Moving a couple of blocks more in the silence of the night, he turned on the street where his hotel was, and immediately heard the noise. The thumb-thump-thump of a four-cylinder engine idling as it sat parked parallel to the curb on Rue Freylin opposite the dark entrance to his hotel.

      Due to Boche planes flying reconnaissance at night over the city, most of Paris remained subdued when it came to illuminating city streets and public buildings. But that didn’t mean the city was entirely devoid of light. From the interior of the small hotel, the warm glow of chandelier lights threw a small footprint onto the snow in front of the entrance. The vehicular traffic in front of the hotel was bumper to bumper, stretching back to the end of the block. Several people, men and women, with the men mostly dressed in uniforms and the ladies in elegant gowns, loitered momentarily in front of the hotel’s entrance, either waiting for their cars or carriages to come and whisk them away or leaving after just depositing them in front of the hotel. The hotel was a modest set of accommodations. But the restaurant situated on the ground floor of the hotel was internationally known for its gourmet tastes. Even in war, you could not keep the young and influential bon vivants from their favorite haunts.

      The automobile setting across the street from the hotel was a Gabron Brille. A large touring car with an open front seat and an enclosed rear seat. An expensive car usually reserved for the well-to-do. But as he walked toward the hotel on the side of the block opposite the hotel, he saw through the gentle falling snow two dark figures sitting in the front seat of the car with the right rear passenger side door partially open. Across the street, standing on either side of the six steps leading up to the hotel’s entrance, two dark figures dressed in the uniforms of chauffeurs stood hunched over in the cold, smoking cigarettes. Both were turned toward the large touring car across the street, with one of the men lifting his head and glancing at the auto every few seconds.

      The weight of the semi-auto in his trench coat felt good to him as he veered across the street and started walking up the sidewalk toward the hotel. As he approached the hotel, the small entourage of uniformed men and their ladies began to thin out, just as he stepped into the bubble of light the interior lights of the hotel radiated into the night.

      “That’s him! Get him!” someone screamed behind him.

      The two men sitting in the Gabron Brillie leapt out of the front seat of the car and pulled guns out of their heavy coats. At the same time, one of the men who had been standing on the sidewalk smoking a cigarette turned toward him and pulled out a heavy-looking revolver. The deafening roar of guns firing at once barked loudly in the night. Something tugged at Jake’s trench coat low and to the left as he withdrew the big Colt and fired at the man in front of him. The large .45 caliber slug from his semi-auto caught the man in the chest and flung him back violently into the snow.

      Women were screaming, and men shouted as a madhouse of fleeing souls ducked and ran away from the gunmen littered the streets. Twisting around, Jake brought the Colt up and looked for a target across the street as bullets barked off the stone of the hotel behind him. In front of the Gabron Brillie, three men were standing with guns drawn. He squeezed off a shot at one man standing at the rear of the touring car. His bullet plowed into the man’s left hip and dropped him into the snow, bleeding profusely. But then something odd happened. He saw one of the men at the front of the car whirl around as a bullet caught him high in the chest. Behind him, he heard the loud growl of a British Webley speak with authority, and a second assassin went down. Glancing behind him, he saw the walrus mustache of his squadron commander calmly standing on the top step in front of the hotel entrance in a classic shooter’s pose, Webley in one hand, aiming carefully for another shot.

      The remaining gunman threw down his weapon and raised his hands, shouting he was surrendering. Jake, the big Colt in his hand and aimed at the lone gunman, stood up and began to relax when the explosion of the Webley revolver shattered the night with vengeful thunder. Across the street, the gunman’s head exploded into a red mist as he was hurled against the side of the touring car and slid down into a sitting position on the car’s running board.

      “My boy, you cannot trust a Parisian thug,” the little major clucked, shaking his head sadly as he broke open the heavy revolver and began tossing out spent cartridge shells. “I told you I was following you tonight. I felt, as you did, dark forces were gathering close around you with the intent of removing you from this world. It seems my instincts were correct. You’ll find the man had in his other hand a small derringer and was about to use it. Fortunately, I was anticipating such a move.”

      Uniformed men cautiously appeared at the top of the stairs. A dozen or more voices in French, Italian, and English erupted at the same time. All aimed at the peacock of a little colonel who seemed quite unperturbed at the events which had just transpired as he turned and lifted a hand to calm one and all. Jake, for his part, slipped the Colt back into his trench coat and turned to stare at the bodies. Walking across the street, he knelt to one knee and examined the dead man’s hands. He was not surprised when he found exactly what the major said would be there. A brand new two-shot derringer just large enough to hide in the palm of the man’s hand but powerful enough to kill if used at close range.

      Coming to his feet, the American turned, eyes narrowed thoughtfully, and stared back at the hotel entrance. He owed his life to the little man with the outrageous walrus mustache. He should have felt grateful. Grateful to be alive. Grateful for the colonel’s timely appearance. Yet another emotion played among the shadows deep in his mind like some uninvited guest. Curiously, he found himself irritated.
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      Two days.

      Two days of intense questioning from the Parisian Surete and then from both the officers from French HQ and then from British HQ. Tired and feeling battered and abused by all the questioning, Jake and his old friend, Renne Dassault, sat hunched together in a cramped little taxi as it sputtered through the nearly empty streets of the city. The night before, the Boche had sent over three of their gigantic Zeppelin dirigibles, dropping five or six bombs onto the hapless city. The night was filled with thundering explosions, the rattling cries of horse-drawn fire engines racing through the streets toward one conflagration or another, and the thudding boom-boom-boom of anti-aircraft fire from the many French batteries aimed at the nightly marauders.

      Staring out of a window, Jake viewed the gray, empty streets with a streak of melancholy filling his soul. The city was nerves were near the breaking point. More than scared. They were terrified. The Zeppelin specter of nightly raids on the city, their gigantic forms sailing almost silently over the city, oblivious to, apparently, anything thrown at them by the French army, brought terror to the average Parisian more than anything else.

      Modern warfare had become a harsh, impersonal, and mechanized method of mass destruction. Mass destruction that tore into the soul of the usually gallant, dashing French sense of fair play. One could see the anguish and terror in the eyes of the French citizenry. Everyone in the city… everyone in the country… had lost loved ones in this war. Lost loved ones, relatives, and friends in unbelievable numbers of death and destruction. But what terrified the average Frenchman the most was the stark realization that no one knew. No one knew when the mass slaughter taking place on the battlefield and in defenseless cities such as Paris would come to an end.

      No one could say when it would end. And it was terrifying to contemplate.

      “Where are we going?” Renne’s voice cut into his thoughts, bringing Jake back into the moment with startling clarity.

      “To an airfield just north of the city. A British supply depot. I’m flying a new bird back to the airfield this afternoon.”

      “And when you return, what will be your next move?”

      Jake grinned, shrugged, and looked at his friend. Dassault was a small man, very thin, prematurely growing bald, but because of the thinning of his hair, possessing a large forehead that denoted a man of deep intellect. Gray eyes gazed at Jake, filled with a light of intense curiosity. Renne Dassault was an intelligent man. A very astute, clear-eyed intelligent man who had a knack for seeing everything around him with a discerning, calculating eye. Which, frankly, made him a very good Surete detective.

      Jake flashed a boyish, mischievous grin at his friend and leaned slightly closer to him.

      “I forgot, how did we become friends, Renne?”

      “Humph,” grunted the wiry man, shaking his head irritably. “Quit being so circumspect, you crazy American. Answer my question. What are you going to do next after you return to your squadron?”

      “Only after you answer mine. Where did we meet the first time? I can’t quite remember.”

      “Ha! I can believe that” sighed the Frenchman, shaking his head. “We met in 1911 when I was still a uniformed police officer. You were a drunk and making trouble in a small bar with several of the establishment’s clientele. There seemed to be a dispute about a painting. You claimed it was yours. Your opponents said it was theirs. A fight broke out. I entered the bar, and you took a swing at me with one of your big fists. I used my baton to give you a solid tap on your thick head to knock you out. Does any of this return to your fuzzy memory now?”

      “Ah! I remember,” exclaimed Jake, the grin on his face widening. “And it seems I remember you, of all people, put up the bail money to free me from that dirty French jail. Why on earth did you do that, Renne? Slightly unusual, isn’t it, for the arresting officer bailing out the man he just arrested?”

      “Very,” the Frenchman nodded, a frown creasing his lips. “I had a very long and stern tirade aimed at me by my sergeant for that. But I knew you even then, my friend. Or at least, of you. I had discovered your paintings while strolling by one of your open exhibits one Sunday afternoon. Astonishingly beautiful work. It was the painting of an old fisherman alone in a boat fighting the heavy surf off a small fishing village that first caught my eye. The way you filled the waves with light and nuance captured me completely. But my interest deepened when I heard you were the Jake Reynolds. The darling of the racing circuit as well. Your exploits behind the wheel of a racing car or an aeroplane are well known. To find out you were also a talented artist intrigued me even more.”

      “Did you buy the painting? I really don’t remember.”

      “Unfortunately, a corporal’s pay in the police department guaranteed I could not afford such a piece of work at the spur of the moment. Sadly, someone else had the gall to purchase the canvas before I could save enough to buy it myself.”

      The small taxi jolted and rattled along the rough streets of Paris, heading in a generally northern direction. Jake, eyeing his friend, said nothing for a few moments as he studied the face of the Frenchman. If there ever was a truly honest man in this wicked world, it would be Renne Dassault. Jake knew his friend lived quietly in a small apartment with his wife and a daughter on a yearly salary just large enough to survive on. There was little, if any, indulged luxuries in the man’s life. He knew the Frenchman had a taste for art. Along with a taste for a good bottle of wine occasionally. Neither of which he could afford. But for all of that, Renne carried on. Neither lust nor avarice, two temptations so closely entwined in a policeman’s life, made the dedicated servant of the people waver in his dedication to duty.

      Too bad good people had to live such desperate lives, the smiling American thought to himself. Too bad people like him, an art thief and expert in forgery, could afford the life his friend could only dream about.

      Too bad.

      Suddenly Jake leaned forward and tapped the taxi driver on the shoulder. The driver turned his head to one side to listen to Jake’s request and then nodded. As Jake sat back in the rear seat, squeezing himself into the narrow space beside his friend, Dassault’s eyebrows shot up curiously as the little taxi made a sudden sharp turn to the right.

      “Now where are we going? I thought you had to hurry to the supply depot and claim the new machine your squadron so desperately needs.”

      “A slight detour, my friend,” Jake grunted, stretching out a hand to brace himself as the taxi swung into a narrow street. “I just remembered this is a problem I have to resolve before I head back to the front, and it occurred to me you might just be the one to help do that.”

      Ten minutes rolled by as the taxi rattled and clattered through the maze of residential streets of Paris before turning into a tree-lined, quiet street. Halfway down the block, the taxi pulled up to the curb in front of 15 Rue di Compiegne. Eyeing the four-storied brick building suspiciously, the Frenchman sitting beside Jake remained silent. The ground floor had a small sign above its door which said The Artist’s Symposium and European Masterpieces. Behind the large window in the shop’s display were three rather large-framed canvases he recognized immediately. Contemporary artists he knew personally. Impressed, he grunted softly and opened the taxi’s door and got out.

      “You live here?” Dassault asked.

      “Fourth floor,” Jake answered, following the detective out of the car. “I have a small studio up there as well. In fact, I own the entire building. Including the artists’ gallery here. Bought the place in 1913 from the purse I won in some seaplane race. Thought maybe it might be time for me to put down some roots somewhere and start concentrating on my art. Come on, the stairs leading up to the studio is over here.”

      Renne followed the taller American up the stairs. Floors two and three were apartments, both teeming with life and somewhat noisy with young families. The fourth, Jake opened the door, and the two moved into the silence of his apartment. An apartment sparsely furnished but filled with all kinds of art. From canvases to statues to small, ancient looking figurines cluttered shelves and the mantel of a large fireplace. Artwork from all over the world. Renne found himself standing in amazement at the feast his eyes were taking in.

      “In here is my studio,” Jake grunted, using another heavy-looking old key to open a stoutly built oak door.

      Entering, the French detective and lover of art sucked in a breath of sheer surprise. The room was filled with natural light and cluttered with easels and two long workbenches filled with stained bowls and cluttered artist brushes. Huge windows rewarded the onlooker with a panoramic view of Paris and the Seine river just a few blocks away. But what truly stunned the Frenchman was the number of finished and unfinished canvases stacked one in front of the other and leaning against the room’s bare walls. A treasure trove of artistic wonder he simply could not pull his eyes away from.

      “These are all yours?” he asked, finally turning to look at his American friend.

      “Many,” Jake said, nodding. “But not all. About a third of them are mine. The rest I purchased from artists who came into the shop below hoping to make a franc or two. I plan to sell them eventually. But the war is forcing me to change my mind. Ah! Here it is.”

      Dassault watched Jake walk over to one side of the studio and begin digging through several finished canvases. Halfway through the stack, he pulled out a medium-sized canvas. Standing up, holding it with both hands, he approached Dassault.

      “Here, this is the piece I want you to have.”

      Without realizing what he was doing, Dassault reached out and gently took the canvas from Jake’s hand. He was speechless. It was another seascape. Much like the one he observed years ago while he strolled down the open displays on the bank of the Seine. But this one slightly different. The main portion of the canvas was filled with an angry ocean tossing and heaving high into the heavens. The sky was filled with rolling dark clouds, backlit somehow with lightning and looking starkly ominous. The far horizon had a huge setting sun being threatened by the approaching storm clouds. In the water was a ragged looking creature of a man, clinging by one arm to what once had been the mainmast of a sailing ship. The other arm was high over his head as if he were waving to someone. He was. On the beach, four men were dragging a large skiff out toward the roiling ocean. An insane attempt to try and rescue a doomed soul.

      But for Dassault, it was, again, the water that immediately captured his imagination. Soft warm light lit the churning waters from within its depths, creating a three-dimensional effect of infinite depth. The seas mounted high into the stormy late afternoon, towering massively over the struggling man and teetering just moments before crashing down with a thunderous roar on both the man and the beach. He could not take his eyes off the painting. He could not breathe.

      All he could do was hold the canvas in his hands and stare at it.

      “It’s not quite finished yet,” Jake began, a soft smile on his lips as he watched his friend closely, with a feeling of affection, staring at it. “And I’m torn over what to call it. Half of me says I should call it Hope. The other half says it should be called Damnation. I haven’t decided yet.”

      “Hope,” the Frenchman whispered barely audibly. “You must call it Hope. It is the only possible name for such a magnificent painting.”

      “Hope it shall be then,” Jake agreed before lifting an eyebrow in surprise as his friend’s face crashed into a mask of despair and anguish as he lifted his head and looked at Jake.

      “Ah, my friend. Thank you so very much for bringing me here to see this masterpiece. But I must… reluctantly… decline the offer. I cannot accept such a generous gift. This one piece of yours is worth a fortune! If you put this into a gallery, it would propel you almost overnight into the highest ranks of modern painters. No… no. I am sorry. I cannot accept it.”

      Jake’s smile returned to his lips as he shook his head a couple of times and stepped closer to his friend and laid a hand on the man’s shoulder.

      “My apologies, Renne. I am afraid I’ve misled you. I’m not giving it to you, my friend. I’m asking you to hold it and keep it safe for me until after the war. I’m attempting to find places of safety for all my paintings. Who knows how long the war will continue? Who knows if either of us will still be alive at its conclusion? Better to put this into someone’s hands who will take care of it for me than to leave it here in an empty apartment. Surely you can do that for me, my friend. Hold it for me until the war’s end?”

      Dassault peered into his friend’s face. Frankly, he didn’t believe the American for one moment. Jake wasn’t asking him to merely be a caretaker for the canvas. He knew fully well what the American was doing. Jake was trying to soothe his troubled thoughts. He was an honest cop. He wanted to stay that way. Even the appearance of a bribe would taint his reputation. But… conceding to accept and protect a friend’s treasured possession would surely not be misconstrued for anything else? Yes?

      Possibly yes. It could. Yet the Frenchman remained silent as his eyes played across the canvas again. The thought of letting go of this magnificent canvas was a thought that sent shivers down his spine. The idea of possibly never having the pleasure to gaze upon the angry sea, the clouds filled with all their fury, and the doomed man near death struggling in the water too much to forbear. With a barely audible grunt, a frown on his lips, he made a decision.

      “Very well, Jake. As a request to hold this for you until the war’s end… I accept. But only until the war’s end. Understand?”

      “Understood,” Jake answered, grinning. “Let’s go downstairs to the art studio. I’ll have one of the employees wrap this up carefully for you on your return from the supply depot. How’s that?”

      “Bon,” nodded the French detective.

      Ten minutes later both men stuffed themselves back into the waiting taxi. Adjusting and settling in, the little machine backfired a couple of times as it started moving. Dassault, arms folded across his chest, grunted again amusedly and turned to stare at his friend with one eye.

      “Now, perhaps you will answer my original question, eh?”

      Jake flashed a boyish grin as he glanced at his friend.

      “What was the question? I’ve forgotten already.”

      “I’m shattered at the thought of you losing your memory,” Dassault’s voice rolled out sarcastically. “Let me again restate the question. What will you do after you return to your unit?”

      Jake’s charismatic grin only increased on the man’s boyish face. The only answer he could give the Frenchman was an enigmatic shrug of the shoulders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The cold of winter kept the squadron’s machines grounded more than flying. And with the little colonel missing as he hunted for the marquis’ killers, it meant the burden of command fell on Jake’s shoulders. He did not shy away from the job. With poor flying weather, it meant he could send a few of the enlisted men and officers off on much needed leaves. Being fluent in French, he negotiated with a few local farmers and bakers and began buying produce and fresh bread for the squadron’s mess. He helped out in stripping down what few planes remained in the squadron and rebuilt them from the ground up. And finally, he sent pilots down to Paris on two-day passes before returning to the unit after ferrying in new machines.

      But what Jake wanted to do was to find the marquise and talk to her. He wanted to know why she and her husband went to South America with Henri Gaspard and Guido Valensetti tagging along with them. He wanted to know about the mysterious death of some South American, which somehow involved the marquis.

