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        Sardinia, Italy

      

      

      Valerio Rocca moved forward quietly, half-crouched, to join his watchman not far from the headland. Night-vision goggles distorted the man's face, further obscuring his silhouette. From any other vantage, both men would be invisible except to someone equally equipped, and the pounding waves below covered most sounds.

      "Signore. There's been a boat," the watchman whispered, "In the bay, two days this week. Fishing poles, but not fish. Now this."

      "You were right to call me." Pulling on his own night-vision goggles, Valerio focused on the cliffside leading up from the bay. A solitary figure moved there, working slowly up the rock with a climber's deliberate skill. By day, the coastline of Sardinia attracted plenty of fisherman, sunbathers, and yes, rock climbers scrambling the canyons, boulders and ridges. By day, not by night.

      "So?" The watchman indicated the high-powered rifle by his side, but Valerio shook his head.

      "Too quick, and we learn nothing." He scanned the bay and the surrounding sweep of cliffs. The climber arrived by boat, or by diving. Valerio guessed the latter, the ultimate in clandestine recon. "No back-up?"

      "None I've seen, Signore, and nothing on the sensors."

      Whoever this was, they knew security was high, but they didn't know how high. They were about to find out. "Let's go."

      Leaving the watchman to shoulder his rifle, Valerio hustled through the low brush and rough stone around the rim of the bay. This man wanted the top of the cliff so badly? Let him come.

      They followed goat tracks past the remains of a concrete bunker, then an older stone hut, traveling faster when they hit the circuit trail where soldiers once trained. This climber might've been a good one, adept at such a demanding skill and willing to take the risk. For what? He'd find out.

      With a sharp gesture, Valerio slowed their approach. He dare not risk a stone falling, or the sound of their steps to alert the climber below. In a moment, they'd come to the curve and lose sight of the man completely.

      Valerio signaled the watchman to stop and resume his surveillance while he went on alone, controlling every breath. Stars hung poised above him, the Lord's grace looking down upon His servants. Periodically, he glanced back, and the watchman signaled for him to go a little further, then held up a palm to halt Valerio, just at the near edge of the airstrip that carved into the terrain.

      The watchman held up one hand, fingers spread wide. After a moment, he lowered one finger. A moment longer, another finger. The climber was close.

      Valerio listened hard, discerning the scrape of metal on stone as the climber placed a piece of gear. He'd be on a rope, climbing carefully up, the line secured, then ready to rappel back down again much faster than he'd come. Or not.

      A puff of breath from below, then another scrape and a muffled jingle. The man's gear must be carefully prepared. A dark edge of stone marked the abrupt end of the runway, with only the glint of white capping the waves in the distance. Another breath, followed by a hand topping the slope, fingers gripping about four feet from where Valerio waited, his own hands free.

      With another grunt, the climber pushed upward, most of an arm now atop the cliff, then his other hand joining it, his head rising, a cap pulled low across his brow.

      Valerio's hand shot out and he grabbed the man's wrist, hauling him upward. The climber started to scream, then bit down on the cry as Valerio rolled him onto the rough ground.

      The climber kicked upward, aiming for his assailant, but his own rope tangled his leg. Keeping the man's arm high, Valerio landed hard on the man's sternum with his knee, pinning him and cracking ribs, dislodging a camera strapped to his chest.

      This time, the climber made no sound, though his face crumpled in pain. Truly, an admirable discipline.

      "Che cosa vuoi?" Valerio demanded.

      The man clenched his jaw, blinking furiously in pain, but he didn't answer.

      Valerio wrenched the captive wrist, winning a satisfying snap that made a few tears streak from the man's eyes. "Che cosa vuoi? Chi sei?"

      As Valerio ground the broken bone, the man whimpered low in his throat, but his jaw knotted even tighter. He wouldn't speak, even enough to betray his country of origin. Valerio ran his hand down the man's chest, sides and waist, groping for anything he might be carrying. A climbing harness with a few bits of equipment, carefully swaddled, the compact sports camera, a small tactical flashlight. Nothing else.

      The man thrashed, bringing up both legs, managing a knee to Valerio's spine. The climber's free hand grabbed for his assailant.

      Valerio shoved free, rolling the climber face down, maintaining his grip and imprisoning the climber's hand beneath him. Again, this elicited a groan, but not even an oath. Worthless. Valerio pulled up an arms' length of the rope and gripped it in his teeth. Using the blade concealed in his belt, he cut free the rope from the man's harness, then took it from between his lips.

      "In nomine patris, et fillii, et spiritus sancti," he whispered.

      The climber stiffened beneath him, giving a quiet sob. Valerio looped the rope around the man's throat, whipping a quick knot, one-handed, just the way he practiced. A skill this very climber could appreciate at any moment but now.

      Hauling the man to his feet by the back of his neck, Valerio braced for the struggle that came, and bodily lifted the climber from the ground, then dropped him over the edge.

      The man screamed as he gained speed. The rope hesitated only an instant at the first piece of gear, then it pinged free of the cliff with a wink of metal and the man plunged downward.

      Ping. Ping. Ping, the rope slithered down the cliff face, gathering momentum, its passenger helpless to stop himself. Helpless even to know when he would stop.

      Would he fall all the way to the sea, to smash and drown among the rocks? Would the rope catch and strangle him, leaving the body to hang as a warning to those who might follow?

      Ping. Ping. One last ping, followed by a soggy thump and the cessation of screaming.

      Silendo Libertatem Servo.

      Valerio replaced his knife, and wiped his palms as he walked away.
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        Somerville, Massachusetts

        Bone Guard HQ

      

      

      Grant Casey took one look at the box on the desk and shouted, "Everybody down! Behind your desks--go, go go!"

      The other three people in the office stopped short, then D.A. and Nick complied immediately, diving for their specially reinforced office furniture. Grant dropped low as well, his mind racing with possibility. Susan, the sole employee still standing, clutched the rest of the mail close to her chest, isolated at the center of the high brick loft that housed the Bone Guard offices.

      "It's just a box," she said, her voice echoing slightly. "If UPS can handle it, surely we can?"

      "Yeah, and that was just an order, Susan. Get with the program!" D.A. hollered from her hiding place. She shot Grant a look that suggested a pink slip in Susan's future. Grant held up his palm in a gesture of peace. Susan had been a partially trained field agent for her adoptive father. She lacked the combat experience the rest of them shared.

      "You saw the box delivered?" he asked.

      "Yes, sir. I tried to take it from the driver's hands, but it's pretty heavy, so I let him carry it."

      "That's not making me feel better." Still, Grant let his back rest against the file drawers and gave a sharp whistle.

      From the inner office, something jingled, followed by the prompt clicking of claws across the old wood floors. Tongue lolling and tail raised, Ginger trotted straight toward him and dropped her rump, gazing at him with alert adoration. Grant tried very hard not to get attached to the dog. Should've told Nick to choose a less appealing animal, without those floppy, velvety ears. Sheesh.

      "Ginger, recon." He pointed to the desk behind him.

