
Chapter 1

Provence, France

The unexpected vibration of my phone startled me, and I immediately regretted bringing it out here.

I should have left it tucked in my jacket draped over the chair or dropped it carelessly on the kitchen

counter. As it was, only a few people had this particular number, and I wasn’t expecting a call from

any of them. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to hear from Phil or Gwen or Elliot or Alison—all good

people whom I would call friends—but not at this moment.

I’d been enjoying my evening of quiet reflection, lost in my thoughts, mulling over what had

happened and pondering what I was going to do next. I needed to do something; I couldn’t hide

away forever, even if the idea was mildly appealing. I needed to get on with my life and my work, and

just a few moments ago before this distraction, some acceptable ideas had started to percolate.

The phone vibrated again, rattling on the table next to me. And the caller ID showed

Restricted, which made it even more bothersome, particularly now and especially here.

The south of France—with its beautiful beaches, superb wine, decadent women, and

unbridled past—was where I went to escape or relax. It was a little of both this go around. Amidst

the centuries-old villages, I could read, eat, flirt with socializing, and recharge. I was content here,

and after a few days or weeks, I would be fortified to thrust myself into the breach and face the big

bad world.

I watched the phone vibrate once more—three times now—and debated whether to let it go

to voicemail. I preferred that option. It was the better option. I didn’t want to talk to anyone.

Although I had my friends and colleagues and acquaintances and could attempt a front of affable

charm now and again, in my truest form I was quiet, preferring the conversations in my head to

those with actual human beings.

I was a historian and I preferred books to . . . well . . . just about everything. Books didn’t

need anything, just to be read and understood. They embodied a conversation with the author that

was codified with ink on paper, there to be surveyed and contemplated and always available. People,

on the other hand, tended to be complicated and unpredictable, some exhaustingly so.

But there it went again. My phone. Four rings now.

Voicemail, I thought. If the call was important, the person would leave a message or ring

back, right?

But . . .



The phone vibrated once more, the noise jarring as it clattered on the patio table, demanding

attention like the obnoxious party guest who spoke too loudly for the room and who no one could

avoid. I think everyone has encountered those individuals at one moment or another.

And again—it vibrated.

Dammit.

I threw back the last of my wine and snatched up the phone. “Hello?”

“Hello. Am I speaking with Professor William Dresden of Princeton University?” asked a

woman’s voice I didn’t recognize. She had a British accent and a confident tone, like one accustomed

to chucking authority around.

“May I ask who’s calling?” I replied.

“My name is Adeline, and I have something urgent to chat with the professor about.”

“Okay,” I replied, remaining polite but noting that she hadn’t offered a last name.

“Are you Professor Dresden?” she asked again.

“I am.”

“Good. Glad I reached you.”

“What can I do for you?”

“I’ll get right to the point. Neither of us like having our time wasted,” the woman began.

“My organization needs your assistance. We’re aware that for the past few years you’ve been

researching the lives of some lesser-known men from the nineteenth century. You’ve argued that

they were driving forces during Europe’s imperial era, and you recently gave a talk in Washington,

D.C., about them. You caused quite a bit of controversy.”

I didn’t respond but she was right. My latest research had indeed caused a pompous cabal to

descend from the Ivory Tower who were intent on ripping up my life’s work. By focusing on the

people that surrounded the famous personalities of the past—rather than the statesmen and generals

themselves—I’d shown that the aides and deputies of history were often as influential as the

principals. They worked behind the scenes, pushing here and whispering there, orchestrating events

according to their own designs and those of their masters. Their obscurity was their power, and

these lesser-known individuals had intrigued me for the past twenty years or so.

Sadly, in recent months, more than a few scholars—people I would call my peers—had

attacked my conclusions, picking apart my research methods and analysis and even my misplaced

commas. Some went so far as to call me second-rate, which I will admit hurt.



It wasn’t all that surprising, I suppose. For those who’d devoted themselves to being the

renowned authority on the likes of Napoleon or Roosevelt, my analysis had called into question their

life’s work. One historian from George Washington University even accused me of fabricating my

research, although nothing could be further from the truth. That comment truly shocked me,

something I’d not encountered before and never in all my years of academia heard leveled in front of

an audience.

To say it had been an uncomfortable time would have put it too gently.

Thus, I wondered what side of the argument this woman was on and what she wanted. The

prospect of thrashing out some minor point of no real consequence didn’t entice me. And in my

current state, if provoked, I’d likely pop off and say something I’d regret. Being kind was one of life’s

most important qualities, my dear mother had always said, and I agreed with her. But after a drink or

two I could become a little edgy, which might be good or bad, depending on your perspective.

“From my own work,” the woman continued, “and in light of what you claim to have

uncovered about these men, I have some documents I think you should see.”

“Is that so? May I ask what they’re about?”

“They pertain to a small group of men of the same era and caliber that you lectured on.

Their actions connected.”

“Could you be more specific, please?” I asked, now thinking the woman may not have called

to put me on the rack. She had another angle, though it was still unclear. Maybe she was nuts. “You

said your name was Adeline, and you represent who?”

“I’d rather not say anything more on the phone. All I can tell you is that the papers have

been secreted away for a long time. The information they contain, coupled with events in recent

years, suggests we’re facing a revived threat to both Europe and America.”