      But what he wanted to accomplish the most was somehow finding a way to trap Gaspard and Valensetti in an act of attempted murder. His potential murder. And perhaps, he thought he had just such a trap in mind. On a bright, cloudless but frigid morning, he and a couple of the squadron’s mechanics drove five kilometers down a snow-packed road to Gilbert de Sauveterre’s squadron. Ostensibly they came by to do a little bartering. For two cases of wine and a side of beef, they were hoping the French would swap with them a couple of wooden props and perhaps a crankshaft for the two remaining French machines yet flying. After a little haggling with the temporary commander of the French squadron, a deal was struck. After much handshaking and slapping on the backs, Jake and his men were invited to partake of breakfast with them. Jake readily agreed. French mechanics grabbed his two enlisted men and dragged them off to their enlisted men’s mess while the acting squadron commander and a couple of junior officers escorted Jake to their mess.

      When Jake entered the officer’s mess, he immediately found Gaspard and Valensetti sitting around a small table smoking cigarettes and sharing a bottle of wine. But when they turned their attention to the noisy band of men entering the mess tent, their curious faces became portraits of ill-concealed surprise and worry. And hate. A palpable hate filled the eyes of both men as they watched Jake being shepherded over to a table and fussily seated. But the two made no attempt to approach him. Jake was well known by most of the officers in the squadron from his racing days prior to the war. Almost immediately he was surrounded by them, wanting to hear Jake’s many adventures. An hour went by regaling the young men with a few of his more colorful stories.

      The opportunity to lay the trap in place came when one of the younger officers asked if Jake shot any Boche down lately. Not yet, Jake replied. But he was going up later today in one of the newly arrived machines to take a crack at it. He hoped to be over the front lines north of Soissons around 1:00 pm that afternoon. He never glanced at either Gaspard or Valensetti to see what their reactions might be. Surrounded by an eager audience, it would have been hard to do so. But twenty minutes later in the fast and furious questioning by the French pilots of his exploits, he did notice Gaspard exit the mess hall, leaving Valensetti sitting at the table and smoking cigarettes as he eyed the gaggle of men around Jake.

      Another hour went by before Jake could extract himself from the gaggle of pilots surrounding him. Collecting his men, they all bundled into the truck and made their frigid return to their unit, the mechanics cheerful and appreciative of their host’s French breakfast. And Jake, realizing he never had the time to stop long enough to eat. Shrugging, he turned and noticed the marquise’s chateau off in the distance, looking aloof and barren of life all at the same time. There was no smoke rising out of the chimneys. There were no windows alight with warm glowing light. The chateau looked abandoned. Abandoned and left out in the cold to slowly freeze to death, much like one would leave a dog chained to a stake, discarded and forgotten all in one gesture.

      She would be in Paris. She would be where people still existed. Where life never ceased to glow. Where her beauty and incredible riches, now that she was the hapless widow of one of the richest men in France, would naturally draw men and gaiety around her. There would be no end to parties to attend. Even in the midst of this horrible war. There would be admirers, lovers, hucksters, and con men drawn to her beauty and wealth, much like a flame draws defenseless moths to their horrible fate. Knitting eyebrows together, he wondered. Who was the hapless victim here? The widow of Gilbert de Sauveterre? Or those lost souls who could not help themselves as they orbited around the dazzling beauty in endless numbers.

      His bet was that it was not Helen de Sauveterre.

      Arriving at the squadron, Jake left the men to unload the truck as he trudged across the snow toward the mess tent. The big tent with the freshly constructed wooden floor was semi-empty of personnel. Nodding to a few of his men and waving a hand toward those who were standing up to come to attention, he walked across the floor and came to a halt beside a long table filled with pastries and bread the kitchen staff left out for the men to eat. In the middle of the table was a large metal coffee pot set on a small gas burner. Beside the burner were metal coffee cups. Finding the biggest one available, Jake filled the cup with jet-black coffee just as a corporal, wearing an apron around his waist, dusted with flour, approached with an envelope in his hands.

      “Cap’n, a Frenchie asked me to give you this the moment I saw you. Said it was somethin’ about supplying the lads with fresh meat. Said you’d know what it was about.”

      “Thank you, corporal,” Jake grunted, reaching for the envelope and frowning. “And corporal, is there any possibility I could get a couple of eggs and some toast for breakfast? I’m famished.”

      “Be right out with it, sir! Just got some fresh eggs delivered this morning!”

      The corporal, not much more than a kid of seventeen or eighteen, threw a half-hearted salute toward Jake, beaming in delight, and hurried off to the kitchen. Cup in hand, a look of curiosity on his face, Jake walked to an empty table, staring at the envelope. Sitting down, he took a long swig of coffee and set the cup down on the table, still eyeing the envelope. He never talked to a local farmer about supplying fresh meat to the squadron. Not recently. So, who sent the note?

      Lifting it up, he tried to see if the envelope’s paper was thin enough for him to see what might be inside. But the envelope looked official. It was quality paper. Much too good to be used by a simple farmer hereabout. Making a guess on what, and who, he would discover within, he tore one end of the envelope off and shook out the small note onto the tabletop in front of him. And grunted with delight the moment he saw the handwriting on the paper.

      
        
        Jake,

        I and my men are in place. As you may have already discovered, the lovely Helen de Sauveterre has fled to Paris with her entire staff. I have assigned two men to watch her at all times. An assignment neither man is complaining about, I might add.

        If you wish to make contact with me, you can go into the village to the inn you are familiar with already, and there will be a local farmer who calls himself Papillon. He is a local and an old friend of the family. I trust him completely. Relay to him your needs, and I will hear it within the day.

        And, on a different note, I must inform you Giselle has declared she will not give up your painting without a fight. I warn you now so that you may begin making funeral arrangements immediately.

        Your friend.

      

      

      Jake lifted his head and laughed. Laughed easily and casually, making some of the men in the tent look at him and smile at the same time. Renne and his men were close by and in disguise. That, in itself, sent a little finger of relief down his spine. But the laughter came from the last paragraph of the note. Giselle was his friend’s wife. A fierce little woman in her own right when she had to be. Completely devoted to her husband. And someone who shared his love for art as much as he did.

      No, no. He would not challenge little Giselle and demand the painting back. But the thought of confronting the tiny woman when she was angry amused him.
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      He sat in the cockpit of the Airco D.H. 2 single-seater aeroplane and tested the biplane’s controls. Glancing to his right and left, he watched the ailerons on the wings move up and down. Twisting around in the cockpit, he used the rudder controls to move the odd-shaped rudder back and forth. Satisfied everything worked properly, he twisted around into a normal position and used both hands to pull the heavy leather goggles over his eyes. Turning, he lifted a hand and waved at the sergeant standing to the right of the biplane’s wingtips. The sergeant nodded, and cupping hands around his mouth, shouted out an order.

      The D.H. 2 was an ungainly warbird sitting on the ground. Actually, a madman’s design found in his worst nightmares of what a flying machine would look like. The forward portion of the machine was a bathtub-shaped fuselage where the pilot sat and where the machine’s lone .303 caliber Vickers machinegun sat facing forward directly in front of the pilot. Immediately behind the pilot were the biplane’s wings with all the braces and piano wire stretched out holding it together. Attached to the very rear of the fuselage was the 100-horsepower Gnome Manosoupape nine-cylinder engine, making the still-experimental British machine a pusher aircraft.

      But the plane’s design from the rear edges of the plane’s wings back to the tail assembly is what created a madman’s nightmare. There was no fuselage. Just a set of long arms and braces, tied together by seemingly miles of wire, shaped like a gigantic V running back from the wings to the tail. The machine sat on its permanently fixed landing gear, nose high in the air, while the tail sat off the ground by a long dragging arm. It sat like a duck out of water on the frozen flat ground in front of the large canvas hangars behind it. But in the air, Jake was told, in the air is where the D.H. 2 thrived.

      It was supposed to be relatively fast. But more tellingly, it was very maneuverable despite the wickerwork assemblance behind the wings. And added to its unique design, the machinegun in front of the pilot and aimed directly forward gave the D.H. a clear killing field uncluttered by rotating props or wires and braces to get in the way. Geoffrey de Haviland, the plane’s designer, created a machine with only one purpose to accomplish. The ungainly duckling was to hunt down and destroy enemy aeroplanes.

      The D.H. 2 was Britain’s first fully dedicated operational fighter plane. Designed from its first drawings on paper all the way through production to do but one thing. To kill the enemy.

      Behind him, the two enlisted men who had crawled through the birdcage braces gripped the wooden prop of the plane and gave it a violent twist. The cold engine coughed once or twice and then ceased altogether. Jake nodded and waved his hand again. The enlisted men stepped up to the prop for a second attempt. Four more attempts took place before the little engine roared into life.

      This was 1915. Powered flight was a little over a decade old. The planes were made of wood and canvas and wire. There were no cockpit canopies to slide over the pilot’s head, which would protect him from the elements of weather. There were no heaters inside the cockpits to keep the pilot warm. There were no starters that automatically started the plane’s powerplant. No brakes to stop the plane when it came in for a landing. And pilots did not wear parachutes. Parachutes, in 1915, were a rather experimental contraption yet to be accepted by the aeronautical community.

      In 1915, the pilot flying such machines literally sat in and endured whatever Mother Nature decided to throw at them. A pilot, more often than not, flew the plane with sheer determination, knowing that a number of mechanical and structural failures could happen at any moment. Sending machine and himself hurtling thousands of feet downward toward certain death. Life expectancy for a British pilot in World War I was approximately seven weeks in duration. For a pilot to live for a full year in the midst of the war was considered almost a miracle. Yet young men, by the thousands, from every warring nation, volunteered to climb out of the trenches and die fighting in the skies above them.

      The machine strapped around him was brand new to Jake. But it felt familiar. He knew the woes and picadillo’s of the erratic and unreliable Gnome engine spinning around on its central crankshaft, along with the propeller, and knew it could throw out a cylinder or seize up altogether without a moment’s notice. He knew the possibility of the plane’s structural integrity, being nothing more than wood and canvas glued and wired together, could come apart while flying. These were common factors found in all aeroplanes. But this machine fascinated him. It was designed to be a killer. A hunter. It was designed to go up into the frigid skies and stalk the enemy. It was a machine which, at this moment, clearly gratified his immediate desires.

      He wanted to hunt. To bring down those who killed Gilbert de Sauveterre so brutally and who now wanted him just as dead. The hunted was now the hunter. Lifting the little bird off the ground after a short run across the frozen field, Jake began a slow corkscrew climb over the field to gain altitude before turning to the east and toward Soissons. By air, the journey between his airdrome just east of Compiegne to Soissons would take a little over forty minutes. Anywhere between Compiegne and Soissons, Jake knew an attack could come. Consequently, even as he slowly worked the D.H. 2 up to two thousand feet, his head swiveled around on his shoulders in constant movement as he looked for any possible surprise.

      Just west of Soissons, the enemy fell upon him with a vengeance.

      High above him, and behind him, he saw the two Boche Albatross C.1 two-seaters diving toward him, tracers arcing through the empty skies toward him. The C.1 was nominally a reconnaissance machine, but its performance and its armament equaled or surpassed that of the D.H. 2. Furthermore, it had a distinctive advantage. The observer sitting in the rear seat had a machinegun mounted on the fuselage which he could use. The pilot was unarmed. The advantage came in the fact the observer’s only job when the C.1 was used as a fighter was to concentrate on downing the enemy aircraft. The pilot’s job was to work with his partner and twist the machine around into the best advantage for the observer to shoot. If pilot and observer were good at their jobs, an Albatross C.1 became a dangerous foe for an allied pilot to face.

      Jake banked hard to his left to slip under the diving enemy. And saw tracers slicing at a forty-five-degree angle cutting through the empty space where he just occupied. Tracer fire which was coming from somewhere below him. Hauling the D.H. 2 into a tighter turn, he looked down and behind him and saw a third Albatross lifting its nose and banking toward him.

      Three against one. Still in the tight turn, Jake’s head swiveled on his shoulders as he scanned the rest of the skies. With relief, he saw it was only three German machines intent on bringing him down. Unexpectedly a grin exploded across his lips as he brought his machine into level flight and then lifted its nose upward to climb just as the first two German machines shot past him with blinding speed. He didn’t know why he was grinning. But he was. A kind of elation was filling his soul as he kicked the rudder to the right and dipped wings in the same direction at the same time. The ungainly D.H. 2 came around slowly and started dropping like a stone, chasing the two German machines which just passed him.

      German tracers filled the afternoon skies, arcing ever closer to him. He dodged and weaved, trying to stay out of the line of fire while at the same time trying to jockey his machine into a killing shot just underneath the trailing machine of the first attackers. Frantically, the Boche pilot in front of him was twisting and turning his machine in a maneuver to give his observer a clear shot at Jake. But he met every move with one of his own which thwarted the observer from firing.

      Jake knew time was running out on him. The remaining two machines were going to swing around and come after him within seconds. Still diving at a twenty-degree angle, the hilly ground around Soissons rushed up toward them, Jake gripped the machinegun’s handle in front of him, aimed as best as he could, and ripped off a short burst toward and slightly upward at the sitting Boche machine. He saw tracers from his gun stitching through the underside of the German machine. But he didn’t wait around to see if he had given the machine in front of him a fatal blow. Turning hard to his right, the D.H.2 came around just as two lances of tracer fire intersected in the space he just vacated.

      Jake continued to turn hard to the right. As he came around, he saw the machine he had fired at pouring out heavy black smoke and heading toward the ground at a steeper angle. It did not pull out of the dive. It hit the ground at tremendous speed, exploding into a thousand pieces in the process. The grin disappeared from Jake’s lips. He just sent two men to their graves in a horrible fashion. The thrill of finding himself in a fight, seriously outnumbered by opponents, flushed from his soul in one jarring exit as he twisted and turned his head to find the remaining Boche machine.

      He found one leveling off and moving up into a parallel position not more than fifty meters away from his machine. A perfect spot for the German gunner to bring his machinegun around and fire directly at him. He had no idea where the second machine was. He had no time to search it out. Jake had to get out of the field of fire from this Boche machine as fast as possible. Instinctively, he turned toward the C.1. The move was so unexpected, and so completely opposite from what either the Boche pilot or gunner expected, it caught both men by surprise. Before either German could react, Jake’s right wingtips flashed over the gunner’s head with barely a meter of clearance between the two. The German dived to the floor of his cockpit and disappeared just as the German pilot twisted his machine around in the opposite direction.

      The remaining C.1 came into view immediately and directly in front of Jake. Without thinking, Jake pressed the machine gun’s trigger and began firing. But only for a second or two. With a thump, the gun jammed, the sudden and violent cessation almost tearing the gun out of his grip. The Albatross was very close by now to his machine, and he had barely enough time to dive under and to the left of the German. To Jake’s amazement, no return fire came slicing through the air toward him. Twisting around, climbing for more altitude, Jake began looking for the enemy again.

      To his complete surprise, the skies around him were devoid of enemy aircraft. But not completely devoid of the enemy. Below him and to his left, he saw the last German machine he had faced gliding down at a steep angle toward the ground. And shaking violently in the process. As he watched, the German pilot lifted the nose up just in time, and the violently shaking Albatross touched down onto a recently plowed snow-covered road leading directly to Soissons. The stricken plane rolled to a halt in the middle of the snow, just as twenty or more French poilu infantrymen surrounded the machine, rifles aimed menacingly toward the enemy. Both pilot and gunner/observer wisely lifted their hands over their heads and made no gesture of any kind that might startle their captors.

      Scanning the skies again in search of the remaining Boche machine, Jake found the skies clear and empty. Turning his attention back toward the ground, he pushed the machine’s stick forward and swooped over the gaggle of French infantry and their newly acquired prisoners. The bearded, ragged-looking poilu waved and cheered as he passed over their heads. The Germans, while looking gloomy and silent, nevertheless nodded in appreciation. They were now POWs. They would spend the rest of the war in some prisoner of war camp. With luck, they might survive the war and return to their families. With any kind of luck divine providence might give them.
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      “Bon!” the major said, nodding, before setting the handset of the phone into the phone’s cradle and looking up at Jake. “Two confirmed victories, laddie. An entire French brigade outside of Soissons watched the whole affair. They confirm you shot both planes down. They also confirm two Boche airmen were captured alive and are willing to talk. Your suspicions about the attack were confirmed, captain. They were over Soissons looking specifically for you.”

      Jake, frowning, leaning against the door of the major’s office, arms folded across his chest, nodded. There was only one way the three German planes could be waiting for him over Soissons. Someone must have told them. Confirming, in the process, his suspicions. The French escadrille pilots, Gaspard and Valensetti, were two of the gang members who killed Marquis de Sauveterre. But where was their mastermind? This Jacque Anton du Barre? He was supposed to be this brilliant criminal. Why was he not more involved in finding a way to remove him from the investigation? Remove him secretly. Quietly. With no evidence left behind.

      Jake’s eyes swiveled over to where the little major stood behind the desk, staring thoughtfully down at the telephone.

      “I know who tipped off the Germans.”

      The major looked up quickly, lifting a hand to work on curling his gigantic mustache in the process.

      “Tipped off … I do not understand,” he began, looking puzzled before realization exploded into his consciousness. “Ah! An American colloquial expression meaning you know who informed the Boche you would be over Soissons! You Americans have such a way with your words. I must go to America and take in all of its cultural oddities someday. Simply fascinating. But go on, captain … go on and tell me your theory.”

      Jake told the major about his plan to draw out at least one of the two French killers. Either Henri Gaspard or Guido Valensetti was the pilot flying the Morane-Saulnier Parasol who attacked him two weeks earlier. If he could have another run-in with the Parasol over Soissons, now fully anticipating the attack, Jake believed he could bring both man and machine down and have proof positive of their involvement in Gilbert de Sauveterre’s murder. So, to set the trap, he told the major about driving over to the French escadrille. Told MacDonald seeing the two Frenchmen sitting alone in the mess tent while the rest of the French pilots gathered around him. Said out loud, for all to hear, where he would be at a certain time. And finally, told the major he saw Gaspard leaving the mess tent and not returning.

      “Aye, a good plan, captain. A very good plan. But neither one attacked you with their machine. Somehow, they found a way to inform the enemy. The problem of killing you would be handed off to someone else. They would never be suspected of your demise. I’ve always been impressed with Henri Gaspard’s back alley intelligence.”

      “You know Gaspard personally?”