      She leapt up, immediately all business as she circled around, sniffing, then returned to him and lay down, Sphinx-pose and perfectly relaxed. Okay, no explosives or other known hazards. Could be something unknown, but that seemed unlikely. "Good girl," Grant said. "Stand down."

      Grant rose, dusting off his dark pants.

      Feathery tail wagging, the dog leapt up and ran across the office to find Nick, whose gale of laughter and protest rang through the space. He pushed himself to standing, holding a thick rope toy in one hand as Ginger tugged and twisted at the other end, taking the playtime she'd earned. His grin split his face, then he managed a more solemn demeanor. "What's the brief?"

      "Return address is the Rockefeller Foundation, and it's addressed to Professor Engel, care of us."

      "Rockefeller?" D.A. emerged from her spot to join him at the desk.

      Grant stared down at the box, a rectangular cardboard carton showing considerable scuffing, more so than a New York delivery would imply, but the customs document and seals were in Italian. Origin:  Lake Como.

      "Okay, Chief, I'm lost," Nick admitted, letting Ginger tug free the toy and dash off with it to her bed in the other room. He straightened to his full height of 6'4" and strolled over, showing the slightest hitch from his prosthetic leg. "Somebody got the wrong address." He shrugged. "Why the response?"

      "Professor Engel's a real guy, that's true, but I borrowed his name for an op back in Arizona."

      That brought Nick's head up, eyes glinting. Grant only survived in the desert thanks to Gooney, and barely made it home from that adventure after he and D.A. ended up isolated in the Caribbean with a boat full of Nazis, both neo- and old-school.

      "The Warden," D.A. breathed. She reached toward the box with an attitude almost reverential.

      "That's the Nazi woman behind those supremacists you took down?" Nick glared at the package.

      "You got it. Rockefeller's part of her cover story, and she's the only one who'd identify that name with me. The question is, what is she sending, and what does she want in return?"

      Even without a bomb, the box took on a menacing glow. It might well conceal something much more dangerous and just as explosive.
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      They drew up around the desk, staring down at the box. "You gonna open it, Chief?" D.A. muttered.

      "You know you want to," said Nick. "It's like Nazi Christmas."

      "That's what I'm afraid of." Grant regarded the box, an unwelcome intrusion from the past several layers deep. He'd formed a tenuous detente with the Warden, to help her find the bones of Peking Man, then quietly undermined the effort and turned over the location to the Chinese, by way of the woman who saved Gooney's life. The Chinese kept to themselves, perhaps unwilling to admit the chain of evidence that led through a Nazi U-boat.

      So. Where did that leave him? Did the Warden still regard him as a sort of pet, an amusingly clever example of a lesser species, or had her admiration moved beyond that? Or had she found out about the double-cross that placed her prize in foreign hands? If this box represented Nazi Christmas, he was pretty sure who'd get crucified later. Was he ready for another trip to the Lazarus Club?

      Susan held out a box cutter. "If the danger is not directly hazardous..."

      Grant accepted. Strings and tape bound the box as if it had, truly, been sent from another era. He opened the flaps cautiously, though he doubted the sender would stoop to a method of mass destruction Ginger wouldn't sniff out. On the contrary, the Warden preferred things subtle, and wasn't afraid to play the long game. Here, then, would be her latest gambit.

      At the top lay a crisp envelope, laid paper, with the same pseudonym spelled out in a strong hand. Underneath, old books with blue or brown covers.

      "Nazi book club?" Nick plucked the letter off the top and handed it to Grant, then removed one of the volumes. It smelled of stale rooms. D.A. lifted a volume of her own, frowned, and turned it over, muttering something that wasn't in English. She opened the back cover, and froze, lips parted.

      Letter in one hand, Grant dropped the envelope back on the table, and touched her elbow. "Hey, have a seat."

      Nick pushed a chair up behind her, guiding her into it, the book in his hand discarded.

      Susan said, "Should I get some water?"

      At Grant's nod, Susan trotted toward the cooler. Squatting before D.A.'s chair, Grant looked into her face. "What's up, D.A.? Ghost got your tongue?"

      She managed a laugh, then held up the book. Not backward, as he'd first supposed, but rather, Hebrew. A yellowing title page showed Hebrew script with its right-to-left lines in a distinctive calligraphic style.

      "Okay. Not the gift you'd expect from a Nazi," he allowed. Maybe not something to faint over though, especially for someone like D.A. who'd been through a dozen combat zones that he knew of. "Spell it out for us."

      Susan pressed a glass of water into D.A.'s hand, and she took a swallow before she indicated the inside of the cover where a blue diamond stamp marked the spotted end paper. "This book is from the Jewish Community Library at Rome, one of the oldest collections of Hebrew works in Europe."

      "So the Warden expects us to return her library books?" Nick flapped open another book and found the same mark. Then rifled through the next few. "I'm surprised she can read Hebrew."

      "You don't understand," D.A. said. "The archive was packed up by the Nazis in 1943 and shipped off for further study, hoping to prove the superiority of the Aryan race through analyzing Jewish literature."

      They'd wanted the Peking Man remains for similar reasons. "That tracks," Grant said. "Where's the library now?"

      "That's just my point." D.A. rapped her glass onto the desktop. "It hasn't been seen for eighty years. Nobody knows where it is." She waved a hand, looking flustered. "Okay, not exactly. Two volumes have shown up in an archive in New York, but that's it. Thousands of volumes, missing since the war. Until now." She held up the book, her shaky hand growing strong as iron. "How'd the Warden get hold of these? And where are the rest?"

      "Let's see what she says." Grant sat back on his heels and unfolded the letter, then read aloud, "My dear professor, I trust this finds you well, and enjoying a well-deserved respite from your usual adventures. Sitting back with a dry martini, perhaps?'" Grant smiled and Nick shook his head.

      "You don't drink, Chief. Thought everybody knew that."

      "Private joke," Grant told him, then continued, "'The contents of this package have recently come to my attention, and they indicated a line of research I thought you and your associates might be interested in pursuing. All expenses paid, within reason, of course. I do hope you'll consider the offer, else it may become necessary to resort to an agent who lacks your careful touch.

      "'Please call at your earliest convenience, given that I am currently UTC + 2. All best, the Warden."
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        Liguria, Italy

      

      

      Valerio sighted down his Beretta and envisioned a communist's head. Between heartbeats, he squeezed the trigger. With a shattering of clay, the amphora burst into pieces that tumbled and rocked on the patio, capturing fragments of sunlight. Grazie Dio.

      He shifted his aim a little to the right, and fired again. A second amphora exploded with a satisfying puff of dust, this one a little further away. Grazie Dio.   One must be ready, even now. Especially now, with communist aggression on the rise in too many places. Valerio aimed again, stifled a yawn, and squeezed off the shot. Another communist disguised as a pagan vessel succumbed to his God-given skill.

      In truth, these preparedness drills became tedious. Too long had passed since one of the Lord's enemies came before him, but he would not allow his gift to degrade. What happened a couple weeks ago on Sardinia hardly allowed him to offer his full talents before the glory of the Lord.

