
Inspector Lorceaux turned his face briefly skywards.  His job kept him in dark offices, 
alleyways and interrogation rooms most of the time and he rarely had the chance to enjoy the 
feeling of the warm spring sun on his face.  After a moment the job reasserted itself and he 
turned his gaze back to the crime scene, absorbing the details.  Whoever had placed the 
charges had been a real expert.  The blast had reduced the expensive apartments to an 
unrecognisable pile of rubble, yet the buildings on either side had suffered no worse than 
broken windows and a coating of brick dust.  His men were cautiously searching the ruins but 
he doubted that anyone could have survived.  They had already retrieved one corpse – and 
that corpse raised a host of questions for the Inspector.  He was fairly sure that he wouldn’t 
like the answers. 
 
“Excuse me – Inspector?” 
 
Lorceaux turned in mild surprise.  Sergeant Marnier knew better than to interrupt his boss 
while he was deep in thought. 
 
“There is someone here from Headquarters, Sir, with a note from the Chief”. 
 
Lorceaux raised an eyebrow.  The Chief always took a close interest in crimes with political 
ramifications – but Lorceaux hadn’t reported his suspicions yet, so this was quick work.  He 
didn’t recognise the man the Sergeant waved across the cordon.  The newcomer looked more 
like a bureaucrat than a police officer, Lorceaux thought. 
 
The man came up to him, nodded politely and handed him a folded note.  Lorceaux flipped it 
open.  In the Chief’s inimitable scrawl, it said simply: 
 
“LCN – bonne chance!” 
 
In spite of the warm spring sun, a trickle of cold sweat ran down the Inspector’s back.  So, the 
man was from Le Cabinet Noir.  He would need to tread VERY carefully. 
 
“What can I do for you, monsieur … ?” 
 
The man gave a thin smile that failed to touch his eyes. 
 
“My name is Blanc.  What can you tell me about this?”  His arm waved at the scene of 
devastation.   
 
Lorceaux decided to go for a simple, factual approach. 
 
“The blast occurred at approximately a quarter past the hour.  This is a quiet suburb and there 
were only two witnesses.  We do not yet know how many were inside the building.  So far we 
have recovered one body.”  He pointed towards the wagon onto which the morticians were 
loading the covered remains. 
 
“Who lived here?” 
 
“These were upmarket apartments, mostly owned by businessmen working in the city and 
used when they wanted to stay in town.  Many liked their privacy; I have sent for the records 
but I doubt all the names will be genuine.” 



 
“I doubt that too.”  Again, the thin smile.  “The body?” 
 
Signalling Monsieur ‘Blanc’ to follow him, the Inspector walked across to the body and 
pulled back the sheet.  This was no businessman.  He looked young and fit – and under his 
long coat he was wearing a steel breastplate.  Around his neck was a cross on a silver chain.  
Blanc reached past Lorceaux and pulled it from the corpse’s neck.  Lorceaux suppressed his 
instinct to snatch it back.  Blanc stared at the cross.  Lorceaux decided to go on the offensive. 
 
“It’s the Order of St John, isn’t it.”  That got a reaction – Blanc’s eyes snapped from the cross 
to him and narrowed. 
 
“Yes.”  A pause.  “Was his sword found?” 
 
Lorceaux pulled back another blanket on the wagon.  Under it were the twisted remains of a 
sword and a small crossbow.  Blanc nodded.  Lorceaux suddenly realised that the man had 
pocketed the cross with such skill that it had gone almost unnoticed.  Re-appraising Blanc, he 
decided there was probably a revolver concealed under the well-tailored but undistinguished 
jacket. 
 
“And the witnesses?” asked Blanc. 
 
“One teenage girl, slightly hurt in the blast and on her way to the hospital.  One middle-aged 
man, unhurt.  He pulled the girl free and was looking after her when my men arrived – he 
turned out to be a retired doctor.”  He paused to look at his notes.  “We have her name as 
Amelie – no surname yet, she’s in shock.  His name is Henri Chevalier.  All he could tell us 
was that he was passing, the girl was closer to the building, he saw her hit by the rubble and 
rushed to help.  His clothes were a bit torn and burned but he escaped injury.” 
 
As he said the words, it hit him.  Blanc saw it to. 
 
“His clothes were burned?  By what?  There is no fire outside of the rubble.  Where is he?” 
 
Lorceaux wanted to kick himself.   
 
“One of my men is taking him by carriage to Headquarters.  We can interview him there …” 
 
To his surprise, Blanc actually seemed amused. 
 
“I rather doubt that, Inspector.” 
 
… 
 
Some distance away, on a route that would take him nowhere near Sûreté Headquarters, the 
policeman driving the carriage muttered a few words in fluent Latin.  His grey-haired 
passenger replied in kind. 
 