      “Aye, lad. And Guido Valensetti as well. They are known criminals. In my past life as a police officer, I have had run-ins with them. The two are part of a small gang run by a man named Jacque Anton du Barre. Ah, now there was an interesting character! They say he is a master criminal. Or was a master criminal. Some of my old informants tell me he is dead. Others say he is quite alive. But the interesting thing about this du Barre fellow is, no one has ever truly seen him up close. No one, that is, who lived long enough to give a detailed account of his looks. He is like a ghost. He comes and goes, and no one sees him. But he is known to have killed people. I hear he is quite efficient at it.”

      Jake eyed the little major for a few seconds and mulled over the major’s words. No one knew what this master criminal looked like. No one knew for sure if the man was dead or alive. How could that be possible? Someone had to be alive who could describe the man. Like … maybe … Henri Gaspard or Guido Valensetti. But how to get to them to question them without first catching them in the act of some crime? Of course, he could always kidnap one or the other and question them in secret. But what then? What to do with them after the questioning was over? The idea was to find Gilbert de Sauveterre’s murder without exposing his own felonious proclivities in the process. Kidnapping and torturing a French national serving in a French escadrille did not sound like a viable idea.

      “Captain, I have something of a request to make. I hope you will consider it,” the major said quietly, turning toward Jake with a grim expression on his face.

      “Certainly, major. What do you have in mind?”

      “I recently learned that in 1913 the marquis and his beautiful wife traveled to South America. In the marquis’ entourage who went along with him, and his wife were none other than Henri Gaspard and Guido Valensetti. While in South America, a native who had dealings with the marquis apparently died. Died in mysterious circumstances, it seems. I’ve questioned the marquise about this repeatedly. She admits Gaspard and Valensetti were with them. But she refuses to reveal why they were there or what their intentions were while there. I am convinced the marquis’ death is somehow involved with whatever happened in South America. I am hoping you might be the pawn which will break open this stalemate.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “I want you to return to Paris. I want you to ring up the marquise at her private residence and invite her out to dinner at some fancy restaurant in the city. She is very fond of you, captain. Very fond. Take her out for the evening. Wine her and dine her and dance the night away. But somewhere within this romantic rendezvous, I hope you can draw out of her the full story of what happened in South America.”

      “Yes, I believe I can do this,” nodded Jake … but hesitating. “But I hate to leave the men again. There is a lot of work to be done in rebuilding the squadron’s strength up. More aeroplanes are scheduled to be shuttled in from the supply depot any day now.”

      Major MacDonald waved a hand in the air dismissively and growled something undecipherable in the process as he pulled out the chair from behind his desk and sat.

      “My investigations into the marquis’ death have come to a standstill, captain. Until I have the information, I am hoping you can pry out of the marquise, I have nothing to investigate. All my hopes rest on your shoulders, my dear boy. So, while you are in Paris, I will be here commanding the squadron. To be brutally frank with you, captain. Your services are more needed in Paris questioning the marquise than they are needed here. So, with that in mind, when can you leave?”

      “Immediately, sir. If the weather holds and the roads are not congested, I should be back in Paris in two hours.”

      “Excellent, my boy! Excellent,” boomed MacDonald, slapping the top of his desk gleefully. “Perhaps, in the next forty-eight hours, all of our prayers will be answered, and we will end this sordid affair once and for all.”

      Jake nodded, saluted, and backed out of the office. As he walked across the field toward his tent, his head was bent down in deep thought. The major said he was convinced the Gilbert de Sauveterre’s death was somehow related to whatever happened in South America. How had the major come to that conclusion? He knew, through the marquise, Henri Gaspard and Guido Valensetti were with Gilbert and Helen in South America. But why would Helen not tell MacDonald the necessities requiring them to be with her and her husband? What secrets were being withheld from the man who was supposedly finding her husband’s killers?

      It did not take long for Jake to pack a few things in his tent. Throwing the bag into the spare seat of the Hispano-Suiza Type T-15 automobile, it took some time cranking the car’s engine over by hand before the cold engine caught life and rumbled into existence. Being an open seater, Jake wore the heavy sheep-skinned leather aviator’s coat and thick gloves to protect his hands from the cold on the drive down to Paris. But, waving to a few of the squadron’s enlisted men as he drove over the hard ground of the farmland the squadron was occupying, he didn’t turn onto the road which would lead him to the city. Instead, he turned in the opposite direction which would take him to the small village inn, and to a man by the name of Butterfly in French.

      Papillion.
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      The current residence of Helen de Sauveterre was in the Eighth arrondissement of Paris. That district in Parisian society, in the early part of the 20th Century, where the rich and the powerful dwelt in relative seclusion from the rest of the world and the horrors of a world war. The residence sat at one end of the Rue Vivienne, behind a guarded fence of three acres. A red brick and white stone Art Nouveau edifice of eight bedrooms, plus a separate edifice reserved for the estate’s garage.

      It was a house the flamboyant and dynamic young Gilbert de Sauveterre worked closely with the architect in designing and constructing two years before his marriage to Helen. Now it belonged to her. For Jake, peering at the house through the trees in the rear seat of the limousine he had on loan from Charles Dixon, he found himself becoming quietly angry. Angry at the thought she lived here and not her husband. As the chauffer-driven car pulled around the driveway and stopped in front of the main entrance to the house, both doors swung open, and out came the dazzling Helen in a swirl of color and flowing gowns. She was into his arms barely after he had time to step out of the car. A shower of kisses rained down upon his cheeks before she physically grabbed the smiling American and began steering him toward the entrance.

      “Jake… I cannot tell you how thrilled I was to hear from you yesterday. The idea of going out for a night’s worth of dining and dancing is absolutely exciting! You have no idea how cooped up I’ve been here since arriving in Paris last month. One dreary French officer of high rank after another has come calling, offering their condolences and their assistance if I should need it. And then, on top of that, Gilbert’s business associates have been absolutely driving me mad with their persistent haggling over one business adventure after another. I didn’t know Gilbert was so involved with the business side of his wealth! It is astonishing. Truly astonishing. How my Gilbert could be a business tycoon, an adventurer, a sportsman, and a military man all at the same time just astonishes me.”

      She pulled him into the main hallway of the mansion. Just to the right of the entrance, standing in rigid attention against one wall was one of the most beautiful sets of Renaissance armor Jake had ever observed. The craftsman who created it had used a large amount of gold to inlay the steel around the gorget, or neck of the armor just below where the helm would fit. But the helm of the armor was a marvel of metallurgy and art fused into one talented hand. The French fleur-de-lis, etched in gold, somehow complemented the family coat of arms of the de Sauveterre family on the helm. Jake was impressed. The brightly polished steel and gold armor was a small fortune alone standing guard in the hallway. But there was more that caught his eyes the moment he turned his eyes away from the armor. A magnificent set of wide stairs sweeping up a curving wall to the second floor above caught his eye. The startling white paint of the walls created a perfect background for the dozen or so framed canvases which filled the wall with color.

      “Ah, you have discovered my newest passion, my dearest Jake,” Helen laughed, squeezing Jake’s arm deep into her ample breasts with delight. “Your first visit to us before the war, and your words describing the wonders of the art world, filled both Gilbert and me with an interest of our own in collecting art. Since arriving in Paris, I’ve been quite busy. Gilbert had a few rare pieces in his various family estates already. I had them shipped here to display in a better setting. And I have been busy purchasing a few selections of my own. Your unexpected invitation to dine and dance came at a most opportune time, my love. Perhaps I might lean upon your expertise and have you examine my collection for appraisal purposes. I’ve been told you are considered an expert in this field. Odd, I should think, you being an art expert along with your sportsman’s reputation with automobiles and aeroplanes. But then, you remind me so much of my Gilbert. I should not be surprised at all!

      But I am led to believe this new hobby of mine may be worth quite a fortune. And if so, I am afraid I must take the precaution and have it insured appropriately. Would you do that for me, Jake? I would feel so relieved if you would do this for me.”

      “Certainly, Helen. I would be honored,” Jake answered, his eyes returning to gaze upon the splendor of Helen de Sauveterre’s beauty. “I’m here in the city for a few days anyway. Perhaps I might come over sometime tomorrow afternoon and look at the collection. But for now, I hope you are famished as I am. Where shall we dine tonight? I have reservations at Le Procope. But we can make other arrangements if you wish.”

      “What a wonderful idea, Jake! I haven’t been there in years. Let me just fix my hair, and I’ll be right down.”

      Helen left Jake’s side as suddenly and as colorfully as she had ensnared him just moments before as she swept up the staircase. His eyes followed her dazzling beauty up the stairs until she disappeared from view. Shaking his head in wonder, he turned and watched as a servant approached with a silver tray in one hand, supporting a tall glass of wine.

      “Some wine, capitaine?” the man whispered, his English filled with a deep French accent. “The mistress suggested a fine Bordeaux from one of our vineyards.”

      “Thank you,” he said, nodding and accepting the wine. “How has Helen survived since her arrival in the city?”

      “With amazing elegance and élan,” the butler answered, his nose slightly uptilted, and his voice filled with a note of dry sarcasm.

      And with that, the tall, amazingly gaunt white-haired butler turned and strode silently away, leaving Jake standing with a glass of wine in one hand and a curious look on his face. Watching the butler disappear, Jake had the strongest impression the man disapproved of his employer’s gaiety and effervescence upon her arrival in the city. He could understand. Helen de Sauveterre was not built to grieve. She apparently could not live in the past or wail over people lost or opportunities missed. The wondrous creature lived for the now. And she had to be surrounded by color and wealth and men. The three things she now obviously possessed in abundance.

      He stood sipping the glass of wine in silence, and his eyes returned to the sweeping stairs and the artwork hanging on the wall. Most of the canvases were of the modern venue. Apparently, Helen’s tastes in art revolved around the schools of Expressionism and its somewhat distorted view of reality. Here and there he thought he saw either a copy or perhaps the genuine Der Blaue Reiter by Wassily Kandinsky. A canvas featuring a view of a large green hill with a white horse riding across it with the rider dressed in a blue duster. The yellows and green of the hill, the dark yellows and green colors of the trees on the crown and background of the hill, captured one’s eye immediately, but the horse and its rider eventually drew the eye toward it.

      But there were different artists and their schools of thought as well. A Henri Matisse or two hung on the wall. One, a variation of a woman’s face, perhaps the face of the artist’s lovely wife staring out toward the painter, caught his eye. She had her dark hair pinned back and on top of her head, her eyes staring at a point and filled with a quiet resignation of endurance. Filled with color, it was captivating to behold.

      But it was not the one canvas that completely fused Jake’s entire attention the moment his eyes fell on it. In the middle of the curved wall, the framed canvas above some unknown artist’s attempt at painting the light glistening off a narrow river was a genuine Caravaggio. He recognized the canvas immediately. It was Caravaggio’s David with the Head of Goliath. Climbing the stairs, the glass of wine still in one hand, he stopped in front of the painting and began taking in all of the artist’s details with a critical eye.

      Caravaggio’s real name was Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio. An Italian artist who lived and died in the 1600s. A man, frankly, Jake found himself quietly wishing he could have met in real life. To say the least, the artist was not some Italian hermit separating himself from the rest of humanity in a hut somewhere in the hills overlooking Milan or Florence and painting his life away with one canvas after another. The man was a drinker, a fighter, and an unrequited lover of women. Loved women too much, considering perhaps the brawl which killed him in 1610 might have been over a woman’s spat. But what was truly impressive about Caravaggio the artist was his brilliant use of bright, solid colors, contrasted sharply by the use of darker colors in the background on his canvases. The images of his subjects, both men and women, were bold and emotional, with no subtlety in his use of brilliant color. He contrasted light and darkness in his artistry with stunning austerity. This canvas contained both David and Goliath more or less in the center of the canvas. But there was no background. The background was solid black. The contrast between the color of the figures and the blackness surrounding them was like a rude slap in the face for the beholder.

      The artist usually painted religious subjects, such as the one Jake was closely examining now. A young David, dressed in the peasant’s clothes of a 17th Century Italian boy of perhaps nineteen or twenty, has in his outstretched right hand the large head of Goliath he holds by the giant’s hair. Goliath, the image, is nuanced and gripping to behold. The hue is somewhat subdued. But the mastery of the subject is undeniable.

      Interestingly, Caravaggio liked to insert his image in many of his paintings. And, in truth, he was in this painting. In Jake’s opinion, Goliath’s image was Caravaggio. It was fascinating to stand in front of the large canvas and peer into the face of a man who died over three hundred years earlier. Stared into the face of a master who manipulated brush and paint in such a way you could be forgiven if you believed the subjects on canvas lived and breathed today. In this very moment. For the rest of eternity. Or, at least, for as long as the painting before him existed.

      An explosive little smear of avarice and greed slid across his lips as Jake stepped back and raised the glass of wine to his lips. One of his clients, an Italian living in Genoa to be precise, would pay a fortune to possess this painting. No questions asked and no explanations offered. All he would have to do is remove it from the wall and ship it to him. Payment would be wired to his bank account in Switzerland within twenty-four hours.

      That was the terms of his working relationship with his twenty or so clients. All of them were very circumspect in their relationships with him. All very powerful. Most were industrial magnates or old European aristocracy dripping in cash. Several held very high government posts in their respective countries. But all had two things in common. They were very rich. And they had a passion to acquire and possess for themselves the greatest paintings ever created.

      Narrowing his eyes, Jake wondered. How long would it take for him to replicate this masterpiece? Six months? A year? First, he would have to find a canvas approximately the same age as this one. Amazingly, such pieces existed, although very rare and very hard to acquire. But he knew someone in Spain, an old monk, who could acquire canvas for him. And then he would have to research the chemistry the artist used in his formulation of his paints. The masters mixed their own, and each was unique in their composition. That would take time. And then, finally, he would have to find the time to create the forgery. Slavishly replicating almost every stroke of the master’s brush, one brushstroke at a time.

      Another grin flashed across his lips. How do you find some extra time in the middle of a war? Enough time to paint a forgery that would fool even the most erudite art critic alive? There was no guarantee he would even live another fortnight once he returned to his flying duties. So why waste time in doing the things which had to be done in order to create the forgery?

      He might even die tonight. Or tomorrow. The people who killed Gilbert de Sauveterre seemed determined to do just that. They knew he was searching for them. And they had no intentions of letting him find them. So, the prospect of dying suddenly and unexpectedly was quite real.

      Why then make the effort to paint a forgery of David with the Head of Goliath?

      A soft chuckle escaped from his lips as he turned around and looked upward to the second floor. He answered his own question just as Helen swept into view and began flowing down the stairs toward him. Why take the next breath knowing you were eventually going to die anyway? And possibly quite soon.

      No. He would begin the preparations. He would, the Fates willing, find the time to do the painting. He would survive. And he would present to his benefactor the real David with the Head of Goliath and enjoy his new wealth for a short time before moving on to something else.
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      Le Procope was, unsurprisingly, filled with high-ranking officers and French dignitaries, each with their wives or young women at their sides, and each enjoying the restaurant’s famous cuisine. War, it seemed, with an enemy who only months before were within a few kilometers of Paris and seemed to be on the verge of swallowing whole the French capital. But such dire situations did not inhibit the native Parisians in the least. On the contrary. The restaurant’s owners were finding the war to be a financial wonderland of surprises. As long as they could acquire the goods and supplies to run a five-star establishment, they had every intention of reaping the rewards offered to them with a smiling face and an outstretched hand.

      Weaving their way through the crowded floor, Jake could not help but notice the eyes of many of the ranking officers turning their heads to stare. Not at him, of course. But at the goddess riding on his right arm. Even the women stared, though not, perhaps, with such admiration as their husbands and lovers did with their passing. He had to force himself from smiling. Men could not keep their eyes off the golden-haired goddess of Helen de Sauveterre. It was quite obviously impossible to do. He wondered, as he held the chair back for Helen to sit, if the Trojan Paris of old who fell in love with the original Helen of ancient times found himself in a similar position. Was the Helen of Homeric Greece as ravishing, as alluring, as magnetically captivating as the Helen who accompanied him tonight?

      “Would the capitaine and madam wish to start the evening with a bottle of wine?” the elegantly dressed house sommelier asked politely.

      “Champagne,” Jake responded, sitting himself down opposite Helen and smiling. “The best you have. And for me, a bottle of Chateau Lafite Rothschild 1865. If, that is, you have any in stock.”

      “But of course,” the handsome sommelier responded, bowing politely. “A rare bottle indeed, capitaine. A rather expensive one, I might add.”

      Jake looked up at the Frenchman, smiled, and slid a hand, palm down, across the table, halting it directly in front of the frowning man. Lifting his hand, he watched the sommelier’s face change from a distant frown to one of surprise with a tinge of embarrassment.

      “But of course,” the man said, one hand coming forward and removing the three U.S. fifty-dollar bills from the table expertly.

      Helen, her eyes widening from the sleight-of-hand trick, covered her mouth with a hand and tried to muffle her giggling as the sommelier turned and departed. But her laughter bubbled out of her the moment the two of them were alone.

      “Darling! How did you do that?” she said, leaning forward, still laughing, and squeezing Jake’s hand. “I have never seen a better sleight-of-hand trick in all my life! Don’t tell me you are also some kind of magician as well, Jake Reynolds.”

      Jake grinned, gripping her hand, and nodded.

      “As a kid, living on a ranch out in the Texas panhandle, I taught myself some simple magic tricks at night sitting out in the kitchen. It was a way to while away the long hours. Just simple stuff. I used to entertain Mom and Dad when they were alive with a magic show every Saturday night as a young boy. I remember their faces lighting up with surprise and wonder every time I pulled off a trick successfully.”

      “You lost your parents when you were a young boy, yes?”

      “Yes,” he nodded, smiling faintly. “Long time ago. But it was hard times back then. Dad and Mom tried to make a go of it on a ranch with no water and a few cattle. They worked from sunup to sundown. Worked hard. In the end, the work killed them.”

      The laughter left Helen’s face, and a look of almost compassion filled her eyes. Again, she squeezed his hand before pulling it away as she sat back in her chair.

      “You are lucky, my dear Cherie. At least you knew who your parents were. I was born in a little village just outside of Algiers. But after my birth, my mother decided she could not possibly cope with having a young baby to feed. So, she sold me for 100 Francs to a childless couple living in the village. We two are very similar. We both know what poverty and hopelessness feel like. And I suspect, we both decided the same thing. We decided to flee from those hard times and make something of ourselves.”