      Valerio paused for a sip of wine. Not bad, a little tart perhaps. From the new vineyard. The old stock took differently in this terroir. Perhaps it needed more fertilizer of the organic sort.

      He gestured with his gun for Cosimo to set up another vessel, this one embellished with figures of naked men. Aiming for an especially offensive bit, he blew away the heathen artifact, then took another sip of wine.

      With a wave of his hand, Cosimo drew Valerio's attention, then pointed back toward the villa. The ancient estate occupied a well graded slope of vines with a view toward the Apennines and a distant scattering of towns marked by church spires and the occasional monastery. From Genoa, he could reach Rome in a matter of hours, or from the harbor just downhill, he could be at Sardinia in barely more time. The patio stretched along the terrace in one direction, with the house proper thrusting the other, mounting in courses of stonework that glowed beneath the brilliant sun, windows winking like a hundred knowing eyes as they kept watch over his family's lands.

      From the grand, arched doorway nearest, two people emerged, walking briskly, but not hurrying. Nothing should be done in a hurry, but with deliberate care, a value he made sure to instill in his staff and regular visitors.

      Valerio replaced the pistol in its case. Visitors likely meant he'd have to allow Cosimo to clean the weapon. He plucked off the headset that protected his hearing and set it down on the velvet alongside the gun case, then took up a silk cloth and wiped his brow. The pair made their way out to him, the leader's Carabinieri uniform looking dire and black under the vivid sun.

      "Si, Valerio, already it's too hot," said the officer with a grin. "I was surprised when Agnetta said you'd be here in the sunshine." He gestured toward the broken vessels. "But I see you've been out here, making work for her staff, and perhaps reducing it for the archaeologists, eh?"

      Valerio began to regret having set down the gun. "And so you've come to make conversation."

      The man's grin flinched. His gaze flicked toward the shards of old pottery, and Valerio could almost follow the thoughts that stirred behind those eyes. A few vessels like that could fetch good money at the flea market, or get him a finders' fee to guide those archaeologists to a location where more could be found. So many ways a policeman could supplement his salary.

      "What do you want, Enzio?"

      "Oh, no, for myself, nothing, just to bring someone for an introduction, that's all." Enzio made a flourish of his hand toward the newcomer, a crisply dressed blond gentleman, a cold-weather variety, if Valerio had ever seen one, out of place on the slopes of Italy.

      "Buon giorno. To what do I owe the pleasure?" Valerio did not extend his hand.

      The newcomer frowned, then said, "German, or English, if you please?"

      Cosimo had strolled closer in the meantime, standing at the ready, and raised an eyebrow at this. So close to the northern border, Austrian visitors were not uncommon, and Germans likewise, but to come here, to find him at his country estate?

      Valerio said, in English, and without the patina of grace, "What do you want?"

      Introductions often began with "Who are you" but Valerio found that most people would prevaricate. The "what" often led him to the "who", more properly, to "who are you with" in the web of associations, personal and professional, that might connect someone with him.

      The German's eyes narrowed, and he cut a glance to the other two men, Cosimo and the police officer. Interesting.

      "We are among friends. You may speak freely."

      "I see. I am here on behalf someone who wishes to visit Sardinia, and suggests that you may have a key to a certain property there."

      Valerio lifted his glass of wine and sipped. "I am entrusted with keys to many things, my friend, I can't simply loan them out to anyone who asks."

      "My employer is a friend of Edda's." The blond man's eyebrows arched expectantly.

      Valerio managed to sip again, and set down his glass without a hint of the tremor that shot through him. He then managed a smile. "Well, then, I should offer you a glass." Cosimo moved promptly to comply, retrieving a second wine glass from the outdoor bar and returning to pour, holding it out to their guest as Valerio told him,  "You will not find it so sweet as those of the Rhine, but it's hard to have a vintage more local."

      "Danke." The German accepted his glass while the Italian policeman looked on like an apostate at Communion, shut out of the most precious rituals.

      "So, who is this Edda? Do I know her?" Enzio inquired, smiling again.

      Valerio reached to the table as if to take up the bottle, and Enzio grinned encouragingly, beads of sweat oozing along his obsequious cheeks.

      Instead, Valerio lifted the Beretta and pulled the trigger, smooth and casual, from the hip, a shot that moved upward through the policeman's chest with a sudden blossom of red, as if he had been given his wine and had, unfortunately, spilled it down his chest in a growing stain. The officer choked and his knees buckled.

      The German glanced down, then back. "A fine shot."

      Valerio raised his glass in salute, and both men drank.
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      Grant met D.A.'s eye. "You want me to call."

      Nick leaned forward. "From what you've said, the woman's dangerous, she wants something we don't know yet, and she's setting us up for something we don't have enough intel to anticipate. No calls." Nick spread his hands. "Sorry, D.A., the stuff's been missing a heckin' long time, it can stay missing a little longer. Maybe get the Warden to leave it to the Chief in her will."

      Touching the package, Susan said, "She's got the address, and she'll know from the records it was delivered. I don't see any harm in calling."

      "You didn't see any harm to opening the box," Nick pointed out.

      Through the whole exchange, D.A. leafed silently through the book in her hand, the pages slowly turning the opposite direction. "It's a commentary on a lost work by Maimonides," she murmured at last.

      "How many lives is it worth?" Nick asked.

      D.A. shot upward, startling him back into a reflexive guard position. Given her stature, she looked like David confronting Goliath. "How many lives were already lost? You have any idea the heritage those people destroyed?" She thrust the book at him. "This library represents the collected wisdom of two thousand years of the Jewish people."

      He sank down to sit on the desktop, the box at his back, his hands shifting from reaction to pleading. "D.A. I'm not denying the wrongs done to your culture and your nation. I just don't know that this, that us taking on a mission like this, changes any of that."

      "If we could return something of what was lost," she said, her voice gone hoarse, "anything, I'd call the number myself." She cut Grant a bitter look. "But I don't think she'd talk to me."

      Given how the Warden had treated her when they met, she wasn't wrong. Grant was lucky the Warden didn't find him so far beneath contempt. If luck were the right word for whatever fragile trust they shared. "This is what we do, what the Bone Guard stands for: defending cultural history." Grant touched Nick's arm. "We won't go into anything without our eyes wide open, but it's worth a phone call to assess the risk."

      "Right." Nick stood up and tipped his head at D.A. "Seems like you and me catalog this delivery, see if there's anything else to learn from the contents. Susan helps the Chief record his call and get down any info they can."

      "Should be me on the headset," D.A. protested.

      "I know, but I can't read Hebrew."

      "What about your three o'clock to discuss that salvage project?" Susan asked.

      "Maybe this won't take too long--if I have to hang up on a Nazi." Grant beckoned her toward the inner office where the enclosed space and sound baffles made it easier to get a solid recording. He placed the letter on his desk and waited for Susan to indicate readiness at her console, her headset already on.

      His desk, a reproduction of the Resolute desk from the White House, had been a gift of the team, spending money they probably had better uses for, but he received it in good grace, even though he refused to recreate famous presidential poses at the company's Independence Day celebration. Ginger raised her furry eyebrows from the bed next to his desk, then gave a sigh of contentment and a soft wag of her tail.

