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PROLOGUE 

Pyrénées Mountains Late Spring 1428 

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

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

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

He stared ahead. 

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

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

His mind flashed to the warriors behind him. 

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

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

He winced. 

There would now be more opportunities for the archers. 

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

He stopped the horse and risked a look behind him. 

No one was in sight. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

He approached and stopped. 

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

The Spanish called it quebrantahuesos. Bone smasher. 

And he knew why. 

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

He knew the sound well. 

Arrows piercing the air. 

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

His head whirled around. 

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

He entered the mountain pass. 

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

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

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

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

But there was nothing. 

The thought of his pursuers roused him to his feet. 

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

What a tough stallion. 

He looked to the right. 

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

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

The language was Occitan. 

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

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

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

He did not take his eyes off the riotous band. 

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

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

“Not here.” 

But he was unconvinced. 

So he decided to test the declaration. 

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

They did not accept his offer. 

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

No response came from their dark, scathed faces. 

He lowered his arms. 

“By God, you are afraid,” he yelled. 

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

Somehow he knew this woman could answer the inquiry. 

“The devil will have his own.” 

“Those are their words?” 

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

He stepped close and noticed the chain around her neck and the symbol, in silver, it supported. 
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A fleur-de-lys. He’d seen knights, kings, and dukes display them. But a nun? He 

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





PRESENT DAY 





CHAPTER 1 

Ghent, Belgium Tuesday, May 8 

8:40 p.m. 

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

I have no choice. 

Which seemed the story of his life. 

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

Damn right. 

More than he liked to admit, in fact. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hard to say. 

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

Just an end. 

One that had left him stunned. 

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

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

Was she inside? 

He ran faster. 

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

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

Intense heat and smoke poured out. 

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

But no fire raged here. 

“Kelsey,” he called out. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Her? 

Two policemen burst into the room. 

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

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

“Please,” she said. “Go.” 

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

But another part knew what Kelsey wanted. 

And it wasn’t comfort or protection. 

So he hustled off into the smoke. 





CHAPTER 2 

Carcassonne, France 

9:00 p.m. 

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

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

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

And he meant every word. 

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

A feast fitting for this grand occasion. 

“Are you ready?” he asked. 

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

“And you wish to fully accept?” 

“I do.” 

“You know what that entails?” 

“In every way.” 

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

“I am.” 

He was pleased. “Then proceed.” 

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

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

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

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

“Do you wish the consolamentum?” he asked. 

“With all that I am,” Andre said. 

“Have you properly prepared?” 

The head nodded. “I am ready.” 

“For every duty that might be required?” 

“Every one.” 

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

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

“Shall we keep going?” he asked. 

Andre nodded. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Do you have anything to confess?” 

Part of the ceremony was a cleansing of the soul. 

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

“We could all say the same thing.” 

“But mine must be controlled.” 

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

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

Andre began to tremble. 

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

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

Now the most important part. 

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

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

“Stand.” 

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

The kiss of peace. 

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

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

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

Andre nodded. 

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

Which he would need in the coming days. 

“It is time,” he said. 

Andre nodded in agreement. 

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

He smiled. “Let it begin.” 
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