      Jake started to say something, but the tall sommelier with a waiter trailing him arrived with the champagne and wine. Jake and Helen waited until the respective bottles were opened and glasses filled before they departed in haste. Jake, reaching for his wine, sat back in his chair and lifted his glass toward Helen de Sauveterre and smiled his most devilish boyish grin.

      “A toast, beautiful lady. To old memories forgotten and for new memories to arrive with grace and charm for the two of us to remember for the rest of our lives.”

      “Always,” she whispered, lifting her glass of champagne toward the smiling man. “And tonight, we celebrate!”

      And they did. Well into the night. They laughed, they drank, and they talked while they were at Le Procope. The subjects they conversed about dealt with life, with love, with art, and with current affairs. Helen de Sauveterre was a rare creature. Her intellect was as dazzling as her beauty. Several times Jake found himself impressed with her ability to penetrate deeply into some arcane subject and sound extremely erudite. Amazingly, the more champagne he poured into her glass for her consumption, the more spontaneous and sharper-witted she became. Quite impressive, he thought to himself, pouring her another glass of the bubbly. She was a most impressive creature indeed.

      When they finished with their meals, they fled across town to some French minister’s elegant home where the minister was hosting a large party for the rich and famous. Charles Dixon somehow wrangled an invitation for the two on short notice. All he did was mention Helen de Sauveterre’s name, and the invitation arrived within the hour, he told Jake earlier in the day. No one in France would refuse the wife of Gilbert de Sauveterre, the plump art dealer declared. It was impossible!

      Apparently, he was quite right.

      The moment he, with the dazzling woman on his arm, made their entrance, she became the darling of the party. Men, of all ages, moved toward the lovely creature with an almost magnetic power. Men of power … government officials from ministers down to clerks. From generals down to lowly lieutenants. Nobility from every rank. Even nobility from different countries. They all flocked to her side with smiles on their faces and lust in their hearts.

      And Helen de Sauveterre simply glowed like a bright burning flame in being the center of the gathering horde’s attention.

      It did not take long for Jake to be quietly pushed aside for most of the night. The glowing Helen danced and flirted with dozens. As Jake knew she would. Her admirers hovered around her, showered her with compliments. Brought drink after drink to her, which she never refused, and generally filled her night with constant motion and adulation. Standing to one side, watching the ravishing blond in the arms of one man after the other on the dance floor, Jake quietly sipped a glass or two of champagne and watched. Watched with a thin smile on his lips. If he were a jealous lover, no one would have known. The dashing captain of the Royal Flying Corps, with medals sparkling across his tunic, was by no means an eyesore to those of feminine persuasion. Several times unescorted ladies asked him to twirl across the ballroom floor. Several of the ladies being the wives of political magnates and high-ranking army officers. Jake accepted each invitation with grace and mischievous charm, which thrilled his partners with amorous delight. And it became quite evident out on the ballroom floor Jake was as adept with a Strauss waltz, or a new import from South America called the Tango which was just becoming popular in France.

      As the night wore on, Jake, after finishing one dance with the plump wife of the Minister of French finance, drifted over to the refreshments table for another glass of wine. As he reached for a waiting glass, from behind him, he heard an all too familiar voice.

      “Mon dieu!” hissed the voice irritably. “Is there anything you are not accomplished at, my friend? You drive cars across the race track like an inspired madman! You fly aeroplanes like a fallen angel. And you paint … my god, you paint … like a reborn da Vinci! And now, on the dance floor, you make every man here look like stumbling simpletons with your athletic performance. I hate you, Jake Reynolds. I hate you with all my heart. You know that don’t you?”

      Jake grinned, lifting the glass of wine off the table and turned to face his accuser. Renne Dassault stood at the end of the refreshment table in disguise. Surprised, and impressed at the skill the Surete detective had turned himself into the facsimile of a young but wealthy rake, he lifted his glass toward his friend in silent admiration before taking a sip.

      “You look quite elegant tonight, Renne. Does your wife know you are here flirting with the rich and famous?”

      “Bah! I am here, you idiot, in the capacity of a French policeman in an effort to give you a warning. Be wary. Twenty minutes after you left your squadron, Guido Valensetti left his in a hurry in some private car and fled toward Paris behind you. He is somewhere in the city, and we cannot find him. I suspect he is close by and is observing you even as we speak.”

      Jake sipped his wine and half-turned to look at his disguised friend. The small man had on a finely tailored suit and expensive shoes. His usual facial features had been changed with a thick mustache and a differed set of cheeks somehow. So had his color of hair. Renne Dassault did not look in the least like the Renne Dassault of old.

      “My compliments to the person who transformed you into this new image, my friend. May I ask if your lovely wife, Giselle, had anything to do with this?”

      “Yes,” Renne agreed, reaching for a glass of wine. “She has a talent for disguises. Over the years, she has helped me on a number of cases. But never mind that. Did you hear what I said? Valensetti is here in Paris. And I think he is here to kill you.”

      “Yes, my friend. I heard you,” the American answered, grinned boyishly, and turning to look at Helen revolving around on the ballroom floor. “But I have something else in mind. Tell me, what do we know about how Gilbert de Sauveterre met his future wife? What do we know of Helen de Sauveterre?”

      Dassault turned his attention toward the dancing Helen and watched in silent fascination. Both men watched in silence for some seconds before the spell was broken. There was a magic about her that captured one’s imagination with alarming ease. An alarming ease that was almost impossible to break.

      “I did some background checks on the charming marquise. Apparently, she arrived in France back in 1910. Immigrated from Morocco. She did not arrive here as a penniless refugee. She booked a first-class passage on a cruise ship and arrived with at least two servants at her side. It did not take long for her to purchase a nightclub and turn it into a successful enterprise. All this, mind you, before she turned twenty-five.

      She met Gilbert de Sauveterre when she was twenty-six. Three months after they met, they were married. She is now, I am told, the wealthiest woman in France. Astonishing. Absolutely astonishing. To be that young. To be that beautiful. And to be the wealthiest woman in France at the same time. Incomprehensible!”

      Yes, Jake thought to himself … incomprehensible. Turning his head slightly, he eyed Renne for a moment before speaking.

      “You said she arrived in France with two servants attending her.”

      “Oui.”

      “Do we know the names of these servants?”

      “No,” Renne said, shaking his head and then, narrowing his eyes thoughtfully, turning his gaze to his friend. “What are you suggesting?”

      “How does a young Moroccan refugee become wealthy enough to employ two servants at such an early age? Do we know who her parents are? Are they still alive? Are they well off? She told me earlier this evening she did not know her parents. In fact, she said her mother sold her to a childless couple for a pittance. The couple raised her just outside of Algiers.”

      “So,” grunted Renne softly. “Our beautiful marquise has a questionable past. Bon. I’ll look into it immediately. But what about Valensetti? What are you going to do with him?”

      “Let’s see what Valensetti has in mind tonight. Maybe we will get lucky,” Jake answered as the music stopped.

      “Or maybe he will get lucky, and you wind up very dead.”

      Helen de Sauveterre, breathless almost, excused herself from her male entourage and made her way through the crowd toward Jake. Renne, seeing their conversation was finished, lifted a glass of wine to his lips to obscure his face and slipped into the crowd surrounding the refreshment table just as she swept into Jake’s arms.

      “Missed me?” she asked, lifting herself up on her toes and kissing Jake on the cheek. “Please, a glass of wine. I am beyond being thirsty.”

      Jake handed her a glass and watched her lift it to her lips. She kept herself very close to him, entangling an arm around one of his arms, smiling up into his face alluringly after draining the glass swiftly.

      “Who was that you were talking to just now?”

      “A friend,” Jake answered casually without hesitating. “An art collector I’ve known for quite some time. He seems to think I can find him a Matisse on the spur of the moment. I told him I would look around for one.”

      “You acquire artwork for others? I did not know that.”

      “One of my side interests, my dear. I own a small establishment across town that specializes in rare and expensive artworks. I should show it to you sometime.”

      “Wonderful! Could we go tonight? I would love to see what canvases you might possess. Perhaps I might purchase one or two?”

      “You want to leave the dance? But you are enjoying yourself here.”

      “It has been wonderful!” Helen answered, laughing gaily. “And I want to thank you so much for bringing me here. But right now, a quiet moment or two alone, with you, would be a perfect ending for a perfect night.”

      “That can be arranged,” he said, taking her by her arm gently.

      It took almost an hour for them to leave the minister’s house. Men, by the dozens, looked crestfallen watching the wondrous beauty of Helen de Sauveterre leave the party holding the arm of some dashing, handsome-looking RFC captain, which no one could apparently recall his name.
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      The limousine crept down the nearly deserted wartime streets of Paris, hugging close to the moonlit waters of the Seine, sliding past their windows. The city was mostly dark, but the bright winter moon high overhead on a cloudless night lit the city with an eerie white-silvery light. Snuggled up close to him, her head resting on his shoulder, Helen seemed almost asleep. The large consumption of alcohol, the stimulation of an elegant dinner followed by the excitement of continuously dancing and being fawned over by the city’s elite, finally came crashing down upon the beautiful woman. She was more asleep than awake. Almost too content. She felt extremely comfortable sitting in the leather seats of the limousine. Perhaps even vulnerable. The right time, he mused, to broach the subject of South America to her.

      “How goes the major’s investigation?”

      She made a soft voice, something irritable, and squirmed a bit against his arm.

      “Darling, why ruin a perfectly delightful evening by mentioning that incompetent old fool’s name?”

      Lifting an eyebrow in mild surprise, Jake bent his head to one side and laid it gently on top of her blond mane intimately.

      “Old fool? I thought the major was finding some success in tracking down Gilbert’s killers.”

      “Ha!” she snorted, squirming again up against his arm. “Gilbert and I have known the major for years. Qui, once … a long time ago … he was a very good police officer. But old age, maybe … or this war … I do not know. Nevertheless, something has changed the man. His mental faculties are beginning to fail. Why, do you know what the fool asked me the other day?”

      She was suddenly animated, sitting bolt upright in the seat beside him, still clutching his arm but looking both angry and surprised as she looked at Jake.

      “What?” he asked quietly.

      “He had the temerity to ask me what had happened on that dreadful South American trip Gilbert and I went on a few years ago!”

      “The one where there was an unfortunate death involved?”

      “The very same one!” she agreed, growing angrier. “I was taken aback. Astonished, actually! I looked at him and asked, ‘Why are you asking me this? You were with us on that fateful day the poor man was found dead!’ “ Cherie, I tell you, the look on the old man’s face as he stared at me sent chills down my spine. He had totally forgotten the incident. Totally forgotten!”

      Jake stared at Helen de Sauveterre, frowning, but saying nothing. But his mind was racing along a thousand different paths. Major MacDonald traveled with Gilbert and Helen de Sauveterre to South America? Accompanying the young marquis and his new wife along with Guido Valensetti and Henri Gaspard? All three … together … in South America at the same time?

      “Cherie,” Helen whispered urgently, leaning toward him and kissing Jake on the cheek before speaking. “You must be wary about our Major MacDonald. I did not know my old friend was sick, perhaps even losing his mind when I asked him to help the authorities find Gilbert’s killers. I am afraid he is a changed man. Even … even perhaps a dangerous man. I have heard rumors that after retiring from the police, he, Henri Gaspard, and Guido Valensetti became business partners. In fact, that is the reason why my Gilbert wanted to go to South America.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Helen wiped a single tear from a cheek as she sat back in the seat and stared out into the moonlit night. Sighing heavily, she folded gloved hands together on her lap and continued.

      “MacDonald came to our house one day back before the war. He said he had an opportunity to invest in a gold mine in Brazil. He said they found a new gold field somewhere up the Amazon river, and he knew of a local who owned land in the general area. He convinced Gilbert to invest a sizable amount of money into the adventure. Poor Gilbert could not help himself. The idea of rushing off to explore the deeper regions of the Amazon was too much for him. So, we packed our bags, found first-class passage to South America, and off we journeyed.”

      “And the death of the native?”

      “That happened because of a stupid argument. Guido has such a short temper. We arrived in Brazil and traveled up the Amazon to meet this acquaintance MacDonald knows. We no sooner met this man, and he and Guido took an instant disliking to each other. Days went by. We discovered a large vein of gold on the man’s property. Gilbert, MacDonald, and this man worked out a partnership arrangement. But no sooner after the contracts were signed and notarized, Guido started verbally abusing the landowner. They got into a terrible fight. In the middle of the fight, Guido hit the man hard with a fist. The man fell, and his head smashed against a rock. He died in my arms, Jake. In my arms! I … I could not save him.

      We called the authorities immediately. They came, they investigated, and they decided to arrest Guido on charges of manslaughter. They threatened to charge all of us as accessories as well. It took weeks of legal hassles in court before all of us were released. Our release was contingent on us leaving Brazil immediately. We boarded the first ship back and vowed never to return to that miserable country. I hope I never hear another word about South America again.”

      “But the gold mine?” asked Jake, looking at the lovely woman. “Still in your possession?”

      “Yes, of course.” Helen nodded, wiping tears from her eyes and turning to look at Jake. “Gilbert still owns fifty percent of the mine’s profits. Well … actually … I own fifty percent of the mine now that Gilbert is gone.”

      “Huh,” he grunted with interest, turning to stare out the limousine’s window. “And you say the major remembers nothing of this. Nothing at all.”

      “No, he doesn’t. Cherie, I am telling you, the old man has become quite … different … since our adventure in South America. It is like his personality changed. He has become twisted. Angrier. I worry for him. I think he is very sick.”

      The limousine came to a slow halt in front of his building. Reaching for the door, Jake pushed it open and climbed out into the cold night air before turning and offering a hand to Helen.

      “Dearest, I must apologize. I seem to have become quite woozy from all the champagne and wine I drank tonight. And I am very tired. Would you be disappointed if I asked to go home and come back to see your collection on some other day?”

      “Certainly not, Helen. Would you like me to escort you home?”

      “No, no. That won’t be necessary. Home is not too far from here. I’m sure the driver can take me there without assistance. Good night, dear Jake. I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon?”

      Jake nodded, smiled, and closed the door of the limousine when Helen sat back into the darkness of the rear seat before stepping back from the automobile. He stood in the darkness and the frigid cold and watched the limousine and the woman disappear into the night. He was only vaguely aware of the cold. For a few seconds, his gaze stared down the empty street, his mind racing with a hundred thoughts colliding with each other all at the same time.

      The major was with Gilbert and Helen in South America? The major knew, and had business dealings with, Gaspard and Valensetti? Business relations even though he knew both men were dangerous criminals. But what about the death of the Brazilian? The way it happened. Truly an accident? A simple argument between two men who did not like each other? Or was there another explanation to the event. Something more sinister perhaps.

      Did Guido Valensetti kill the Brazilian landowner because it was an accident? Or because someone like Jacque Anton du Barre ordered him to kill the man and make it look like an accident. If that was the case, then he knew he had another mystery to solve. Who was Jacque Anton du Barre? Guido Valensetti? Henri Gaspard? Or … perhaps … incredulously … Major Ian MacDonald.

      It made sense to suspect his commanding officer. MacDonald knew both Helen and Gilbert de Sauveterre before the war. Jake had the impression the major knew Helen de Sauveterre quite well. Perhaps knew her long before she married Gilbert? He admitted to Jake he knew the criminality of both Valensetti and Gaspard. If he knew they were crooks, why would he go into a business relationship with the two?

      He needed more information. He needed to know more about Valensetti and Gaspard. He needed to know more about du Barre. About the major. If the major were a crook, Charles Dixon would know. His old friend had connections throughout the underworld.

      Turning, he began walking away from the building’s entrance which would lead him up to his apartment. Stepping in front of a set of double doors on the far side of the art store, he opened his heavy fur coat and fumbled around in his trousers’ pockets for a set of keys. Unlocking the doors, he threw both doors open and stepped into the darkness of the small garage. Set in the warm darkness of a heated garage was his Hispano-Suiza. Smiling to himself, he stepped into the darkness and began to bend down and crank the small car’s engine into life. His bending down probably saved his life.

      Behind him, he heard the sound of a four-cylinder automobile engine racing down the snow-packed street. And then he heard the car slide to a halt directly behind him. Instinct told Jake not to stand up but to quickly leap to one side. He did just as the night lit up from the blast of four gunshots directly behind him. Bullets smacked into the radiator and grill of the Hispano-Suiza with loud metal clanging noises. A bullet smashed into something on the far wall of the garage. Two others splattered on the cement floor not more than a foot away from Jake.

      Rolling to one side, Jake scooted deeper into the darkness of the garage. In the Hispano-Suiza was the heavy service revolver he kept as a spare. But it was underneath the driver’s seat, and he was crouching in the dark on the opposite side of the car. The passenger side door was tucked too close to the garage wall to open. The only way to get to the revolver was to stand up and leap into the car. Or go around the front of the car and directly toward the gunman. Either effort to reach for the weapon would expose him to the gunman for too long of a time. If the gunman were who he suspected it was, he knew he would be dead before he could wrap fingers around the revolver.

      He heard the gunman step deeper into the garage. But the dark shadow stopped and half turned to look behind him. The sounds of several high-pitched whistles used by the local gendarmes filled the night air. And the sounds were rapidly approaching. Grunting an expletive in French, Guido Valensetti turned and ran toward his car. The car sped away just as Renne Dassault and several of his men flooded into the small garage.

      “Jake! Jake!” Dassault shouted, stepping into the darkness.

      Jake stood up quickly and began pushing something big and bulky out into the night air.

      In the moonlight, Dassault and his men saw Jake hop onto the seat of a four-cylinder Henderson motorcycle. But a motorcycle with strange tires. The twin tires were glistening with small steel spikes protruding out of the tire’s treads. Hundreds of them. Dassault stared at the bike and then looked at Jake.

      “It was Valensetti. I recognized his voice. I’m going after him. Follow along when you can.”

      “But how, Jake? Valensetti is in a Talbot! He has an advantage over you in this ice and snow.”

      “Ha! That’s what you think.” Jake grinned, gunning the Henderson before reaching down to put it in gear.

      With a roar and a cloud of smoke, Jake, astride the long-framed Henderson, leapt into motion. In 1915, most motorcycles in production did not have the clutch lever on the right or left side of the handlebars. Nor did the cycles at the time have a gearshift-changer built into one of the many foot pedals. There was a gearshift you had to reach down and shove into position. And the throttle was a manual affair one had to reach down toward the engine as well. Nevertheless, Henderson motorcycles in 1915 were one of the fastest machines available.