      At the console, Susan nodded.

      Grant pulled on a headset of his own, prepping a new workspace on his computer, and took a deep breath before he dialed the number. A man's voice answered, "Guten tag."

      "Good afternoon to you," Grant replied in English. "This is Professor Engel from Harvard University. I was asked to call this number on behalf of a contact at the Rockefeller Foundation."

      "Ah. One moment please."

      The sound quality crackled slightly, unusual with contemporary technology, and no hold music or even dead space followed. Instead, Grant picked up the slosh of water, and a soft bell. Interesting. Across the room, Susan's fingers flew over a keypad, working her technical magic--D.A.'s really, but on loan to the other woman--to track the call.

      Footfalls echoed softly, and a woman's voice said, "Danke," off the line, then, "Good day, Professor. Or is it time we should lay aside the facade?" A warm, familiar tone, almost intimate. Was she still thinking of him as her pet or her pool boy?

      "Given that I still don't know your name, Ms. Warden, it's hard to know the right answer to that question."

      "Ah, Mr. Casey, I have missed our little chats."

      Across the way, Susan's eyebrows rose.

      "Thanks for the delivery. That was unexpected, to say the least."

      "I presume at least one of your associates would appreciate them in a way that I do not."

      Grant idly sketched a new tattoo design on the pad on his desk, a potential stamp on his visa to enter the Lazarus club. "And yet, your letter implies you'd like to hire me for a job related to the package. Makes me wonder what your interest is."

      "Mmm. Then you won't take idle curiosity for an answer."

      Grant waited, and she sighed softly. "I thought not. A large number of items moved over great distances during that period of time, and many have not returned. Where one missing item may be found, often there are more. It is the more that interests me."

      The sketchpad showed a partial image, then a bookshelf merging into a swastika. Grant dropped the pencil. "Translation:  the Nazis stole a lot of things, and most of them were never returned. Sometimes because the owners were dead."

      Another sigh, this one longer. "Aside from the library in question, the items I most keenly wish to see belong to Germany itself. If this research should uncover any other items possessed of any known provenance, you may repatriate as you see fit."

      The magnitude of the offer made his throat dry and his hands still. How many other libraries, museums, private collections remained missing after the Nazis rampaged through the treasures of Europe, pocketing whatever they liked? Any known provenance. The phrase rolled through his mind and he jotted it on the pad.

      "You should be calling the Monuments Men; they'd be all over this." Since the middle of World War II, the Monuments Men had worked to protect, assess and return looted artworks, a task carried on into the twenty-first century by a foundation of the same name. One of Grant's inspirations, albeit on a more academic level.

      "The reasons are several, Mr. Casey." The soft clink of ice cubes in glass accompanied her pause. "First, I believe this project is precisely suited to your interests and abilities. Regarding the Monuments Men...I do not think they would be moved by the sort of evidence that I might present. And there are additional complications."

      "Complications like your desire to remain effectively anonymous, and presumably hold back evidence for your own purposes. What else?"

      "Rather blunt, Mr. Casey." Her voice cooled considerably.

      Well, if you want blunt..."By your way of thinking, so far as I know, I shouldn't even exist. I'm the product of multiple miscegenation, a mongrel from way back."

      "Even a flawed tool has its uses, Mr. Casey," she replied. "I believe, for you, this could be one of them. And you do have, if I'm not mistaken, some Aryan heritage."

      As if that removed the taint of his other ancestry, or somehow made him fit for what she had in mind. She meant no insult--to her, the superiority of some races was patently obvious. If the Bone Guard signed on for this, they'd be tacitly agreeing to play the role she gave them. Not that they'd play it happily or without irony.

      "You referenced my abilities. Pretty sure that an unfinished history degree isn't my primary credential for this job. You need someone to take a certain kind of action, and be willing to shoulder considerable physical risks. You didn't call a private detective or a burglar."

      "I need someone more trustworthy and discreet than the last organization I employed for such work."

      On the mission that almost got him killed a couple of times and actually did kill Gooney, only to have him revived by the sheriff who became his new partner, because the Warden's contractor went a little nuts. Not the highest bar to exceed. "I'm flattered, Ms. Warden. Who else is looking?"

      "If we're careful and the winds are fair, nobody."

      "And if not?"

      She drew a deep breath. "Are you familiar with Operation Gladio?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Warehouse district

        Rome,  Italy

      

      

      Domenic DiMarzio--Dom to his friends, when he had any other than Jacinta--looked up from his computer screen to find an impatient older man standing in front of him. "Scusa?"

      "The clerk says you are the manager, and they cannot find my order." The man thrust a cellphone into Dom's face, displaying a pick-up notice. Dom pushed his glasses up and flicked a glance over the screen. So many of these new clerks didn't bother to look. If the item weren't behind the counter, they just sent people through to his office so they could go back to playing whatever the latest game was. Surely not as engaging as the research currently occupying his own computer screen and kept carefully turned away from customers or his uncle when he bothered to supervise the daily operation.

      He pushed out of his chair. "Over here, Signore."

      Edging between the stacks of papers and uneven file drawers that defined his "office" Dom emerged into the main aisle of the antiques warehouse and pointed toward a large frame wrapped in several layers of brown paper, with bubble wrap beneath.

      "Are you sure?" the man eyed the package suspiciously. "Do we open it?"

      "Your notice gives the size." Dom shrugged.

      The man unpinched his screen a few times and his eyebrows edged upward. "You look at it only once, don't you need to check?" He pushed the phone forward again.

      Hitting a buzzer on the wall, Dom summoned the clerk from the front desk. "Signore Fellini requires help with his package."

      "How do you even know my name?" The man's expression moved from confusion to worry in an instant.

      "He's like that. Dom is magic for the words," the clerk told him with a Roman shrug that rolled from one shoulder to another. "If he could be magic with the lottery numbers, this would be more helpful, eh?" He heaved the large painting from its place. "Where to, Signore?"

      With one more backward glance, the customer followed the clerk out of the warehouse, and Dom took his magic back behind the counter and marked the package as retrieved.

      He was working out how to structure the information in his next chapter, recording sources to use in the endnotes, when his phone rang. Dom blinked at it and ruffled a hand through his curls. The storefront phone hadn't rung, so this must be a direct call. He clicked "save" again as the phone rang a second time. The plastic handset probably deserved its own position among the antiques lining the shelves behind him. Tentatively, he picked it up. "Buon giorno?"

      A bold voice said, in English, "Is this Domenic DiMarzio, the author?"

      Dom flicked a glance toward the front office. Was the clerk having a joke on him? "This is my name, but perhaps not who you're looking for?"

      "You maintain the wiki on World War II conspiracy theories."

      He jerked upright, blinking at his owlish reflection in a framed map of the Eastern front. "How do you get this number?"

      "Look, I don't have a lot of time. I've got your books downloading, but if you'd answer some questions in the meantime, that'd be great. I'm happy to send you a consultation fee--PayPal or venmo or whatever. Hundred bucks an hour do you?"