I sat up. “What? What are you talking about?”

“This may sound bizarre, but you must believe me. What I’m referring to is highly sensitive.”

“I don’t understand. What information?”

“I shouldn’t say any more right now. I need you to trust me.”

“Trust you?”

“We shouldn’t discuss anything else. It’s too dangerous. We must meet in person.”

“Too dangerous? Who are you and how did you get this number?”



I raised out of my chair and scanned the backyard of the villa. It was sunset and the shadows

were dancing underneath the Aleppo Pines that dotted the hills. I felt the hair on the back of my

neck stand up and, for a reason I could not explain, I wondered if I was being watched.

“Professor Dresden, I’ve no doubt you’re aware that Europe is facing numerous concerning

challenges. An immigration crisis, climate impact, a resurgence of ethno-nationalists movements,

Russia hammering on the eastern door . . . We need to meet tomorrow morning. Everything will

become clear once we speak.”

I didn’t know how to respond. The woman wasn’t making sense. It was as if she’d drenched

me with a mass of my own personal strife threaded with societal chaos and nonsense, intending to

frighten or motivate me, I couldn’t tell. All I could muster was, “Thank you for the call, Miss . . .

Adeline. But I’m going to hang up now. Have a good—”

“Professor, wait. There’s more. I wanted to tell you this in person, but,” she paused. “I have

information about the death of your father. It was no accident.”

I slowly sat back down, her words reverberating in my ears, my chest suddenly going hollow.

My father had died over twenty years ago in a car crash outside Paris. Images of a crumpled car and

emergency workers scrambling about flashed through my mind. “What are you talking about? What

do you know about my father?”

“Meet me tomorrow morning at eight at Le Trastevere in Villefranche-sur Mer. It’s on the

water. Do you know it?”

“Yes,” I said without thinking. It was a restaurant in a small coastal town east of Nice.

“Good. See you then.”

The line went dead, but I kept the phone to my ear and stared across the countryside at the

setting sun. I lost track of time, unable to form a coherent thought. The

woman—Adeline—everything she’d said was at once a blur but jostled with vivid points of intense

clarity . . . painful memories.

I interlaced my fingers on top of my head and pressed my palms against my temples, trying

to stop the whirls of my thoughts.

Then, like one emerging from a storm, I grasped what just happened—what she’d done.

Son of a bitch.

I’d just been cold-pitched—approached without circumstance or context, and done in a

manner so as to demand subsequent contact. It was how professionals orchestrated meetings when

there was no logical reason for an introduction. Except this woman had done it using fear and pain,



knowing enough about me to zero in on issues no normal person would have any idea about unless

I’d shared it with them.

As everything began to crystallize, I then realized it was the combination of what the woman

had said that was most unsettling.

I was a European historian and, by definition, my work—my life—focused on the past, not

the present. Yet she’d brought up my lecture and said something about how it was connected to

Europe’s current struggles . . . good Lord.

What could she possibly have to show me? What connected my work with the problems of

today?

I had no idea.

As for my father—what did she mean his death was no accident? What else could it have

been?

It had been nearly two decades since I’d put the man in the ground, and it had taken another

year to close the man’s affairs and move on. My father—Ambassador Karl Dresden—had been an

asshole, and I had no desire to reminisce.

A clap of thunder off in the distance brought me back. I glanced at my watch and saw it was

getting late.

Leaning forward, I looked at the half-empty bottle of wine on the table that I’d been working

on since dinner. It was a good vintage from a local winemaker, a Rhone blend, full-bodied and

earthy, but I debated switching to scotch. I needed something stronger and no longer cared if

someone was lurking about. If they were going to do something, they would have already done it.

Taking one last look at the call log on my phone, I snatched up the wine bottle and my

empty glass and walked back into the villa. The stone walls were cracked and weathered, and the

neglected hedges had overgrown what little there was of a patio.

The place hadn’t always been like this—dilapidated and forgotten. I’d spent several summers

here as a child doing what young boys do, and I and my dear Olivia had come twice a year ever since

we first met. She possessed a heart-stopping smile when she gazed through the backdoor across the

fields. But that was a long time ago.

I made my way across the terracotta floor of the sitting room to the sideboard and opened

the bottle of Balvenie. I filled a tumbler with a treble, downed half of it, swirled my glass, and

finished the rest.

Shouldn’t discuss anything else over the phone. What the hell does that mean?



I poured myself a second glass—just a double this time—ran my fingers through my hair,

and dropped down on the leather sofa. I leaned back, sinking into the cushion, and squeezed the

bridge of my nose. When I opened my eyes, I beheld the painting above the stone fireplace. It was a

landscape by Albert Bierstadt, an original, and one of the artist’s lesser-known pieces depicting the

Swiss Alps, painted in 1856. It had been in my family for years.

The interplay between light and darkness was masterful. The snowcapped mountains were

brilliantly lit, and the gentle slope of a hill was lush with grass and evergreens. But there were

crevices and depths that were nearly black. I had always considered those places the unknown,

hiding something sinister, like a troll or an evil wizard. A child’s imagination.

I took another drink of my scotch and tossed my phone on the coffee table. I closed my eyes

and tried to block out the memories that Adeline had resurrected.