      Valensetti was in a 1914 British-built Talbot Sunbeam. It was a four-passenger touring car that was quite popular and moderately reliable. But, with only a 16 horsepower four-cylinder engine to get it moving along, it was not very fast. Jake thought, astride the Henderson, he could catch up with the Frenchman with ease. Racing motorcycles on ice or snow was not officially an art form in 1915. The first sanctioned race for such a sport would not come until around 1924. But informally, motorcycle enthusiasts had already figured out how to get their machine moving as fast as possible over ice and snow. It was, frankly, human nature. Build a machine that moves across land, sea, or air, and someone was bound to come along with ideas on how to make it go faster. Inclement weather played no part in consideration for the enthusiast. In fact, racing a motorcycle over a sheet of ice, or through drifts of snow, seemed to be a natural attraction for the young and foolhardy.

      Heavy leather goggles covering his eyes from the bitter cold, Jake leaned down low over the cycle’s fuel tank and pushed the bike as hard as he could. In perfect weather conditions, some Henderson cycles could touch momentarily 126 kilometers per hour (80 mph). But Jake was realistic in thinking he might be able to get the long machine up to sixty mph. More than enough to catch up to Valensetti.

      The studded rear tire of the cycle threw up high, long plumes of brilliantly white snow as he sped down dark, moon-lit streets. The moonlight played across the towering trail of the falling snow, creating glistening diamonds descending gracefully toward the streets. The straight exhaust pipe of the cycle’s four-cylinder engine reverberated off the many buildings lining the Parisian streets. But Jake wasn’t marveling at the beauty of the night. He was determined to catch Valensetti.

      Pushing the bike even faster, he almost lost it twice as he slowed to half-lean, half-slide

      around street corners. But each time the heavily spiked tires of the bike dug in and his athleticism and quick reactions brought the bike up into an upright position. This late at night there was no traffic—except for one heavy, slow-moving truck filled with French poilu soldiers three quarters asleep in back of the high-canopied monster. Jake flew past them so fast none had enough time to wake up and witness the event. All they could remember was the sudden roar of a motorcycle engine rapidly gaining on them and then the flashing image of a madman and his machine hurtling past them and disappearing into the night. Only the driver of the vehicle witnessed the event. He screamed in terror as Jake’s bike flew by him in a blur, hitting the brakes so hard he lost control of the truck as half of the soldiers spilled out of the back and landed hard on the street in a pile of grunting and cursing humanity.

      He caught up with Valensetti on the Rue des Bemardins just as Valensetti was going over the Seine. Valensetti was driving the Talbot at a fast clip down the street, but Jake was upon him almost before the killer had time to react. But Valensetti was a killer. A natural killer with quick instincts. Just as Jake was about to pull out his heavy Webley revolver, he saw Valensetti twist around in his seat, gun in hand, and aim a shot toward his head.

      The roar of the killer’s weapon filled the quiet night with a thunderous blast of fire and noise and smoke. Jake fought for control of his bike as he slowed rapidly and fell into a deadly skid over the river bridge. Behind him, he vaguely remembered the bullet from the killer’s weapon ricocheting off a bridge abutment and whining off into the air. Struggling with the bike, gripping the near-horizontal bike with both hands, he kept the bike off the street by planting one boot onto the street, keeping the bike in a control slide. Fortunately, he and the bike slid across the bridge in a straight line. By the time man and machine stopped sliding, Valensetti in the Talbot was long gone. Lifting the bike up into its normal position, he moved the bike around into the right direction and took off again.

      Two blocks later, and on a different street, he caught up with Valensetti. But this time he was prepared. In his right hand was the heavy-framed Webley. Rocketing up to the Talbot, and before Valensetti could reach for his weapon again, Jake lifted the heavy revolver and ripped off one shot. But a shot not aimed for Valensetti. Instead, the heavy .455 caliber bullet smashed into the left rear tire and wheel, exploding tire and wooden wheel, sending the Talbot into an uncontrolled spin. Valensetti fought with the steering wheel, arms flailing across the wooden wheel to bring the car under control. But it was a useless gesture. The car slid sideways, hit a street curb hard, and flipped over on its side, throwing Valensetti out of the car in the process.

      The killer landed hard on the sidewalk on his back with enough energy to make him roll to or three times violently before smashing into the corner of a large building. Breaking, sliding in the process, Jake came off the bike when he could and raced toward the motionless Valensetti. He wanted Valensetti alive. Jake would hand the killer over to Renne Dassault and perhaps his team of detectives might extract the information needed to apprehend Henri Gaspard and anyone else involved in the murder of Gilbert de Sauveterre and his faithful servants two weeks earlier. Kneeling beside the prone man, he heard the killer groan in pain as a hand came up weakly to lay across his forehead.

      “You’re a dead man, American. You know that? You are a dead man!” Valensetti hissed weakly, venom filling his voice. “You think you know everything … know exactly … what happened to madame’s husband. But you know nothing, you fool. Nothing!”

      Jake gripped Valensetti by the front of his coat and yanked the man to his feet. The killer stood up unsteadily, too weak to resist. Gun aimed at Valensetti, Jake half turned to look over his shoulder. Two unmarked French sedans pulled up by the wrecked Talbot. Renee Dassault and six of his men spilled out of the cars and started moving toward Jake and his captive. And that’s when it happened. The silence of the night ripped apart by the loud barking of an Enfield rifle. Three deafening explosions all within seconds. The first round hit Valensetti in the forehead, killing him instantly and hurtling his lifeless form out of Jake’s grip and slamming again up against the corner of the building before falling into the snow. The second and thirds rounds followed, each slapping into the two unmarked French sedans which belonged to the Surete. Each .303 caliber round drilling into the radiators of the vehicles.

      The reaction for everyone standing was immediate. Everyone fell face-first into the snow and began looking for the shooter. But no one was seen. The silence of the night claimed its throne again over the scene. Only the gurgling sounds of radiators draining their fluids into the snow came to their ears.

      Jake and Renee were both up and running almost at the same time across the street toward where they thought the shooter hid himself. But half way across they heard an automobile engine fire into life and then accelerate rapidly away. Sliding to a halt, the two men listened intently in the night, then turned to stare at each other.

      “Dammit!” Renee growled, stuffing his weapon back into the shoulder holster underneath his coat. “As you Americans say so eloquently when frustrated, ‘Son of a bitch!’“

      Jake nodded, frowned, and slipped his revolver into one of the heavy coat’s pockets.

      Turning, he stared at the carnage behind him. Valensetti was dead. Killed by—whom? And why? To shut him up? To keep him from talking? No. Guido Valensetti would never talk voluntarily. It would have taken hours being interrogated by Renee’s men to even begin to crack Valensetti’s hard shell. His reticence and resolve would not break for hours, if not days. If it broke at all. The long interrogation would give his co-conspirators ample time to flee for their lives.

      But even if he did break down and begin talking, what would he say? Jake had a suspicion. Valensetti would say he, and he alone, killed Gilbert de Sauveterre. He would claim he and his hired henchmen broke into the marquis’ house and killed them all. He would have admitted it was his idea to try and murder Jake. No one else was involved. Only him. He would take the fall. He alone would be executed. Anyone else involved with the death of the marquis would be allowed to dance away into quiet oblivion.

      So, again the question. Why kill Guido Valensetti?
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      Renee Dassault sat behind the wheel of the American-made Stutz Bearcat, one of several of his friend’s ex-racing machines, and grinned in delight. The big car was solid in construction but amazingly fast. Jake drove this machine in the 1913 racing season, winning twice and taking second place once out of the ten-race season. To be sitting in the amazing car, much less driving it, was a thrill for the modestly paid civil servant. And even though it was an open two-seater vehicle, with no protection from the cruelties of Mother Nature, the cold of the bitter winter did not in the least diminish the thrill of driving this powerful machine.

      But the smile on his lips faded as he turned to glance at his friend. The usual boyish, self-effacing, but loud American was sitting in the passenger seat of the vehicle, buried in the heavy sheepskin leather coat almost all aviators around the world wore. His arms were folded across his chest as he stared out at nothing in particular. He was taking the unusually quiet American over to Helen de Sauveterre’s residence. A move Renee strenuously condemned and tried to talk the tall American out of doing. But Jake insisted. He said it was important to return to the residence and talk with the widow of the marquis. Besides, he said, he promised he would return and seriously look at the woman’s art collection and give an appraisal.

      But Renee wasn’t convinced. He knew his American friend had not slept all night. After the events of the night unfolded, and after the shooting of Valensetti, Jake and he had spent hours sitting around at police headquarters discussing the case. It was sunlight by the time Jake left headquarters. Now, a little after one in the afternoon, Jake asked him to drive him over to Helen de Sauveterre’s residence. He looked like himself. Boyishly handsome, with those famous dimples of his flashing across his face every time he grinned, which in normal times was quite often, nevertheless Renee could see the last twenty-four hours had seriously compromised his friend’s normal confiance en soi. That American ‘can-do’ attitude, that ever-present sardonic wit and self-deprecation, that easy way Jake could find something out of the ordinary so humorous, was not obviously present. It was there Renee knew. But momentarily buried deeply underneath the serious façade which was his friend at the moment.

      Pulling into the circular drive of the marquise’s residence, the American-made car rumbled and popped loudly as he rolled past the tree-lined drive and came to a slow halt in front of the residence’s entrance. Pushing the heavy gearshift up into neutral, Renee looked at his friend and frowned.

      “What are you thinking, Jake? You have been quiet as a mouse for the last hour. That is almost impossible to believe coming from you. I know you have a theory about Valensetti’s murder. Perhaps why the marquis was murdered as well. So, tell me. Let me and my staff help you.”

      Jake turned his head and half-grinned at his friend. That half-smile on his lips, Renee noted, held no mirth. More like sadness filled the expression. Something he had never seen in his friend’s face before.

      “I have suspicions, Renee. Only suspicions. But you’re right about one thing. We’ve been led astray in some respect. I suggested that what happened in South America may be the source of the marquis’ death. And it still may be. But maybe not. There is another possibility we haven’t considered yet. One that we should.”

      “And what would that be?” the French Surete detective said, following his friend’s example and climbing out of the big car’s seat.

      Jake walked around the rear of the Stutz and came to a halt beside his friend. Behind him, he heard the crunch of tires pressing against snow and half-turned to see the approach of an unmarked French Surete sedan driven by a lone police officer.

      “What was the relationship Gilbert de Sauveterre had with Jacque Anton du Barre? Was there a relationship between du Barre, the marquis, and this South American gold mine? Or was it something else?”

      Renee nodded, lifting a hand up to cover his mouth and chin, and nodded again thoughtfully.

      “We need to find the mastermind…this du Barre creature,” he said, looking up at his friend. “If he is alive. I’ll return to headquarters and begin organizing it immediately. If this creature is in France, we will find him.”

      Tapping Jake’s shoulder gently with a fist, Renee stepped around his friend and quickly strode over to the waiting car. Climbing in and sitting down, he turned to nod to his friend again but stopped when the front door of the large home was thrown open, and out came a running Helen de Sauveterre, her blond hair streaming in the air, and physically engulfed Jake into her arms, showering him in kisses in the process. Renee, a sly smile on his lips, watched for a few seconds, and then shook his head in disbelief at his friend’s amazing luck with women before motioning his driver to drive on.

      “Mon Amour, are you all right? Have you been harmed?” Helen gushed, kissing Jake over every square inch of his face and holding him tight to her. “A gun battle! In the dead of night on a Parisian street? And poor Guido…he is dead, no? But why, Cherie? Why?”

      Jake gently, but persistently, extracted himself from Helen’s embrace and kept her at arm’s length. Breathing normally again, he quietly explained most of last night’s details to the distraught beauty. Beginning with escaping by the narrowest of margins Valensetti’s attack in his garage.

      Color drained from Helen’s face as a hand came up to her lips in horror. Tears filled her eyes in copious amounts as she shook her head in disbelief.

      “Guido? Tried to kill you? My Guido? But why, Cherie? Why? I knew he was a hard man. A jealous man. Overprotective for my well-being. But why would he want to kill you?”

      “Because, Helen, I suspect he was one of the group of people who killed Gilbert, and he was afraid.”

      “Afraid? Afraid of what?”

      “Afraid of the idea I might accidentally uncover some evidence that would implicate him and his comrades in the murder. Apparently, last night he decided to take matters into his own hands and remove me permanently from the investigation.”

      Helen stared at Jake in horror and disbelief. And then, groaning, her legs buckled, and she started to faint. Jake swept in, took her in his arms, and lifted her up before she collapsed into the snow. Moving around the Stutz, Jake effortlessly carried the unconscious woman across the snow and through the open door of the home. Entering, he was met immediately by the butler.

      “A large brandy, if you please. And smelling salts, if you have any. We will be in the library.”

      “At once, capitaine.”

      Jake swept down the hall, holding the unconscious Helen in his arms, and into the large library. Finding an elegant divan sitting by one bare wall, he gently laid the blond beauty down and then sat down beside her. The butler returned as if by magic with brandy and smelling salts.

      “Thank you. I think that will be enough for now. I’ll stay with her until she’s fully recovered.”

      The butler bowed his head slightly and retreated in silence. Jake, taking the smelling salts, waved them back and forth underneath Helen’s nostrils a couple of times. The salts’ effects were immediate. Helen pushed herself back on the divan and then sat up, coughing and grimacing in pain at the same time. She started to say something. But he laid a hand gently across her lips and shook his head no.

      “No talking until you take a sip or two of brandy.”

      Helen reached for the rather large wine glass with both hands. The volume of liquid in the glass drained considerably before she handed the glass back to him.

      “Cherie, my husband … my wonderful, exciting, handsome husband … was murdered.”

      Jake said nothing but nodded in silence.

      “And he was murdered by people he knew and were close to him?”

      He nodded again in agreement.

      “And these … these people still alive … these people he knew and trusted. Are they still nearby? Possibly near me?”

      Jake made a face, shrugged, but remained silent.

      “But why, Jake? Why would they want to kill Gilbert? He was a kind, generous man. Everyone loved him.”

      He looked at her, smiled with a hint of sadness, and shook his head no.

      “Apparently, not everyone loved Gilbert. Something happened, something perhaps in South America, or perhaps somewhere else, compelled Valensetti and his partners to kill him. That’s what Major MacDonald and I are trying to find out.”

      She nodded, and then, like magic, a look of fear swept across her face. Leaning closer to Jake, she reached out and took one of his hands into both of hers and gripped it firmly.

      “Jake … Cherie … these horrible men. These men who killed my darling Gilbert. Will they come after me as well? Am I in mortal danger?”

      He laid his free hand over hers and shook his head no.

      “I doubt it, love. If they were interested in harming you, they would have done it some time ago. It looks as if Gilbert’s death was something personal for them. You, it appears, were not part of the equation for his murder. Still, it would be best if we made arrangements with the police to have someone nearby to protect you. Until we capture the others, we should not take chances.”

      “No, no … let us not bother the police. I know a few Parisian detectives whom I can put on a retainer. I will be safe, my love. I promise.”

      He nodded in agreement. Not surprised in the least she knew people who were in the protection business. In fact, he found himself unsurprised about anything concerning Helen. For such a young woman of beauty, she seemed quite worldly.

      “Mon amour, stay with me tonight. Do not leave me alone in this large mansion after such a shock. My nerves are on edge, and your soft touch at my side would soothe my fears and make me whole again. Please? Stay with me tonight?”

      “I cannot,” he said, sighing, and shaking his head. “I need to return to my unit. The major needs to hear about last night’s events. And we have to find and interrogate Henri Gaspard as quickly as possible. But Helen, I must ask one more question before I leave. About Valensetti and Gaspard.”

      “Certainement, my love. Ask anything you wish. I am an open book to you.”

      Helen de Sauveterre looked ravishing. Her large eyes, her slight pout on her red lips, the rather ample cleavage so alluringly revealed, was almost too much to walk away from. Smirking, dimples flashing, he shook his head in quiet admiration for Helen’s seductive moves but plunged ahead with his question anyway.

      “When did you first meet Guido Valensetti and Henri Gaspard?”

      She looked startled for a moment. And then mildly confused. But she relaxed, lifted a hand up and used her fingertips and ran them down the left profile of Jake’s face. Her touch was electric to his skin. But he resisted. He would not succumb to her charms.

      “Cherie, sometimes you surprise me. You ask the oddest questions. Such a handsome man. Such an odd mind. Ah, well … if you must know. I met both Henri and Guido when I boarded a ship in Algiers to come to France. It was more like they met me. They were, in fact, waiting for me as I stepped aboard.”

      “They already knew you?”

      “Oui.”

      “And this did not seem odd to you?”

      “No. Not at all. You must remember, mon amour, I was well known in Algiers. I had been working in a number of cabarets as an exotic dancer and singer since I was thirteen years old. I had a large following of devoted fans. So, it did not surprise me in the least when Henri and Guido stepped forward and introduced themselves to me.”

      “They have remained constant companions since then?”

      “Oui. I came to France to further my career. Over the years, I saved enough money to buy a small nightclub in Paris. I hired Henri and Guido to assist me in making it what it is today back when I met Gilbert.”

      “And they continued to be your assistants after you married Gilbert?”

      “Oui. Henri and Guido ran the club after I married. They even expanded my holdings a few times by purchasing other various endeavors I found attractive. Both have made themselves quite valuable to me on several occasions.”

      “How did Gilbert feel about these two men hanging around?”

      “Ah. Poor Gilbert,” she sighed, lowering her head and wiping a tear from an eye. “You know my Gilbert, Cherie. He was a passionate lover. A true Frenchman. He thought the two were old rivals. Old lovers even. He could not understand Henri and Guido were in no way rivals to our married life. They were devoted to me, yes. But not in the way Gilbert believed. He simply could not see the truth when it came to Henri and Guido.”

      “What truth, Helen?” Jake asked.

      “They had no sexual desire toward a woman, my simple-minded Jake. Sex with a woman was abhorrent to them. But …”

      “They were lovers,” he answered quietly, looking away thoughtfully for a moment.

      “You must be careful, my love, when you approach Henri and tell him the news of Guido’s death. He will become quite distraught. Quite violent. He may try to kill you, my amor, if he comes to a conclusion you had a hand in his lover’s death.”