      Dom leaned back in his chair, the aging mechanism squealing, and took a deep breath of musty warehouse air. The man could be a scammer who'd never pay up, but what did Dom have to lose, really? Maybe earn a premium on top of his salary for talking up his own theories. A hundred dollars, in Euros...but the cost of living in Rome was not too high. How long could he keep the man talking?

      "The time here is fourteen hours and a quarter. The clock begins. What do you want to know?"
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      Grant took his seat at the head of the conference table, waving to Gooney's image on the screen toward the end. "What you got for us?"

      "Operation Gladio started right after the war, a joint effort by the CIA, the Catholic Church, and some leftover Nazis to form what I'd call sleeper cells, set to rise up in the event of a Russian invasion and hold back the godless Communists," Gooney announced. "Sometimes known as 'stay behind squads,' hiding out across Europe, and especially Italy."

      "CIA, the Church and the Nazis? Right there, that's crazy," Nick interjected, but Gooney only laughed.

      "It gets worse. According to some sources, the original funding came from the Mafia smuggling heroin on behalf of the CIA and selling it into Black neighborhoods."

      "Jesus, man, you're giving me a headache. Is there anybody who wasn't involved?" Nick rubbed his bare scalp and glowered at the screen.

      "The Mafia and the CIA had a good thing going in southern Italy already, with mafia translators working for the Army and double-dealing on the black market, but I digress. Seriously, my guy in Rome has all kinds of documentation. The Italian prime minister admitted to the history of the Gladio back in the early 2000's, and a bunch of documents were released. The US official line is that the whole thing is Russian propaganda, trying to make the U.S. look bad, and like everybody's out to get the commies.

      "Anyway, Gladio's supposedly shut down, but a bunch of their arms and resource caches have never been found, and the conspiracy guy says it hasn't gone away, just underground, still working against communist incursions into Europe. The founder was a submarine commander, and one of their training facilities was on the island of Sardinia, not far from the bit naval base. Seems pretty well documented.

      "End of story, or just the beginning--" Gooney struck a tv anchorman pose on screen, and looked to his left. "Let's go to Grant Casey in the field office for a report on our favorite Nazi."

      Susan unfolded a map in the middle of the table, pointing to the island off the mid-coast of Italy. "The sounds I recorded on the call are consistent with the Warden being on a boat, or at least at a harbor and she specified UTC +2: that's European time."

      Grant picked up the thread. "I doubt she called us in right away. More likely, she received this bequest, the books, and whatever else went with them, and headed for Sardinia to see what she could find, if she could locate the cache on her own. Something stopped her from a full investigation--or someone. She called us in for back-up."

      "Cannon fodder," said Nick. "She's looking for somebody to walk through a minefield, find this library and whatever she thinks she'll get out of it. She picked you. Does she like you, Chief, or does she want to kill you?"

      Gooney chuckled. "Given how often I've wanted to kill him, that question ought to be on the employment application, and the answer doesn't affect your chances."

      Grant considered. Did she like him, or want him dead? "As my esteemed colleague from Arizona points out, there's a lot of overlap between those categories."

      "She likes you," D.A. said suddenly, pushing aside the box. "She definitely likes you." Her blue eyes focused on him with a strange intensity.

      "Whatever her goal is, she wants it found and she believes you can do it." Her hand settled on one of the books. "I want it, too." She swallowed, then added, "If you don't want the job, there's another organization that might." She traced the Star of David embossed on the book's cover.

      "Mossad, you mean? This is a little outside their purview; it's hardly Israeli national security," Gooney pointed out.

      D.A.'s gaze never left Grant. She wanted them to take the job, to be part of this recovery. The Warden would pay standard rates, plus a high-risk premium, and the chance to participate in locating and returning some of the Nazis' ill-gotten goods to their rightful owners. An offer calculated to Grant's particular interests. An offer almost too good to refuse. Mafia again. But still... "Gooney, your contact in Rome, is he available for a longer-term consult?"

      Nick rocked back in his chair. "You're really doing this."

      "We are. Maybe. You could use a European vacation, right?" Grant regarded his wingman.

      Nick's dark gaze met his. "You recall what happened on our last European vacation."

      "Chief joined a sleeper cell then got married, you saved a shipload of Arabs, found a new boyfriend, D.A. got some new toys from the robot queen--everybody's happy, right?" Gooney offered, hands open. "We don't like how it's going down, we terminate the contract."

      "Domestic life that boring already, Gooney?" Grant asked. "Is Jamie willing to let you go for a week or two? Good. Here's how we play it. D.A. and I meet up with the Warden, presumed target Sardinia. She's seen us both before. Nick and Gooney head to Rome, pick up this expert if you think you can trust him--"

      "I vetted the guy myself, Chief. I know stuff about him his mother doesn't know."

      "The Warden doesn't know you two, I'd like to keep it that way if at all possible. You're my shadow team. We don't rendezvous unless absolutely necessary. Apps on, trackers up. I need you to know where we are and who we're with twenty-four/seven. If you need to communicate with us, standard dropbox protocols."

      Nick shook his head, but gave a thumbs-up, and D.A.'s face lit. "We got this, Chief."

      "Do our best," he told her. "Get packing."
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      Two days after his mysterious--and pleasantly lucrative--phone call, Dom arrived at work for the early shift, parking his Vespa near the usual jumble of vehicles that hadn't moved for weeks and shaking out his keys on the way.

      He cut down an alley to come into the piazza fronting the warehouses. The old buildings followed the Tiber a few river bends upstream from the Olympic Village. The "Tesori Antichi" sign above the warehouse hung a bit askew, something he'd mentioned to his uncle a few times in the past, but which never changed. Swallows nested in the gap behind the sign, and they launched now with a swooping of their sharp wings.

      Two men waited in the shadow of the neighboring warehouse, standing at slight angles to each other like guardian eagles at the corners of a bank. A black man with a shaved head and deep-set eyes who stood with a slight lean; the other was white, broad-shouldered, with dark hair growing a little shaggy and features that might even be Italian. Big men dressed in casual clothes that didn't quite disguise their powerful physiques.

      Dom strongly considered returning to his Vespa and calling in sick. Not Mafia, not well-dressed enough for that. Some kind of secret police? The hesitation cost him his chance as the white guy removed his sunglasses and gestured toward the door.

      "You here to open up?" He spoke in English, cool and direct, as his gaze swept Dominic from head to toe. Dom knew what they saw:  he'd gained a little weight in America, and hadn't lost it since returning home. Dark, wavy hair to his shoulders--very popular with the American girls. Glasses, not so much. Good thing they couldn't see his asthma, or his pedestal in the pantheon of nerds would be secure.

      Maybe these men were just tourists outside the mainstream, looking for something old to take back to the States?

      Dom squared his shoulders, shifting the messenger bag that contained his slim laptop and project notes, and marched toward the door. "We sell nothing before the nineteenth century, and most from the website, si? Mostly you place the order, then we ship, or you come to pick it up."

      "Websites don't really capture everything though, do they?" the man answered.