“All went according to plan, sire?” asked the driver. 
 



“Almost” replied his passenger.  “Ventori and his thugs will not trouble us again.  We are 
avenged for their murder of Master Devereaux.  I assume the watchers were taken care of?” 
 
“Yes sire – two Swiss Guard marksmen on the rooftops watching the front and two more at 
the rear, positioned exactly where you expected them.  The only one of us injured was 
Sergeant-Brother Jerome but Chaplain-Brother Marvais reached him in time.  The police will 
doubtless find bloodstains but they will find no other evidence.” 
 
“They will find more in the rubble” the passenger responded.  “Although he took the bait the 
Cognoscenti was no fool.  They suffered a few casualties but circumvented most of the traps.  
Ventori still had five men with him when he found me.  From the look on his face, I think he 
may have realised who I was just before I pressed the detonator.” 
 
There was a pause. 
 
“Your pardon, sire, but you said ‘almost’ … ?” 
 
“Yes, the girl.  She must have been facing one of the windows – the glass shards tore her face 
to pieces.  I couldn’t leave her like that, which is why I was still there when the Inspector 
arrived.  But it was the right thing to do – perhaps she will see the world differently through 
her new eyes.” 
 
As he said this, the grey-haired man fingered the cross in his pocket, the one he’d taken from 
around the girl’s neck.  A Cognoscenti cross, marking her as one of their ‘martyrs’.  If he told 
any of his people that, one of them might decide to visit the girl’s hospital bed and do 
something misguided.  His war was – had been for so long – with the Vatican, not with their 
innocent dupes. 
 
The carriage turned into a deserted alleyway and stopped. 
 
… 
 
Lying in her hospital bed, Amelie’s mind was in turmoil.  Father Ventori had told her to wait 
outside the building and watch, then report what she saw to him or one of his fellow 
Inquisitors.  She should not have looked in the window.  She was sure she hadn’t heard the 
blast but she had definitely felt it lift her off her feet as the glass tore out her eyes.  Just as the 
numbness had begun to give way to pain, she’d heard a gentle voice and the pain had 
dissolved into a pleasant, warm sensation. 
 
“Open your eyes, child” the voice had said. 
 
Astonished that she had eyes to open, she’d done so.  Instead of the heavenly gates and St 
Peter, she had found herself looking at a blurred vision of a grey-haired man framed by the 
rubble of the building.  He’d touched her gently on the face and, with a strange tingling 
sensation, her vision had cleared.  The man’s clothing was ruined, he was covered in dust and 
he was spattered with blood.  But her gaze had been drawn to his eyes … they’d been unlike 
any eyes she’d ever looked into, though she couldn’t say why. 
 
“What is your name?” he had asked, gently. 
 



She’d just managed to stammer “Am … Amelie”. 
 
“Well, Amelie, your body will recover from this ordeal.  Whether your soul can also recover 
depends on you.  You have been given the gift of sight – open your eyes, truly open them, and 
look upon those who have claimed your life and service.  See them for what they really are.  
Then decide whether to live the rest of your life in servitude … or to be free.” 
 
At that point a policeman had arrived.  Dimly, she’d heard the man say that he was alright but 
that she was in shock and needed to go to hospital immediately.  The journey had been a blur. 
Who had the man been?  Where had he come from?  There’d been no-one else on the street 
and he couldn’t have come from the building, could he?  And what had he meant by his 
strange words?  The Cognoscenti had been her life since they had rescued her from the 
Parisienne slums as a child.  Father Ventori had been like a real father to her – or at least how 
she imagined a real father would be.  Yet no-one had ever spoken to her or touched her so 
gently.  Self-consciously, she raised her hands to her cheeks and froze.  They were 
unbandaged and unblemished.  She couldn’t even find the scar given to her by a drunk with a 
broken bottle when she was six.  What did all this mean?  Through her tears, she saw a Jesuit 
priest enter the ward and walk towards her bed.  She suddenly became conscious that her 
cross was no longer around her neck.  That seemed to mean something too. 
 
What in the name of God was she going to say? 
 
… 
 
The grey-haired man and his driver emerged from the sewers into an unlit cellar.  In the 
darkness several men waited, guns aimed, until the passwords had been exchanged.  Then 
they bowed dutifully and the man went upstairs.  It was a tall building and its roof was not 
overlooked.  There he stripped off, washed himself and changed into the simple white 
garments which he preferred, bearing the familiar red cross.  His driver, now similarly attired, 
emerged onto the roof. 
 
“Will there be anything else, Grand Master?” 
 
Hugue de Payens smiled at him. 
 
“Not today, thank you, Brother.  I will meditate here for a while, I think.” 
 
He turned his face skywards; he rarely had the chance to enjoy the feeling of the warm spring 
sun on his face. 
 