      Jake looked at Helen again and nodded in agreement just before standing up. Helen came to her feet as well. Stepping up to the taller American, she lifted up on her tip toes and kissed him gently on the cheek. Stepping back, she took one of his arms and escorted Jake to the main entrance.

      “Jake, be careful. I cannot stand the thought of losing you as well from some violent act. Henri can be a very dangerous man when he wants to be. When he hears of Guido’s death, I can say with some certainty he will become unpredictable. Perhaps you should ask for an extended leave and return to England for a month or two. Long enough for all this to, as you Americans say, blow over.”

      Jake shook his head no as he turned to face Helen. He gently tilted Helen’s face and planted a soft kiss on her red lips. And then, not saying a word, he left her standing in the hall of her large mansion.
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      Jake arrived, slipping the big Stutz Bearcat into the wide field which hosted his squadron. It was late at night. Only minutes away from midnight. Snowflakes began to float gently toward the frozen ground. Switching off the large headlights, he slowly drove the Stutz to one side of the field and parked the big car behind the two rows of large wood-framed tents, which were the squadron’s pilots’ residences. From the tin pipes sticking out of the tents, the aromatic smells of woodburning stoves indicated to him everyone was snuggled deep underneath heavy bedding, sound asleep. Only his tent remained cold and uninviting. Grinning ruefully, he climbed out of the Stutz, almost frozen to the bone, and stiffly began walking toward his tent.

      Halfway to his tent, he glanced to his right at the freshly constructed building, which was the squadron’s headquarters. Beside the building were the two cavernous tents used as the squadron hangars. Several aircraft were parked inside. Several more were sitting in front of the tent, waiting to be repaired. But it was not the farmhouse nor the hangar which caught his attention. It was the movement of a dark shadow materializing out of the shadows of the hangar closest to the H.Q. building and moving toward the farmhouse, which made Jake stop and stare.

      The figure moved with speed but in silence, as he left one dark shadow and slipped into the darkness surrounding the farmhouse. As he watched, he saw the silhouette of the man move to the rear of the farmhouse and disappear around the corner of the building. Frowning, Jake unbuttoned his coat, reached behind his back, and felt the heavy metal of the preferred weapon of choice tucked nicely down the groove of his back. The Colt Government model .45 caliber semi-auto, an American weapon, felt warm to the touch. Warm and anticipating. Hesitating for a moment, he decided to leave the weapon where it was as he turned and began walking toward the dark silhouette of the building.

      Circling around the building, Jake noticed only one light was glowing through the windows. The warm glow of a kerosene lamp filled the night’s cold and darkness through the major’s office window. Glancing to his left and right, knowing somewhere near would be enlisted men armed with rifles who would be on guard duty, Jake listened for a moment intently into the night and heard nothing. Taking a chance, he stepped toward the brightly lit window and hesitated before glancing inside to see who was present.

      Somehow, he wasn’t surprised at the revelation within. Oddly, the lack of surprise was, in turn, a surprise to Jake. Somehow, he knew what and who he would see through the window. Nevertheless, Jake remained calm and leaned his ear close to the window in hopes of hearing the conversation within.

      Two men were in the major’s office. The major himself. And Henri Gaspard. MacDonald was sitting behind his desk, arms draped across his chest, his full attention aimed at the Frenchman. Gaspard was leaning across the top of the desk, both hands bracing himself on the desktop, his face a mask of blazing anger. And shouting. Shouting angrily straight toward the major.

      “Where the hell is Guido? I haven’t seen or heard from him now for almost three days! I’m telling you, this is not like him. Something is wrong. Terribly wrong! We need to find him.”

      “Bah,” snorted MacDonald, shaking his head dismissively. “I have no idea where that impulsive fool disappeared to. But why worry, Henri? It is not like he has never done this before. Remember that time in Rome a few years back when he went off and left us for a whole week? He returned to us drunk as a Gibraltar monkey and 10,000 francs richer. I am sure this is exactly what has happened now. Completely sure of it.”

      “No!” Gaspard said, slapping one hand hard down upon the major’s desk angrily. “It is not the same. Guido would never desert us like this in the middle of a major operation. Especially so with a man like this American ably sniffing around our tracks and threatening to unravel everything. My god, man! Can’t you see there is something going on here we know nothing about? Are you blind?”

      MacDonald said nothing. Eyeing the angry Gaspard, a hand drifted up as he began working on his handlebar mustache. MacDonald remained quiet as he stroked his mustache for some seconds thoughtfully. But, eventually, he grunted loudly, dropped his hand, and leaned forward in his chair.

      “I have been making some discreet inquiries, Henri. One of my contacts said he thought he saw Guido in the Madame’s personal car as it left here at the chateau heading east toward Paris day before yesterday. But no one in Paris has seen him. It is as if the city has swallowed our friend up entirely. I will make more inquiries tomorrow. But until then, there is nothing we can do, my friend. We must sit and wait until we hear from someone, or from Guido himself. It is the only thing we can do.”

      “I’m telling you,” Henri Gaspard growled menacingly, standing up and throwing an angry finger toward MacDonald. “The American is somehow involved with his disappearance. I’m sure of it. My gut is telling me he left so suddenly like this because he was going to remove the American permanently from our trail. Something has happened to Guido, MacDonald. Something terrible has happened to my Guido.”

      The major came out of his chair, walked around his desk, and threw an arm across Gaspard’s shoulder. Squeezing the Frenchman’s shoulders affectionately, he began leading the French captain toward the office door.

      “Henri, we can do nothing until tomorrow morning. So, you might as well return to your unit and get some sleep. In fact, I must insist. The guards will soon be returning toward this direction, and if they see a light on in my office, they will come to investigate. I will make the calls first thing in the morning, Henri. And if I hear of anything, anything at all, I will drive over and inform you personally.”

      Henri, anger drained and looking tired, allowed the major to lead him over to the office entrance. Head down, he nodded solemnly and then, glancing at MacDonald one last time, turned and departed. Jake, deep in the darkness of the farmhouse shadow, moved around the corner of the building just as the back door to the farmhouse opened. The black form of Henri Gaspard stepped into the night, paused to look conspiratorially in both directions, and then slipped away into the lingering shadows.

      Jake made no attempt to follow the Frenchman. Instead, he kept himself plastered against the wall of the farmhouse, hidden from view, with hands stuffed into the pockets of his heavy sheepskin coat. In the silence of the night, he heard the major moving around in his office. The light of the kerosene lamp winked out. A few seconds later, he heard the outer farmhouse door close and heard someone walking through the snow and away from the building.

      He stood in the darkness and remained motionless. Two concrete thoughts kept cycling through his mind. One was the realization, somehow not unexpectedly, that the major was involved with the cabal that killed Gilbert de Sauveterre. Why Jake was not surprised at this revelation did not bother him. He had been suspicious of the major for quite some time.

      But what did surprise him was the second thought running through his mind.

      Henri Gaspard called the major by his name. MacDonald. Two intimate cabalists, alone, with no one present, talking like old friends. The Frenchman called the major MacDonald. Not Jacque Anton du Barre. But MacDonald.

      Apparently Major Ian MacDonald was not the fabled underworld mastermind Helen de Sauveterre so feared. He was not du Barre. What did that mean? For several days, Jake had a theory revolving around in his mind that it was MacDonald who was the mastermind of Gilbert de Sauveterre’s death. If that was the case, did it not make sense to create the MacDonald facade as a disguise for Jacque Anton du Barre? Apparently not.

      Scowling, Jake stood still for a moment or two and let his mind run wild with thoughts.

      Grunting, he turned eventually and made his way back to his tent. Somehow, he had to find a way to trap both Gaspard and MacDonald. Trap them and force them both to reveal their true identities and their guilt. But how? How?
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      Jake, the next morning, stepped into the farmhouse and nodded at the young corporal on duty today as the squadron’s clerk. Pointing toward the door leading into the major’s office, he lifted an eyebrow questioningly. The corporal nodded and reached for another stack of paperwork. Jake stepped to the door, knocked twice, and then opened the door and stepped into the major’s office.

      MacDonald had his back turned toward Jake as he stood at a large table pouring coffee from a battered-looking coffee pot into a heavy-looking mug. Setting the coffee pot down, the major lifted the cup up to his lips and took a sip before turning and looking at his visitor.

      “Oh, Captain. You’re back,” MacDonald said, his face registering a look of almost… shock. “I wasn’t looking for you for at least a couple of more days. I trust the Marquise is well?”

      “Major, you haven’t heard the news? The Marquise has not informed you?”

      The major looked at Jake and tried to keep his voice its normal tone. But he failed. There was a look in the man’s eye, a note in the voice, which told Jake the major was gearing up to hear something unexpected. Something unwanted.

      “Guido Valensetti is dead. Died on a city street from a bullet after he tried to assassinate me at my residence. Killed by some unknown party who happened to be very good with a rifle.”

      “What!” MacDonald exploded angrily, as he set the full coffee cup onto the edge of his desk and stepped one step forward toward Jake. “Valensetti tried to shoot you? Why? Why would he be coming after you? How did this come about? Details, Captain! I need to know all the details!”

      Jake told the major everything about the night. About borrowing a friend’s limousine so he could impress the Marquise. About the evening’s dinner. About the dancing. About drinking enough wine and champagne he deftly pushed toward her so she would hopefully be more forthcoming about what happened in South America. He told the major about the Marquise insisting on returning to his residence to view the collection of art he had for sale. Told him about the Marquise becoming suddenly ill from too much alcohol and too much dancing and her returning to her residence. He told him about Valensetti’s sudden appearance in a vehicle and his attempt to kill Jake while Jake was in the apartment building’s garage. Finally, he told the major about the chase through the Parisian streets. The fight he had with Valensetti. His capture of Valensetti and the unexpected three shots from a hidden gunman.

      MacDonald listened in absolute silence to Jake’s long list of events and made no attempt to interrupt the flow of information. But when Jake finished his tale, the now very grim-looking major took another step toward Jake, lifting a finger up to point at Jake at the same time.

      “Did Valensetti say anything to you before he was murdered? Anything at all?”

      “Nothing,” Jake lied with conviction, shaking his head. “After the automobile he was driving crashed, and he was thrown out of the vehicle, he was too injured to say much of anything.”

      The major said nothing for a long time but stared hard into Jake’s face with lips firmly set and eyes blazing in fury. But, making himself relax somewhat, MacDonald nodded and turned around and walked slowly toward his desk.

      “This news will destroy Henri Gaspard, Captain. Absolutely destroy him.”

      “Which is why I’m suggesting we should hurry over to the French escadrille and confront him, together, with the news. I am sure Gaspard was one of the gang members who tortured and murdered the Marquis. Valensetti’s death might be the news which pushes Gaspard over the edge. Maybe he’ll say something or do something that will point to his guilt. We have here, Major, an opportunity we should pursue.”

      MacDonald turned, one arm lifted to his face, a hand rubbing the side of his jaw in some gesture of distress. For a few seconds, the red-headed major stared at Jake with an unreadable mask on his face. An intense stare that seemed far too interested in Jake, making the taller American curious.

      “Aye, aye… a good idea, Captain. But I would not get my expectations up too high in dealing with Gaspard. I know the man. He is a hardened criminal. He will take the news of his friend’s death badly, I’m sure. But he will not do anything to suggest he is guilty of a crime. Not overtly. Not in the public view. And unless you have more information, something which might be considered hard evidence in a court of law that will allow me to arrest him, I am afraid there is little we can do.”

      “I have nothing concrete, as you say, Major. Nothing that would hold up in a court of law. But I do have this.”

      Jake reached inside his heavy coat, unbuttoned a tunic pocket, and pulled out something. Lifting a hand, in the palm of his hand was a strange little cardboard object standing on what appeared to be four legs. MacDonald eyed the matchstick figurine for a few seconds, his face becoming an unreadable mask. The figurine seemed to be holding the major’s eyes in some kind of hypnotic trance. But, reluctantly, he forced himself to pull his eyes away and return them to Jake.

      “Where did you find that?”

      “At the crime scene.”

      “At the crime scene?” MacDonald repeated, eyebrows tangling themselves into a mass of confusion. “What do you mean, at the crime scene?”

      “I was driving by the Marquis’ house the night he died. Early in the morning hours before dawn. Cold and numb, I stopped on the road opposite the chateau and tried to thaw myself out. That’s when I heard it.”

      “Heard what?”

      “A gunshot.”

      All lies. Jake was knitting together a story that would explain his presence in the house soon after the killers left. Leaving behind three brutally murdered victims in the process. Jake, watching the major closely, wanted to create the illusion he knew more, far more, than he was revealing. Perhaps even suggesting he already knew who murdered the Marquis and his elderly staff. Creating, in the major’s mind, the instantaneous realization that perhaps he and his comrades were in a far more dangerous position than they had originally believed.

      “You were the anonymous caller who alerted the gendarmes of the Marquis’ death?”

      “Yes.”

      A frown swept across MacDonald’s lips.

      “You saw the three killers fleeing from the mansion?”

      “Yes,” Jake lied again, nodding his head. “Fleeing out of the kitchen and running off into the night. Soon after that, I entered the chateau and found the Marquis, the old caretaker and his wife. All gunned down with a bullet in their heads. Murdered in cold blood.”

      He thought he saw the major’s ruddy complexion pale a bit. But as he watched the major closely, MacDonald walked to an edge of the desk and sat down.

      “If you saw the killers leaving, why did you not inform the authorities of your observations?”

      “It was dark. A cloudy sky made even darker. I saw the three leaving from some distance. They were so far away I did not see any faces. And there was nothing I could provide to prove anything. In a court of law, a good trial lawyer could twist and turn my observations into a pile of hearsay flummery. And besides, who would believe a lowly RFC captain, anyway? No. I thought it was far wiser to inform the police anonymously and hope for the best.”

      “Hmmm, yes. I see your point,” MacDonald replied, nodding and almost smiling. “A wise choice. Your word against theirs in a French court of law would not be enough to convict them. Better we, you and I, come up with a plan to trap them into a confession of some sorts. Come! Let us confront Henri Gaspard directly and see and hear what he has to say about your accusations.”

      The frigid drive over to the French escadrille once commanded by Gilbert de Sauveterre was a silent one. The major sat in his silence, bundled up in heavy coats, his face snugly ensnarled with a heavy muffler wrapped around it, gloved hands stuffed inside coat pockets. He made no attempt to speak. Jake, driving the large Stutz Bearcat expertly through the snow, remained silent as well. But his mind was an explosion of thoughts. How would Gaspard react to the news of Valensetti’s death? Who would inform the Frenchman his lover had been gunned down by an unknown marksman? Would Gaspard be so foolish as to do something rash, like possibly lunge at him with a weapon after hearing the news?

      Best, Jake thought, what if the interview was done with French officers present as witnesses? Best to remain as quiet as possible until it was just the right time to speak. Best, he thought, feeling the heavy weight of the Colt .45 riding low down the spine of his back, that he be prepared for any possibility.

      MacDonald exploded into action the moment Jake slid the big racecar to a halt in front of the escadrille’s headquarters. The major leapt out of the car, strode into the building as if on a mission, and entered the escadrille’s temporary-commander’s office in one fluid motion. Jake, following the major, listened in silence as MacDonald explained to the young French officer the allegations and his need to interview the accused. With witnesses present, he insisted. The stunned French captain, hearing this for the first time, could only nod his head in agreement before stepping out of his office and giving an order to find Henri Gaspard and escort him to his office.

      When the sullen French captain stepped into the squadron commander’s office, he was flanked by two burly looking French soldiers who, from the looks on their faces, held no high regard for the captain. Jake was sure the escadrille’s personnel had heard the rumors floating about that one of their own was involved in the marquis’ death. Whether they arrested Gaspard or not, he knew the French captain’s reputation was forever tarnished among the men of this escadrille. Perhaps that realization on his part was an addition to the sheer look of hatred Gaspard threw toward Jake as he sat down in a wooden chair beside the commander’s desk.

      “What is this all about? What am I accused of?”

      No one said a word. The escadrille commander, the two infantrymen, Major MacDonald, and Jake’s eyes were all glued to the glowering, fierce looking captain. Jake waited for MacDonald to break the silence and begin interrogating Gaspard. But, glancing at the major, Jake saw the hesitation in the man’s eyes. Deciding to break the silence, he grabbed a second wooden chair and slapped it down on the hard wood floor directly in front of Gaspard, the back of the chair facing the Frenchman.

      “I’ll put it to you bluntly, captain. Guido Valensetti is dead,” Jake said in a calm voice as he sat down in the chair and braced himself against the forward facing back of the chair. “Murdered by an unknown assassin just as I and a number of Surete detectives were about to arrest him.”

      The look of pure evil on Henri Gaspard’s face as he glared at Jake was palpable. Everyone in the room felt the man’s hatred toward the American. There was a physical, simmering presence of imminent violence radiating from the Frenchmen. It was a slap in the face. A physical assault on everyone’s senses as they watched Gaspard slowly sit back in his chair and sneer at the American.

      “I don’t believe you,” he said in a quiet voice.

      “You don’t believe your friend is dead? Or you don’t believe an unknown assassin killed him?” Jake retorted, a thin smear of a humorless grin creasing his lips. “Well, answer me this, captain. Why would I lie to you? Why would I make this accusation, which can easily be verified or denied by picking up a phone and making a couple of calls to Paris? In fact, if you wish, I am sure your commanding officer will gladly make the inquiries himself. Here, right now, with you listening in on the conversation.”

      Gaspard tore his eyes away from Jake and looked at the young Frenchman in command of the escadrille. Seeing the truth in the young captain’s face, he turned his attention back to Jake.

      “Why would anyone want to murder Guido? He was an innocent man. No one disliked him. No one… but you, captain. You took an instant dislike toward Guido the moment you laid eyes on him. If anyone murdered my Guido, it had to be you.”

      “Guido Valensetti was not an innocent man. A half-hour before his death, he tried to assassinate me at my residence in the city. He missed and tried to escape. I chased him down on a motorcycle and caught up with him. No, I didn’t want to kill him, Gaspard. I wanted to arrest him. I wanted the Surete to interrogate him over the murder of Gilbert de Sauveterre. I wanted to find out who else was in on the marquis’ murder. Who else, other than you, my friend.”

      “What!?” exploded Gaspard, almost coming out of his chair and lunging at Jake. But the big French infantrymen caught the captain by his arms and threw him back into his chair. “Now you’re accusing me of murdering my commanding officer? Preposterous! Absurd! You haven’t a shred of evidence to back that claim up. A military tribunal would laugh in your face if you tried to accuse me of such a crime.”