      Where was the clerk who should be here fifteen minutes before the shift? Or his uncle, the big boss who announced a visit for this morning? Dom blinked rapidly and kept his head down as he searched his keyring again. "We are not set up for the browsing though, Signori? You understand this?"

      Two locks and a shove, and the door opened. He flicked the lights on, inviting the men to pass inside before him. The last thing he wanted was these men to get behind him.

      "Grazie mille," said the black man with a flash of his teeth. "Sorry we're catching you off-guard like this. I told him we should call first." He shrugged. "He's not all that polite, as I'm sure you noticed."

      Dom chuckled a little. It seemed the appropriate response, assuming he'd gotten all the words right. He'd taken a fellowship at a US military academy, but that was a few years back now, and he had little call for his command of spoken English. "Si, I understand. What do you look for? How do I help?"

      "We're looking for you, actually," the white man said. "You are Dominic DiMarzio?"

      That caught him short. Dom stuffed the keys back in a voluminous pocket and headed behind the counter, swinging the half-door shut promptly behind him and busied himself flipping on the lights for the glass cases beneath the counter and on the back wall. Another door led through to his usual haunt, within the warehouse. Another avenue of escape.

      He looked between the two men. "Who are you?"

      One of them set down a tablet, and turned it to face him, displaying the cover of the book he'd published the year before, "Deepest Conspiracies of WWII: Gladio" Fourth in the series. The cover showed the Operation Gladio insignia:  The Roman short sword from which the organization took its name, displayed point up, with a parachute behind, wreathed in flames. Beneath this, the motto "Silendo Libertatem Servo". Silently, I Protect Freedom.

      The books had earned him a few royalties, and a large volume of emails from pazzi around the world. These men did not look crazy.

      The door swung open again and Dom's uncle, Cristoforo Antoni, strolled in, doffing his hat. "Buon Giorno!" He hung the hat on its peg and his weary face broke into a broad grin as he opened his arms. "Signori, how can we help you?"

      The black man's hand slipped beneath his jacket, all trace of cordiality vanishing in an instant. Dom sat heavily on the stool behind the counter. "Sei Americani, Zio," he said.

      "Fans of our Dominic, I see?" Cristoforo rapped the glass next to the tablet. "I don't know when he finds the time to write this crap. My nephew doesn't work enough, eh?" He laughed, and clapped the white American's shoulder.

      The man turned sharp green eyes on Dom's uncle. "Have you read it? It's very compelling. Well-researched, well-written. It might surprise you."

      Not very polite, just as his companion had said. Cristoforo carried on with his grin and his laughter, completely oblivious to the men's demeanor. Compelling and well-researched? Perhaps the American would leave him a review at least?

      "Translate me, Dominic," Cristoforo said, with an impatient gesture. "If this interests you, then perhaps some artifacts of the war, eh? There is a special section, and for very particular customers..." As Dom delivered his translation, his uncle glanced at the black man, then back to the other one, beckoning him toward a case at the end, draped with moth-eaten velvet. He pulled it up with a showman's flair to reveal the special collection: military badges and medals, flasks and daggers, the stuff they couldn't advertise on-line, emblazoned with Nazi symbols.

      "This dude's your uncle?" the Black man regained his casual manner, and Dom nodded vaguely.

      "These are mostly fakes," Dom murmured, and the black man leaned on the counter, closing the gap between them as if they shared a conspiracy. "Don't buy them. If you want the authentic, there's other things, things he doesn't show so easy."

      The black man frowned a little. "How can you tell the fakes?"

      Dom finally slid his messenger bag to the floor so he could use his hands more freely. "Ok. The script, the font they use? The Nazis? Is very clear, very crisp, and also just the same two fonts."

      He grabbed a notepad near the register and made a quick sketch of two styles of writing. "So this is one thing to look for, the shape of these letters. For the patches, they are stitched in different ways, depending the rank of the person. Also there is a man who makes dozens, hundreds of fakes. You hear of the Hitler diaries?"

      Dom raised his eyebrows, and the Black man nodded, so Dom continued, "This man, he starts out by painting a few things, claiming that Hitler has painted them, because he was an art student, capisce? and the forger makes money, so then he makes the diaries, so many of them, and he's not so good at it. The paper and the way he tries to age it--but really its the shape of the letters, then also he uses he wrong letter for Hitler on the cover. But still, it's a lot of money and so other people enter the market. Most of the genuine things, they come from old men who remember  the war as children, or from the children of these old men. If you purchase in a lot from a dealer, you get it cheap, but mostly fakes." He concluded with a shrug. "My uncle likes it because the money's better than on the real thing."

      "That's very interesting." The Black man glanced toward the other American and some silent thing passed between them. "Here's the deal, Dominic. You mind if I call you that?"

      The white man drew Cristoforo further away, pointing toward something in the case that caused Dom's uncle to pull out his own keyring and rattle on in Italian about collector's items and the rarity of the merchandise. The American made a great show of being impressed, as he was meant to, and Dom wasn't convinced anymore that he knew no Italian.

      "Sure, okay," Dom said, his fingers dancing on the glass counter top.

      The Black man smiled, but just a little this time. "You don't look so sure. That's fine, I don't blame you being a little nervous." He paused, a moment for the two of them to agree on what he'd said.

      "As my friend said, Mr. DiMarzio, what we're looking for isn't in these cases. It's in your head. My friend and I are planning some tourism, up and down the countryside. We're interested in the period you write about--"he tapped the tablet--"and we'd like to hire you as a guide. We're both ex-army--"he shrugged a little, a cock of the head so slight it made the Italian equivalent look extravagant--"I'll bet you figured something like that, am I right?"

      So. Not Mafia. Maybe not secret police. CIA? Maybe they were just what he said, or maybe something else. Dangerous people who made Dom's skin feel a little clammy. "I write books, Signore, and I manage the website. I don't travel, don't show tourist sights and such." He gave up the words reluctantly. He would've liked to. Maybe be an expert at one of the historic sights, or consult for the various bureaus and agencies, getting their facts straight. Lots of people preferred the lies, just like they bought the fakes.

      The Black man's hopeful expression slumped. "I'm disappointed to hear that. We thought you might be just the man for the job. We provide transport, lodging, stipend and per diem. We get to pick your brain--sorry, we get the benefit of your knowledge. You get a little vacation from Rome. Any time you're done, we send you home. Easy."

      Easy. To travel with men who stood out like soldiers, with a soldier's instinct for watching their backs, for the placement of their firearms--which he couldn't be sure they had, but then couldn't be sure they didn't. Better to stay here, behind a few layers of walls, researching the past and jotting notes for his next project. Safer, certainly, then getting into whatever these men were doing. Conspiracies for real.

      The tablet lay close by, his book cover on display, like it meant something, like he had something to offer more than how to update a website and process orders. His books had come to life and a few of their characters walked off the page into his uncle's shop, fully armed and ready to, how would the Americans say? Ready to rumble.

      "Dominic, scusa, the cash register." Cristoforo cradled something in his hand as he bustled up the aisle, ready to take the American's money for some forgery or another.

      Dom relinquished the stool. "Zio. I'll be gone a few days, okay?" And when he came back, Dio Grazie, he'd have a real story to tell.
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      Grant and D.A.'s flight from Fiumicino in Rome took little more than an hour, glimpses of the urban sprawl of a city more than two thousand years old, then the sparkling water of the Tyrrhenian Sea dominated by two major islands, Corsica, and its triple-size neighbor, Sardinia. Gooney and Nick would follow by ferry, with their local guide in tow, if all went well. They'd taken separate planes, separate carriers, even, from the States in case the Warden's people were keeping an eye on the airport. Grant's impression was that she had wealth and influence, but far from private army. Rather, a close band of those she trusted, and however many mercenaries she required for the task at hand. For this task, she had him.

      They traveled light, with the promise that she would procure what was needed, and Grant had sent a list in advance rather than be taken down as an international arms smuggler.

      Sardinia thrust from the water in rough terrain of green and brown, a mountainous land, its craggy heart ringed with beaches and resorts. Boats bobbed in the open sea and in the harbors around it, with a few larger ferry boats transiting between the mainland and other islands. On their flights, he and D.A. spent their time working on Italian language study--brushing up for her, and for him, trying to mentally shift from his deeply learned Spanish skills, not to mention picking up some specialized vocabulary. The written language he could puzzle through, for many of the words shared the same roots, but with different pronunciation and emphasis. The idea of relying on their client for translation made him all kinds of worried.

      After passing through the hubbub of the airport, they emerged into bright sunshine to find a familiar blond man in a white suit waiting by a large SUV with shaded windows. Adolph, he'd been called on their last mission, real name or no. Grant had clothed himself with this man in his memory, and was pleased to note how well he'd matched the look.

      With a glance that raked Grant from head to toe, Adolph straightened and held open the rear door of the vehicle.

      "Can I ride in the front?" D.A. asked. "Mountain driving makes me queasy."

      Adolph hesitated, frowning behind his shades then a voice murmured within the vehicle, and he duly opened the front door. With a cheerful smile, D.A. handed him her bag and climbed in, making use of the step to compensate for her height.

      Grant ducked inside, depositing his own bag at his feet. The Warden sat in the cool interior, regarding him with interest. "You seem little the worse for wear, given the state of affairs last time I saw you." A tone of amusement and the hint of a smile warmed her patrician features, though her blue eyes remained pale and distant. The last time they saw each other, he'd been diving with an enemy to explore a sunken U-boat, a dive from which he wasn't meant to return.

      "In future, you might consider helping with the rescue," Grant pointed out. "But I won't hold it against you; I know we both had some disappointments that trip." He briefly clasped her hand, then settled at the near end of the bench seat. Not as luxurious as her private jet, but she made do with what was available, no doubt. In the front seat, D.A. surveyed their surroundings as the car purred into motion.

      "Mmm. Did we though?" The Warden appeared little changed from their previous meeting, her face smooth and showing few signs of age aside from the fine lines at her eyes and lips, her hair carefully done in a grand dame's bob that should be old-fashioned, but managed to look timeless instead. Rather than a dress this time, she wore a linen suit, and shoes more rugged than she seemed to favor. Interesting.

      "Do you need a drink, either of you? I imagine you've had a long day, and we shall proceed directly to our destination."

      "No martinis this time?"

      Her lips curled. "Not yet, Mr. Casey." She indicated a dark compartment built into the vehicle, which revealed a small cooler full of San Pellegrino and aranciata. Grant plucked a can of the blood orange sparkling water and passed it up to D.A., taking a still water for himself.

      "I assume we're heading to Capo Marrargiu," Grant supplied, and the Warden's eyes flared.

      "I do appreciate your attention to detail. The airfield and training ground are long since disused, but much remains to be seen."

      "Including, you hope, some clue to the whereabouts of the items we seek. What kind of clue?"

      "The bequest letter was pretty vague," D.A. said, "and I fed it through a few cyphers looking for some kind of coded message. Got bupkus."

      At the Yiddish slang, the Warden flinched slightly, and Grant gallantly took up the thread. "'From one friend of Edda's to another, I entrust you with the enclosed items, and one end of a ribbon I will not unravel. At the end, a basket of untold riches. The Gladiator's blade is short, but sharp. They trained me well.' That's the gist of it. The Sardinia connection's clear enough, but I presume the ribbon's not literal." He faced his client. "Chances of finding that thread seem pretty slim after this long."

      "That doesn't sound like the man who located Genghis Khan's tomb. This thread was lain in my own lifetime, Mr. Casey."

      "A lifetime that's seen more change than the mountains of Mongolia," he pointed out.

      "And yet, here we are." She raised her bottled water in a salute. "The both of us."

      He matched it with his own. "Cover story is, we're hunting communists?"

      "Indeed. The gentleman we're going to meet has good reason to trust me, but it would be ideal if he thinks this a historical tour, a location of mutual interest, and nothing more." While her slight smile remained, her eyes briefly pinched. Whoever this guy was, she feared him, or what he might do if he learned the truth. "He is merely a custodian of long standing. If any questions are asked, you are merely an employee of mine who, before we carry on about a little Mediterranean sojourn, may take some inspiration from the great hunters of the past."

      D.A. hiccupped, then apologized. "It's the bubbles." Edgy, and a little off from her usual self. Apparently, the nature of the mission both excited and worried her as well.

      "We're not really your typical hires."

      The Warden tipped her head in gracious acknowledgment. "The options differ when one hires Americans."

      Most of the time, she betrayed no trace of an accent, and the hint of German sliding through now struck Grant as deliberate, a person so in control of herself that she revealed only slivers of the truth, and only as much as needed at any given moment. Or everything he thought he knew about her could be completely wrong. Did that curiosity give the edge to his investment? Had he really taken the job for D.A., or for this strange and dangerous dance. Not good. "What else do we need to know?"

      "Very little. There will be no expectation of introductions. The meeting will be suitably cloak-and-dagger for you, I'm sure." She looked out the window as the car slowed for a turn, and one hand plucked at her trouser leg, then stilled.

      "Edda," she said at last. "Is Edda Goering. The daughter of Hermann. You will have heard of him, no doubt."

      D.A.'s hiccups vanished in an instant.
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      Heat ripples rose from the pavement, transforming into a dark recent model SUV winding toward Valerio's position, the driver slowing as they approached. Dust clouded around the tires, and Valerio's nose wrinkled, but he stifled a cough. The climate in Sardinia no longer suited, hence, his occupation of the villa on the mainland, in addition to his apartments in the city. He had driven a more rugged vehicle, one kept in a garage in town for excursion such as this. He'd last been here just a couple of weeks ago, and returning again so soon also did not suit.

      The new SUV pulled up alongside, the blond man behind the wheel, a blond woman at his side, her hair pulled back and sensibly capped. Hard to make out her profile from here, but she looked vaguely semitic. A converso, perhaps?

      The rear door opened, and a dark-haired man with coppery skin stepped out, sweeping the area with an efficient glance. He nodded at Valerio, a single acknowledgment, then strode to the other side of the car, and opened the door on the far side. His posture wasn't the obsequious attention of the servant, but rather the alert, coiled energy of the bodyguard.