      For a reply Jake unbuttoned one tunic pocket on his uniform and pulled out the tiny matchstick creature and set it gently on the corner of the commander’s desk. There was an audible gasp of surprise once the matchstick figurine was revealed. Everyone in the escadrille knew of Gaspard’s artistic bent in creating such figurines.

      “I discovered this about a half-hour after the killers left the chateau. I happened to be passing the chateau heading back to the squadron. Stopping to take a break from the cold, I thought I heard a gunshot. I went to investigate. That’s when I found the bodies. And this.”

      “The captain here was the anonymous caller who informed the local authorities of the marquis’ murder,” MacDonald piped in quietly. “One little mystery resolved, I might add. But now with this new piece of evidence, I would say to you, Captain Gaspard, this accusation has some merit to it. To say anything further might plummet you into deeper peril.”

      Gaspard, his face a mask of white, pulled his eyes away from the tiny matchstick figurine and stared at MacDonald for a moment. But only for a moment. A flush of anger returned to his cheeks as he again glared at Jake.

      “I know nothing about the marquis’ murder. Nothing! But tell me, why would some mysterious assassin want to kill Guido? Why?”

      Jake, still sitting in the chair and leaning against the back of the chair, smiled.

      “There’s one possibility, captain. Can’t you figure it out?”

      Gaspard’s eyes narrowed into slits of pure evil. The man’s jaw muscles hardened into pieces of steel. But the Frenchmen remained silent for a few seconds before lifting his eyes and glaring at MacDonald.

      “I’m confused, captain. What is this obvious reason you mention,” the red-headed Scottish major burled in puzzlement. “I’m afraid you’ve lost me.”

      Jake pulled himself off the back of the chair and sat up. Turning to look over his shoulder, he looked up and eyed the frowning major. But he did not address the major’s question. Henri Gaspard provided the answer.

      “A confession, you fool! My Guido was murdered because he was going to confess to the Surete! Or, at least, that’s what his murderer assumed would happen, and they could not allow that possibility to remain open!”

      MacDonald stared at Henri Gaspard in a kind of daze. Blinking eyes, the red-mustachioed major’s brain took in Gaspard’s words and processed them slowly before the full implication of the words exploded into reality. When realization became reality, color drained from the major’s face as he turned and stared at the young escadrille commander.

      “Captain, we are placing this man into custody on the charges of murder and attempted murder. You must hold him here until I return with a proper detail of men to take him back to French HQ. Is that understood?”

      “Oui, major!”

      “We must leave, Captain Reynolds. I must hurry to Army HQ with this news, and then inform the French before I return and take Gaspard into custody.”

      In silence Jake followed the major out of the escadrille’s HQ and into the bitter morning cold. Watching the major climb into the passenger seat of the Stutz, Jake moved to the front of the big auto to grip the engine crank. Giving it a few swift turns, the automobile’s engine coughed into life and began purring with a strong but muted burbling sound. Climbing in behind the steering wheel of the car, Jake glanced at MacDonald.

      The auburn haired major had his head half buried into his heavy overcoat, arms crossed over his chest. But what little of the man’s face Jake could see told him enough. Something profound had shaken the usually ebullient major to his core. The set of the major’s lips, the unblinking eyes, the lack of color in his face, all told Jake the older man’s usual self-confidence had been badly shaken.

      “To Army HQ?” he asked, throwing the rough gearbox of the car into reverse.

      MacDonald said nothing as he barely nodded his head. Nodding himself, Jake backed the car up a few feet, grunted as he worked the clutch and gearbox into first gear, and began moving across the frozen ground toward the road leading past the escadrille. Bouncing across the snow-packed ground Jake just rolled the front wheels of the Stutz Bearcat onto the road when, from behind them, a barrage of gunfire ripped through the cold air in an exploding ripple of noise. Hitting the brakes and sliding the car across the road, both Jake and the major turned around in their seats hurriedly to see what had happened. As they did, the roar of a French Rhone engine filled their ears as a Morane-Saulnier Parasol lifted off the ground just behind them and barely missed them sitting in the Stutz as it lifted itself into the air.

      Behind them, running toward the disappearing French machine, French soldiers were running and firing their rifles at the same time toward the Morane-Saulnier. But to no avail. Henri Gaspard tilted the aeroplane’s nose higher into the frozen sky and then backed gently to the right in the process. Halfway out of the car, Jake watched the fleeing Gaspard for a moment and then felt a hand grasp his arm and practically pull him back into the automobile.

      “Captain!” screamed MacDonald over the continuing gunfire behind them. “Hurry! We must get you back to our squadron! Now, captain! Now!”

      Jake slid back into the car, pushed the gearshift into first and turned the car around toward the direction of the squadron. As the big car spun tires and began to pick up speed he glanced at the Scotsman. MacDonald, watching Gaspard disappearing toward Paris, shouted out something in French and then whipped his head around to glare at Jake.

      “You have to stop him, captain! You have to stop Gaspard before he does what I think he’s about to do!”

      “What? What is he about to do?”

      “Bah!” screamed the Major angrily, reaching out with a gloved hand and grabbing Jake by an arm and shaking it violently. “Don’t you see it? Don’t you see the obvious! Henri has gone mad! He’s determined to kill the person who killed his lover! Don’t sit there, Captain Reynolds, and tell me you don’t know who it is! You’ve figured it out. You figured it out as I knew you would! I told the three of them you were far too dangerous to keep alive! I convinced Guido we needed to remove you from the scene as soon as possible. And he tried! At least three times to kill you! Now Guido is dead, and Henri has gone mad in his grief! He’s hurrying to Paris now to kill her, and you need to stop him!”

      “Who?” shouted Jake, one eye watching the angry major while he fought to keep control of the big car skidding and sliding across the snow-packed road at speed. “Who killed Guido Valensetti?”

      “You know who killed Valensetti!” screamed MacDonald, now holding a heavy-framed Webley revolver in his hand with the barrel aimed at Jake’s chest. “Guido got a phone call in the early afternoon from someone from Paris. The call made him violently angry. He was seen cursing with some vehemence into the phone before slamming it down onto the receiver. Rushing out of the building, Guido apparently stole the marquise’s personal vehicle left here at the chateau and fled toward Paris at a high rate of speed. Without a doubt, he was coming to the city to kill you, captain. Somebody in Paris insisted you had to die immediately! I didn’t send him. Henri knew nothing about Guido’s sudden departure until I told him later that day. You say you didn’t kill him. So, who remains to issue such a demand? There is only one logical person left to consider!”

      Helen de Sauveterre.

      Jake slid the big Stutz Bearcat off the road and began racing across the frozen ground toward the aerodrome. In front of one of the tent hangars, a brand new Airco D.H. 2 was sitting with a gaggle of enlisted men and the pilot standing in front of the machine smoking cigarettes and talking. The pilot was going to take the machine up to test fire the Vickers machine gun. But yelling and pointing a finger at the D.H. 2, the major had other plans in mind. Sliding past the biplane in the car, both Jake and the major jumped out at the same time.

      “If you hurry, you can catch up to Henri! The Parasol is a slow machine, captain. This one is faster. When you find him, you have to bring him down somehow! Otherwise, if he slips away, the marquise will be in mortal danger! Understand?”

      Before Jake could answer, the red-haired major turned and faced the enlisted men and young pilot and barked out some orders. Men reacted instantly. The enlisted men turned and began pushing the D.H. 2 out into the open field and turning its nose toward the wind. The very young looking sergeant-pilot began stripping himself out of the heavy winterized leather flying gear and handing it to Jake. It took moments to don the protective gear and less time to climb into the cockpit of the British machine. Buckling himself in, he felt more than saw the major climb up the side of the machine to say something.

      “I’m taking your car and driving to the city as fast as I can. I’ll try to beat Henri to the marquise and warn her of her imminent danger. Maybe even defend her from Henri! But you should find him before I can get to her side! Henri must be stopped, captain. Do you hear me? Henri must be stopped!”

      Jake nodded. The Major leaped down from the machine and ran toward the big American-built car. Seconds later the major was racing away in the automobile and turning on the road toward Paris. Jake lifted a gloved hand up and glanced at one of the mechanics standing to one side of the D.H. 2. The mechanic shouted something. From behind him the large Le Rhone engine coughed once, and then a second time, and then roared into life. Men climbed out of the birdcage-like tail of the machine as two other men yanked the chocks away from the wheels of the D.H. 2. With the engine roaring at full throttle, the little machine began bouncing across the ice-covered ground. In seconds, Jake was airborne and banking the plane’s wings toward Paris.
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      Jake knew his machine had two distinct advantages over Henri Gaspard’s Morane-Saulnier Parasol. The D.H. 2 was a faster machine than the Parasol. And the British-built machine was more maneuverable in dogfight situations. With luck, Jake thought he would catch up to Gaspard before the Frenchman had time to land his machine and disappear into the city. But he also knew that if he did intercept the Frenchman, Henri Gaspard would resist any and all efforts to bring him down.

      He coaxed every measure of speed out of the D.H. 2 as he could, flying barely above treetops as he raced over the French countryside. Giving up height for speed, Jake realized he would be at an immediate disadvantage if he found Gaspard and his Morane-Saulnier. Undoubtedly, Gaspard would be at a higher altitude than he. But perhaps, in this instance, being at a lower altitude might give Jake an advantage. If the Frenchman was beside himself in rage over the death of his lover, Gaspard might not be scanning the skies for any would-be pursuers. His intent was to reach Paris as fast as possible and murder the blond-haired Helen de Sauveterre. Sneaking up from behind and below the Morane-Saulnier might surprise the inattentive Henri Gaspard.

      He was wrong in his assumptions.

      Scanning the skies above and in front of him, it never occurred to Jake that perhaps Gaspard expected him to pursue him toward Paris. And in fact, was waiting for Jake to make his appearance. In the frigid blue sky above him, devoid of any clouds to hinder the view, the only place a lurking killer might hide himself would be by hiding in the sun’s glare. Jake, scanning the skies in front of him, never once looked up and slightly behind him toward the sun. He realized he made a grave mistake when he felt the immense pain of something huge hitting his right rib cage and saw fiery tracer bullets streaming only inches past his head. Instinctively, Jake yanked the machine’s joystick hard to the right and tried to look over his shoulder to see where Gaspard’s Morane-Saulnier was positioned behind him.

      But he couldn’t look. The pain of his ribs was so intense he could barely breathe. Reaching his left hand over to feel his ribs, Jake felt the ripped slash of the leather coat where the bullet sliced through the coat with ease. And he felt something else. Something wet. Glancing at his hand, he saw the bright red puddle of blood covering his gloved fingertips. Fighting to stay conscious, as well as to breathe, Jake forced himself to twist his head right and left in an effort to find the murderous Frenchman.

      He realized they were very low over Paris itself. In fact, so low roof tops of buildings and the frozen Seine River seemed close enough to reach out and touch with a gloved hand, while in front of him, the webbed steel girders of the Eiffel Tower loomed up over him. Twisting the D.H. 2 to his left, the British machine blazed past the tower only meters away from the structure. Fighting pain, still unsure where Gaspard’s machine might be, Jake straightened up and then lifted the machine’s nose toward the heavens. And then, unexpectedly, he yanked the joystick to his left again. Gaspard and his machine slipped past and underneath him almost at the same time, the lone Hotchkiss machine gun on the Morane-Saulnier chattering away a stream of fiery tracers in the process.

      Jake began climbing and turning left at the same time. The gigantic form of the Eiffel Tower whipped past him at a dizzying speed. But Jake wasn’t concentrating on the Eiffel Tower. In front of and below him was the fleeing Morane-Saulnier skimming away in flight at a terrific speed only a few meters above the frozen Seine. So low over the ice-covered river the Frenchman had to lift the plane’s nose up slightly to pass over the bridges spanning the river. Henri Gaspard was now in full flight mode, realizing that his initial trap of waiting for Jake to appear hiding in the sun had failed him. Knowing Jake’s machine was both faster and more agile than his, Gaspard’s only recourse was to fly low and dare Jake to follow him as he tried to escape.

      Jake didn’t hesitate. Dropping out of the sky like a descending hawk, Jake latched onto the rear of the Morane-Saulnier and followed the skilled Frenchman as close as he could. Twisting and turning, slipping over one bridge or another spanning the Seine, with buildings whizzing past them at a tremendous clip, Henri Gaspard tried to shake off the American as quickly as he could. Taking chances, the Frenchman would suddenly dodge to his left or right, sweep over a building sitting on the banks of the river, missing the building by less than a couple of meters, only to twist around and dive back toward the river. His only hope of escape was to draw the American in ever closer to his machine and basically force the American to make a mistake when he twisted and turned so violently and smashed into a building.

      But apparently the American was too good of an experienced pilot. Forcing his plane ever closer to buildings and bridges in the hope the American would commit a fatal error, it was to no avail. But when the fatal error was committed, it was first Henri Gaspard’s machine going down violently, followed by Jake’s machine immediately behind him.

      Gaspard dived back toward the Seine just a few hundred meters to the northwest of the fabled Notre Dame Cathedral. But pulling up too late in an effort to slide over a bridge, Gaspard’s Morane-Saulnier’s left wingtip clipped the stonework of a bridge’s handrail. Instantly, the Morane-Saulnier was turned into a rotating mass of flying pieces of wood, wire, and canvas as Gaspard lost control. Pieces of the French machine fell off in a flailing cloud of death. Jake tried to twist away from the disintegrating machine. But too close and too late. Something large and heavy slammed into the birdcage tail section of the D.H. 2. In a blinking of an eye, Jake found himself angling down toward the frozen surface of the Seine, unable to control his machine. What was left of the D.H. 2 hit the hard surface of the iced-over river, slamming Jake’s head violently forward in the process.

      That’s all Jake remembered of the crash.

      When he opened his eyes again, Jake found himself lying in a hospital bed in a room bereft of any color. A bright lance of pure sunlight from a window splashed against a barren wall. Blinking eyes to adjust to the light, discovering his head was pounding violently in some kind of African war-drums of a beat between his ears, Jake turned his head slightly to the left and then to his right. On his left, he saw a small nightstand. On the nightstand was a plain looking picture of water and beside it a white porcelain washbowl. Turning his head to the right, groaning from the effort in the process, he found himself looking into the smiling face of Renee Dassault. Surprised, Jake tried to smile. But even that hurt too much.

      “Ah. You are finally awake, you hard-headed American. Good. It strangely pleases me to know you are still among the living. Although by all rights, you should be dead.”

      “Where am I?”

      “In a small private care facility here in the city. It’s the best Gisele and I could do. Apparently, every bed in every hospital here in Paris is filled with the wounded and the dying. Fortunately, through some connections I know, we found this place available. Albeit as expensive as it is.”

      The last sentence from the French detective sounded sarcastic and irritable. Jake, lifting a curious eyebrow, stared at his friend.

      “Bah, I hate to deal with people who see a way to prey upon the needy. The doctor who runs this care home charges exorbitantly for his services. We had to pay a small fortune of your money to place you here. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “My money? How did you do that?”

      The smile on Renee’s lips lit up the room with a bright light of satisfaction. So bright, Jake found himself smiling in return.

      “It so happens I have discovered a talent which I could be quite good at. I have a knack for forging other people’s names. I confess to you I had to take a few of your checks and write out unbelievable sums of money to pay for this dump of a room. Forging your name in the process. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Jake grinned, waved a dismissal hand in the air, and eyed his friend.

      “Am I broke?”

      “Not hardly,” the Frenchman said, shaking his head. “Apparently you have three separate checking accounts in three different banks. I found the checkbooks in a desk in your apartment.”

      “You broke into my apartment as well?”

      “Certainly,” nodded Renee, smiling innocently. “Another talent I find I possess in abundance. I used the checking account which had the least amount of deposits in it. A severe depletion has occurred in that account. But it is far from insolvency.”

      Jake kept smiling. But a thought crossed his mind. His friend, the French detective of the Surete, picked the locks of his apartment and found his checking accounts. He wondered what else the inquisitive little man discovered.

      “What is my prognosis, Renee?”

      “If you have not discovered already with the bandages wrapped around your head, you have a broken nose and a slight concussion. You also have one broken rib and one cracked rib from where a bullet decided to ricochet off your rib cage. And massive bruising over about forty percent of your body. A lucky man you are, my friend. A very lucky man.”

      “What about Henri Gaspard?”

      For an answer Renee Dassault shook his head in silence.

      “We will not have to worry about Henri Gaspard ever again. Nor, for that matter, Major Ian MacDonald.”

      “What?” Jake croaked, surprised, and trying to sit up in bed.

      “No … no, no!” Renee clucked, coming out of the chair and gently forcing his friend to lay back down. “The doctor has expressly said you are to keep from moving for the next week or two. He does not think there are any internal injuries to speak of, but he won’t know for sure until some time has passed. Your orders are to remain in bed and not move.”

      “What happened to the major?” Jake grunted irritably, lying back down, and feeling the intense pain in the process, while Renee hovered over him.

      “To be blunt, the Marquise Helen de Sauveterre murdered the major in cold blood. Shot him in the heart with a small caliber revolver the moment the major entered her home unannounced. She claimed self-defense. She said the major was about to murder her and she had to defend herself.”

      Renee, standing by Jake’s bed, watched his friend’s reaction silently, and elegantly shrugged his shoulders.

      “The major did have a military-style revolver in his hand when the police arrived. Remember, this is not more than forty-eight hours after the major’s known associate, Guido Valensetti, tried to murder you. And less than twenty-four hours after you were forced to hunt down and stop Henri Gaspard from killing her. Suspicious as I am of her story, nevertheless there is a large measure of doubt, or more importantly, of the possibility the marquise is telling the truth.”

      “She is not in custody?”

      Renee shook his head no.

      “Will she be charged with any crime?”

      Again, the silent shaking of his head from Renee.

      Jake stared at his friend for some seconds, anger building up in his chest. Renee smiled, sighed, and placed a hand on Jake’s wrist.

      “You think she murdered Gilbert de Sauveterre.”

      “I know she did,” Jake whispered back, rolling one hand into a fist.

      “I believe you,” the French detective answered, nodding. “But do you have evidence to prove such allegations?”

      Jake looked at his friend, thought about it, and then shook his head in disgust.