      An older woman, an old woman, if Valerio were completely honest, emerged from the back seat. The Warden. He knew her by reputation, for what she had done and might do again for his organization. Favors for which she had earned the right to request anything from him at all. For anyone else, an underling would do, but now, for more reasons than one, Valerio wished to attend to this matter of access himself. The Warden donned a broad-brimmed hat and glasses against the sun, her new guardian taking this as a cue to don his own glasses. He didn't bother with headwear. Perhaps his mixed blood defended him. A curious addition to the Warden's entourage. They both were.

      The others emerged as well, and Valerio strolled to meet his guest, hands spread. "Buona serra, Signora."

      She stepped toward him with the gravitas of age, but not like one unduly frail. "Guten aben," she replied, then continued in English. "Thank you for agreeing to this request."

      "Signora, your generosity has cemented your place in God's heaven, as well as here upon earth for His humble servant." Placing his hand over his heart, Valerio gave a slight bow. "It shall be my pleasure to conduct the tour."

      Did her face pinch a little bit at that? She couldn't imagine he would let them just roam around unsupervised. "Again, you have my thanks."

      "There is little to see, Signora, and I hope you'll not be disappointed to have come out of your way." Valerio walked down the slope to where the road turned to gravel and a gate interrupted the tall wire fence surrounding the property. From here, a few low buildings could be seen, all in a state of disrepair corresponding with their age. The place had been shuttered in the 1970's, as their activities grew increasingly covert. Valerio took up the padlock that sealed the gate and produced a key.

      "That would explain the low security measures," the other woman remarked.

      Valerio cast her a sharp glance. "On the contrary. This fence is wired with perimeter breach warnings and tiny cameras. It is monitored by a team of operatives. We had an attempted security breach not so long ago, in fact. But the perpetrator has been dealt with." He positioned himself to watch their faces as he ushered them through. Who had this climber been, and did they know of him already?

      "Adventurer, do you think?" The Warden stepped through the gate at his invitation, followed by her entourage. His own remained in concealment around the property, always closer than anyone would think.

      With a shake of his head, Valerio said, "Too disciplined for this. A fellow soldier--"he flicked a glance toward the Warden's dark-haired companion--"one so highly trained that even sharp duress availed me nothing."

      Adolph, the blond man, remarked, "Perhaps we can discuss technique at some time."

      "I hope you do not imply that my skills are inadequate." Valerio shifted his focus, but Adolph looked startled.

      "Of course not. Rather that I am eager to learn."

      "A person cannot be attached to method, location or tools. I prefer to use what comes to hand, what is important to the target when I can. A man's end should always be personal, no?" Locking the gate behind them--closing the circuit, just in case--Valerio shrugged. "This was not my best work. Too quick, also, he is such a professional, even his clothes have no label."

      "You appreciated his craft, in spite of his position," the Warden observed. "Something similar has happened to me."

      "Not many achieve such a high level. It makes me curious." Valerio turned up his smile. "Signora, if you'd like your people to attend a training session, do let me know. It may be possible to arrange."

      "You are most kind." The Warden indicated the first buildings. "Shall we go in out of the sun?"

      Obligingly, Valerio led them in that direction. "Here you see the airport structures. We were given a pair of US military aircraft at the start, and expanded the force, but only as necessary to carry supplies or gladiators. Your people know what is this?" He ushered them through an open doorway into the partial shade of a single-story concrete office building.

      "Gladiators," the dark-haired man said, speaking for the first time. "Members of a Gladio squad, trained to be in readiness for the defense of the nation."

      "Just so. From here the weapons caches were managed for many years, along with the training. The prime minister says they have uncovered over a hundred caches, but they will never take all that is ours. This recent intruder, his fate is as nothing compared with what shall befall those who might come after."
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      For the ferry ride to Sardinia, the Americans carried only small duffel bags, and Dom wore his messenger bag, complete with notebooks, laptop, and a few other essentials. What they had in their bags, he neither knew nor asked. He'd been adopted into this mysterious crew, and his imagination worked hard to look for the clues and link them into a plausible story, desperate to know what he'd gotten himself into.

      Nick--the black man--had a slight limp, especially now toward the end of the day, and sat with his leg extended, massaging his thigh, frowning a little. When he smiled, when he spoke with Dom, he seemed a large, friendly bear, but at a moment like this, or like when Cristoforo startled them in the shop, the bear revealed its teeth. The other man--Tony, very Italian--took the lookout's role now. Dom stood beside him, watching the harbor grow larger at their approach, the few dozen boats in the marina bobbing as the ferry neared.

      That motor yacht now! Dom quickened. A long, low white wooden boat with elegant lines berthed at one end of the guest dock, the name Prince Charles emblazoned on the stern. Almost thirty meters, with well-tended woodwork above and gleaming brass, not to mention the gleaming binoculars of one of the visible crew.

      "Tell me about the boat," Tony said. "Out of all the harbor, why'd it catch your eye?"

      "Si, si! You must know about this."

      Dom's voice drew Nick to rise from his deckchair and join them at the rail as the ferry slowed for its passage into the no-wake zone. "This was the Carin II, a gift for Hermann Goering at his second marriage. Given by the auto makers of Germany. He names it after his first wife, like his house, also, is named for her." Dom laughed, nervous, all the time nervous with these two. "I always think, how does his new wife feel, that she must live in such a shadow. Even Carin's tomb is in the woods at the house."

      "So where's the house now? Can we see it?" Nick asked.

      "No, no, all destroyed. It is north of Berlin. As the Russians advance, Goering has made a copy of the house in case of Allied bombing, and also his men stay to explode his own house so the Russians can't take it. His command is the Luftwaffe, the air force, you know this? Sorry." He patted the air in apology. So far, the men had been indulgent, maybe too much so, even when they already knew half of what he told them.

      "Domsplaining," Nick said, and Tony laughed, an outrageous sound that made Dom take a half-step back, rocking against the rail.

      Tony briefly clasped his shoulder to steady him. "Hey, no worries. That's why you get the big bucks. Go on."

      Right. Big bucks. Dom swallowed. "The Russians don't take the boat, it goes for England. Then it has gone through so many hands." He counted them off on his fingers. "Goering, the British Navy, the Queen, then back to the daughter of Goering who says they take her things without the law, but she hasn't the money, and the man who buys the Hitler Diaries which I told you? He buys it, but also hasn't the money." He ended with a shrug. "I think it is in the Red Sea, to be restored for an Arab, but now instead, here it's at Sardinia."

      "And those guys don't look like Arabs." Tony turned his back to the boat, leaning against the rail, as if he didn't want to be seen. His hands flashed a quick, sharp gesture, down low.

      Nick leaned over at about the same time, checking his shoelaces.

      Questions burned on Dominic's tongue, questions he wasn't sure he should be asking, or even thinking about. Was the first adventure of his life bound to be the last one?

      "There's a taverna dockside." Tony indicated it with a tip of his chin. "What do you say to a drink?"
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