      “None. I could place Henri Gaspard at the scene of the crime. And through inference, Guido Valensetti. The two were inseparable. But the third person …the third person … nothing. I have nothing to link her to the murder scene.”

      “Ah, beautiful women!” Renee sighed, smiling devilishly as he turned and resumed his position in the chair beside Jake’s bed. “Beautiful, rich women! Your Helen de Sauveterre is the richest woman in France. She is young. She is stunningly beautiful. She has such charms to completely overwhelm the male libido. And she is quite ruthless.

      My friend, there is not a magistrate or cabinet member, much less a lowly Surete officer like myself, who would charge her with any crime whatsoever. And I suspect such will be the case for her as long as her fortune and beauty remain. It is a sad world we live in, my young friend. A very sad world indeed.”

      Jake said nothing but laid propped up in bed and stared at the far wall of the small hospital room. Renee, clucking to himself in some form of Gallic resignation, sat down in the chair and crossed one leg over the other. But suddenly came swiftly out of his chair, taking a step forward in the process, his entire attention aimed toward the far side of the room. Jake, surprised, glanced first at his friend and then turned his attention toward the door.

      She stood in the doorway, perfectly framed, in an unforgettable portrait of stunning elegance. Helen de Sauveterre. She stood motionless, a seductive smile on her red lips which could melt the heart of a Spanish Inquisition priest. Blond hair fell past her shoulders and contrasted sharply by the tight-fitting emerald green dress she was wearing. Draped over one arm was her pale blue coat with a fox fur collar. Around her throat was a set of very expensive pearls which only added to the breathtaking portrait of stunning beauty. Her free hand rested on one well-formed hip as she gazed at both Jake and Renee with an all-knowing, sly smirk.

      How long she had been standing in the doorway neither man could guess. What she may have heard of their conversation would never be divined. For a moment or two no one moved or said a thing. But she broke the ice when she stepped into the room and smiled.

      “Am I interrupting anything?”

      A soft voice. A seductive voice. A voice filled with feminine confidence. A voice, Jake mused, of a killer.

      “Non, madame! Jake and I were just talking over old times,” Renee replied gallantly, beaming a smile back to the woman of pure French aplomb before turning to peek at Jake. “I must be going, my friend. I still am a detective of the Surete. But Gisele and I will return later this evening with a picnic basket of goodies and some wine. Oui?”

      “Looking forward to it,” Jake answered, nodding toward Renee before turning his attention back to Helen. “Bring two bottles. We’ll make a celebration of it.”

      “An excellent idea!” Renee said, turning as he approached Helen and sidestepping past her as he exited the room.

      Helen stepped to one side and watched the Surete detective depart with the look of an amused prowling jungle cat idly watching nearby prey moving across an endless grassland. But when Renee disappeared into the hallway, she turned and looked at Jake lying in bed, almost completely entwined from head to foot in bandages, and made a face of a pampered diva looking upon something unpleasant.

      “Oh, my love. Look at you. A mangled scarecrow all battered and abused!” She moved across the barren floor of the room toward Jake. Bending down she kissed him twice gently on the forehead before standing up and stepping to one side to sit down in the chair vacated by Renee. “The death of my Gilbert has been a terrible ordeal for you, hasn’t it my love?”

      A number of responses floated past Jake’s mind. But he discarded them all. All except one.

      “Come to gloat, Helen? Or perhaps come to eliminate the last remaining obstacle keeping you from getting away with murder.”

      “You? An obstacle?” she replied, looking aghast as she looked at Jake with those beautiful eyes of hers. “Oh, my dear Jake, I could never look at you and consider you as being anything but what you are. A beautiful, beautiful man with an exceptionally sharp mind. A mind, I might add, which single-handedly almost ruined all my wonderful plans. Congratulations, my dear. My love for you has increased tenfold … a hundredfold! I truly believe you are my equal when it comes to the games we play with the rest of humanity. We know what we want, and we go after it with ruthless abandon. I admire that in you, my love. I really do.”

      Hidden behind the bandages wrapped around his head and covering his nose, he said nothing. But the look in his eyes was pure venom. She was sitting beside him. A woman who was going to get away with murder. And he knew there was nothing he could do to stop her.

      “Why are you here, Helen? Why did you kill Major MacDonald and manipulate me and others to kill Henri Gaspard and Guido Valensetti?”

      “I?” she said coquettishly, a look of mock surprise on her face. “Manipulate you to kill for me? Oh, my dear Jake! I am so wonderfully pleased you recognize me and my talents so easily! To find someone who finally, finally comprehends my talents is a rare pleasure indeed, my love. I shall cherish this moment always. Always.

      As to why I am here. Is it not obvious? I came here to thank you, Jake. Your assistance in removing three rather abhorrent obstacles from my life has made me a most deliriously happy woman.”

      “Three men absolutely devoted to you in every way, and you call them abhorrent obstacles? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “But Cherie, they were. All three of them. They saw me as nothing more than a seductive meal ticket. I seduced men, and we all plucked our victims for everything they had. They wanted to dictate my life to me. They decided who I met. Who I seduced. They maintained the finances and only paid for my services in the most onerous fashion. They were three arrogant brutes who basically hated women. They thought of me as nothing more than a pretty tool for them to use and I came to loathe each and every one. All four of them.”

      “Four?”

      “The major was a close associate with my first husband, along with Henri and Guido. And had been for a long time. Thick as thieves they were. Which is funny, considering they were that. Thieves and worse.”

      “How did you get involved with them?” Jake, curious, asked as he pulled the bandages around his head down enough to see better.

      “In Algiers a long time ago. They worked for a man I once used to adore. A cruel man who was both a criminal and a genius. And foolish. You know his name as a matter of fact.”

      “Jacque Anton du Barre,” he said softly, lifting an eyebrow. “And where is this lover of yours nowadays?”

      “Oh, him?” Helen replied, laughing softly and shaking her head. “Gone. Like all the other men in my life. He just upped and left me in a sudden cloud of violence one night. Seemingly this is my fate, Cherie. I apparently only attract violent men to me.”

      He said nothing. Helen sat in the chair, her beauty and elegance undeniable, and felt completely in control. For a few seconds, she reviewed her manicured fingernails for a second or two and then turned to look at Jake.

      “You inquisitive boy,” she cooed, her brown eyes flashing. “I know what you are thinking. Is my old lover actually here somewhere in France? Or is he still in Algiers hatching up some new criminal enterprise? Well, rest assured my love. Jacque is gone. He will never harm me or anyone else in my life again.”

      “You killed him,” Jake responded.

      “Did I, my love? Are you sure?”

      “Why?”

      “Why remove a cruel, harsh, pig of a man from my life? A man who threatened me repeatedly that he would cut my throat or sell me to a roving band of Berbers if I did not bend to his will? I would call it self-defense. It was either him or me. But I did keep Jacque’s reputation alive while I remained in Algiers. His handiwork with a knife or a gun was well respected. Sometimes, a reputation like that comes in handy.”

      Jake glared at Helen. Anger building up in his chest. And pain. Broken and bruised ribs, and the ache of his broken nose, made it impossible for him to leap out of bed and wrap hands around Helen’s neck. He wanted to strangle her. He wanted to throttle her and tie her up and call Renee and have him arrest her for murder. But he couldn’t. He was bedridden. And worse, he had no evidence whatsoever which would convince anyone she was the dangerous, murderous creature she was.

      She sat in the chair, head tilted to one side, an amused smile on her wonderfully red lips, and watched Jake’s face run through a series of ever darker emotions. She knew what was going on in his mind. Knew Jake was lying there helpless in bed. And she found the situation enormously satisfying.

      “Poor Jake. Ever the gallant knight. Always trying to protect those who cannot protect themselves. How does it feel, my love, lying in bed there all helpless knowing you’ve made me the happiest woman in the world? You know, really, you should thank me. Sincerely thank me.”

      “Thank you? For what? For trying to get me killed? For forcing me to kill someone who didn’t know he was being manipulated?”

      “No,” she said quietly, shaking her head. “For giving you the opportunity to bring those who murdered my Gilbert to justice. It was Henri and Guido who murdered Gilbert. With the major’s tacit approval. All three of them needed to die. All three were going to get away with murder if we didn’t do something to stop them.”

      “But you were there when Gilbert was tortured and murdered. You’re just as guilty as your henchmen.”

      “Dammit!” she exploded angrily, the gaiety in her eyes vanishing as she launched herself out of the chair in one spontaneous explosion of energy.

      She flew across the room, hair flying in a cascade of gold, and stopped just before hitting the far wall. For several seconds she stood facing the wall, her back turned toward Jake, her hands repeatedly squeezing into hard balls of fists. When she turned around and faced Jake, the coquettish young woman was gone. Replaced by a goddess in all of her fury.

      “I … did not … kill my husband! I was not informed about his death until after the deed was done! I wanted Gilbert to remain with me among the living. But did they listen to me? Did those three fools consider my wishes? No! They did not! And for their stupid greed and their brutish behavior, each and every one of them had to die!”

      “But why kill him, Helen? Why did Gilbert have to die?”

      “Gold, dammit! With fools like Henri Gaspard and Guido Valensetti, and the major as well, it’s always about greed and power! When we first met my Gilbert, he was but an amusing little man, all dashing and impetuous. A minor French nobleman with a small but attractive fortune we could help ourselves to discreetly. But after we married, Gilbert hears about this gold mine in South America. He’s given an opportunity to purchase half of the mine’s shares. We all go to South America to check it out. A wonderful trip, more like a dream honeymoon for me up until we see the mine.

      But it becomes a nightmare the moment we see what is there. A small gold mine, worth a modest fortune to add to Gilbert’s minor fortune, suddenly becomes one of the largest potential gold mines in South America. Worth hundreds of millions of US dollars for ours to take. That fool Henri sees the possibilities immediately. He persuades Gilbert to buy the mine. At the same time, he and the major make plans for Guido to kill the other mine owner and make it look like an accident.”

      She takes a step forward toward Jake’s bed and waved a hand in front of her face irritably.

      “The fool botches the plan. The accident becomes suspicious in Gilbert’s eyes. We all come under suspicion by the authorities and are interrogated repeatedly about the man’s death. There was talk about arresting all of us and charging us with the murder. But somehow Gilbert and the major convinced the authorities we are innocent. I think Gilbert paid a substantial bribe to free us from bondage. But in the process, his suspicions turn toward Henri. Henri and Guido began to plot Gilbert’s death. But just before they attempt to kill him, war breaks out in Europe, and we all hurry back to France.”

      “You were not involved in Gilbert’s murder?”

      “I was not! Haven’t you been listening to me?” she hissed again, fury converting her once lovely countenance into a mask of raging anger. “I thought this idea of murdering my Gilbert was past us. But I was wrong. Henri and Guido had other plans.”

      Jake eyed the angry woman for some seconds as a whole new idea solidified in his mind. Shifting his position in the bed from his pain, he tried to push himself up into a sitting position. But Helen would have nothing of it. Striding across the room with a grim look in her eyes, she pulled him up a little, pulled pillows out from behind him and repositioned them so he was more comfortable.

      “There. Try not to move any more than you can. You will only hurt yourself.”

      “You actually were in love with your husband,” Jake grunted, startling himself more than her with this revelation.

      Standing beside the bed Helen looked straight into his eyes. Silently she shook her head in disagreement but remained standing close to him.

      “Don’t be a fool,” she said, her voice filled with contempt. “Me? Love a man? Love a foul creature who wants to use me, to abuse me, and control my entire life? Love someone who thinks, as a woman, I am no more valuable to him than maybe a herd of sheep or a diamond necklace? I despise the male species. I loathe the Cretans who think they are superior to any woman they meet. No, Jake. I am incapable of loving any man. Even you, my sweet. Even you.”

      She reached out and ran the back of her hand gently down a cheek affectionately. Her beautiful face was no longer angry. The beauty had returned. But mixed with a trace of sadness within. She reached down and took his hand. Squeezing it softly, she turned and walked away. But before she left the room, she turned and looked at Jake one more time. There was an odd look in her eyes. A vague emotion too weak to decipher. For a few seconds she stood in the doorway looking at him.

      And then she was gone.
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      Midnight forty-five.

      In the semi-darkness of a celebrating Paris. Above him, the night sky was filled with the colorful explosions of fireworks, filling the dreary sky with iridescent light and all the colors of the rainbow. A continuous rain of fireworks which never ended. It was November 1918. The War to End All Wars was over. On the eleventh hour, of the eleventh day, in the eleventh month, all hostile parties in the war laid down their arms. All of Paris, all of France, all of Europe were celebrating. The war was over. The war was over.

      Now there was nothing to do but sing and dance and get happily inebriated, knowing that everyone still living would be alive on the morrow and the killing fields littering Europe would no longer see valiant men die in useless glory. Paris was in the midst of the largest celebration it had ever had. Everyone was celebrating.

      Everyone.

      Except one.

      He stood underneath an old oak. Dressed all in black. With a black balaclava covering the majority of his face. A slim man, blending into the heavy shadow the tree cast from the firework display. Almost invisible from anyone who might throw a casual glance in his direction. Nevertheless, Jake was in no hurry. He stood blending into the shadows and cast a critical eye around him. Not too far away he heard a band playing something. He heard people laughing and cheering. Above the skies were filled with the booming explosions of the fireworks so powerful windows and buildings rattled, and tree limbs shook enough to send streams of freshly fallen snow plunging to the ground.

      Still, he did not move until he was absolutely positive. No one was in the Mansion de Sauveterre. No light glowed through a window invitingly. Both the marquise and her servants were out celebrating the war’s end. He felt confident no one would see him. Adjusting the heavy and somewhat awkward-shaped black canvas bag clinging to his back to one side, he began striding confidently toward the brick mansion. Fortunately, the marquise enjoyed constant companionship when she came to reside in the mansion. Guests came and went almost on an hourly basis. The snow-covered grounds of the large estate sitting almost in the middle of Paris were littered with hundreds of footprints. No one would know he had had been here.

      As he approached a set of heavy French doors, a thin piece of steel appeared in Jake’s right hand. It took but seconds to pry open the doors for him to slip into the dark room. Closing the door behind him, he paused a moment to take in the lay of the room. This was the marquis’ billiards room when he was alive. A room dominated by a heavy looking billiards table and a clutter of heavy furniture. Moving past the table, Jake noticed that someone had celebrated quite earnestly in the room not too long ago. Dirty dishes, dozens of half empty champagne glasses, empty bottles of several other forms of alcoholic beverages littered every flat surface of the room. Disregarding the carnage, Jake moved to the door of the room and softly opened it just enough to peer out into the mansion’s main hallway.

      Light from the rain of fireworks drifted in through the many windows, illuminating the hallway and the sweeping left hand turn of an ascending staircase. On the curving wall of the staircase were the dozen or so framed canvases he had come to know intimately. But only one captured his attention.

      A Caravaggio. David with the Head of Goliath.

      Like a wraith, Jake came out of the billiards room and swiftly ascended the staircase. Coming to a halt halfway up he stopped and quickly shrugged off the canvas bag strapped to his back. Opening the bag, it took but seconds to do the deed. Out came the forged copy of the Caravaggio. In the bag inserted the original. Taking time to hang the forgery exactly as he found the original, Jake stepped back and took time to admire his work. The canvas and the gilded frame the Caravaggio sat in were painstakingly exact in every detail. Helen de Sauveterre would never know. Smiling with some satisfaction, Jake turned and heaved the heavy canvas onto his back again just as he heard a car pull up in front of the main door and several doors open and slam shut at the same time.

      Dozens of laughing voices, both male and female, filled the stillness of the dark home. He heard someone rattling a set of keys and then the front door of the home was thrown open, and people flooded into the hallway. The gaggle of creatures were all young. The men in various colorful uniforms of a dozen nationalities. The women dressed in scantily clad party dresses under elegant and expensive looking winter coats. And in the middle of the crowd, the beauty of Helen de Sauveterre.

      Everyone was drunk. Several of the men held bottles of champagne and other beverages in their hands. Most of the women held champagne glasses. Everyone was talking and laughing and paying no attention to anything. As an entity, the group moved away from the door and came to a halt in the middle of the ground floor hall. As Jake watched, kneeling behind the sweeping banister of the stairwell, he saw Helen detach herself from the group. She turned to face them, giggling in the process, and waved for everyone to stand there for a moment until she returned. She then turned and disappeared into the billiards room for a brief time before reappearing.

      With her reappearance, the celebrating party retreated back toward the main entrance and disappeared into the rowdy night. Car doors opened and slammed shut before automobile engines ground into life and drove away. Jake remained kneeling behind the banister for some moments before standing up. The mansion was silent again. Moving swiftly downstairs, he disappeared back into the billiards room and exited the same way he came in.

      No one saw him leave. No one knew he had ever been there. No one would have believed he sold the original Caravaggio to an Italian collector for close to a half million dollars. But a few days after the sale of the canvas, Helen de Sauveterre found waiting for her in her mail a small envelope with an unsigned card within. Opening it, she pulled out the card and read the inscription. And smiled cunningly as she read it again.

      Thank you for allowing me to live. And for giving me a reason and a purpose in my life. I shall always be grateful. I look forward to our next encounter.
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      My name is B.R. Stateham. I am a 72 year-old male with a mind still filled with the wonders and excitement one might find in a fourteen year old boy. I write genre fiction. You name the genre, I’ve probably got a short-story, a novella, or a novel which would fit the description. I’ve been writing for over 50 years. Which, frankly, means very little in reality. Most writers can say the same thing. For a writer, story-telling is something built into one’s psyche. From birth on, a writer was probably telling some kind of story to himself, or anyone close to him. Whether they listened or not.

      For the last 37 years I’ve been married to the same patient woman. A school teacher, now retired, who has this thing of sitting down with me and discussing, or verbally outlining, concepts for stories knocking around in my head. We have three grown adults for children and six (if I got the current number correct) grandchildren. None of the children or grandchildren think that me being a writer is of any particular significance. As it should be.

      I like writing dark-noir. Or hardboiled detective/police-procedural novels which border the demarcation line between dark-noir and hard-boiled fiction. In fact, I like mixing up sub-genres in my fiction. Don’t be surprised if you read something of mine traditionally found in the dark-noir niche with tinges of Science-Fiction or the Supernatural thrown in to spice up the tale.

      That’s it. There’s nothing else to say. I’m just as writer. But I hope you’ll find something of mine to read and find it enjoyable.
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