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For Elizabeth, Always






Jesus said, “Know what is within your sight, and what is hidden from you will become clear. For there is nothing hidden that will not be revealed.”


–The Gospel of Thomas









“It has served us well, this myth of Christ.”


–Pope Leo X
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PROLOGUE


Paris, France January 1308





Jacques de Molay sought death, but knew salvation would never be offered. He was the twenty-second master of the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and the Temple of Solomon, a religious order that had existed under God’s charge for two hundred years. But for the past three months, he, like five thousand of his brothers, had been a prisoner of Philip IV, king of France.


“You will stand,” Guíllaume Imbert ordered from the doorway.


De Molay remained on the bed.


“You are insolent, even in the face of your own demise,” Imbert said.


“Arrogance is about all I have left.”


Imbert was an impish man with a face like that of a horse who, de Molay had noted, seemed as impassible as a statue. He was France’s grand inquisitor and Philip IV’s personal confessor, which meant he possessed the king’s ear. Yet de Molay had many times wondered what, besides pain, brought joy to the Dominican’s soul. But he knew what irritated him. “I will do nothing you desire.”


“You have already done more than you realize.”


That was true, and de Molay once more rued his weakness. Imbert’s torture in the days after the October 13 arrests had been brutal, and many brothers had confessed to wrongdoing. De Molay cringed at the memory of his own admissions–that those who were received in the Order denied the Lord Jesus Christ and spat upon a cross in contempt of Him. De Molay had even broken down and written a letter calling on the brothers to confess as he’d done, and a sizable lot had obeyed.


But just a few days ago emissaries from His Holiness, Clement V, had finally arrived in Paris. Clement was known to be Philip’s puppet, which was why de Molay had brought gold florins and twelve pack horses laden with silver with him to France last summer. If things went awry, that money would have been used to buy the king’s favor. Yet he’d underestimated Philip. The king longed not for partial tributes. He wanted all that the Order possessed. So charges of heresy had been fabricated and thousands of Templar arrests made in a single day. To the pope’s emissaries de Molay had reported the torture and publicly recanted his confession, which he knew would bring reprisals. So he said, “I imagine Philip is presently concerned that his pope may actually have a backbone.”


“Insulting your captor is not wise,” Imbert said.


“And what would be wise?”


“Doing as we wish.”


“And then how would I answer to my God?”


“Your God is waiting for you, and every other Templar, to answer.” Imbert spoke in his usual metallic voice, which betrayed no vestige of emotion.


De Molay no longer wanted to debate. Over the past three months he’d endured ceaseless questioning and sleep deprivation. He’d been placed in irons, his feet smeared with fat and held close to flames, his body stretched on the rack. He’d even been forced to watch while drunken jailers tortured other Templars, the vast majority of whom were merely farmers, diplomats, accountants, craftsmen, navigators, clerks. He was ashamed of what he’d already been forced to say, and he wasn’t going to volunteer anything further. He lay back on the stinking bed and hoped his jailer would go away.


Imbert motioned, and two guards squeezed through the doorway and yanked de Molay upright.


“Bring him,” Imbert ordered.


De Molay had been arrested at the Paris Temple and held there since last October. The tall keep with four corner turrets was a Templar headquarters–a financial center–and did not possess any torture chamber. Imbert had improvised, converting the chapel into a place of unimaginable anguish–one that de Molay had visited often over the past three months.


De Molay was dragged inside the chapel and brought to the center of the black-and-white-checkered floor. Many a brother had been welcomed into the Order beneath this star-studded ceiling.


“I am told,” Imbert said, “that this is where the most secret of your ceremonies were performed.” The Frenchman, dressed in a black robe, strutted to one side of the long room, near a carved receptacle de Molay knew well. “I have studied the contents of this chest. It contains a human skull, two thighbones, and a white burial shroud. Curious, no?”


He was not about to say anything. Instead, he thought of the words every postulant had uttered when welcomed into the Order. I will suffer all that is pleasing to God.



“Many of your brothers have told us how these items were used.” Imbert shook his head. “So disgusting has your Order become.”


He’d had enough. “We answer only to our pope, as servants to the servant of God. He alone judges us.”


“Your pope is subject to my liege lord. He will not save you.”


It was true. The pope’s emissaries had made clear they would convey de Molay’s recanting of his confession, but they doubted it would make much difference as to the Templar’s fate.


“Strip him,” Imbert ordered.


The smock he’d worn since the day after his arrest was torn from his body. He wasn’t necessarily sad to see it go, as the filthy cloth smelled of feces and urine. But Rule forbid any brother from showing his body. He knew the Inquisition preferred its victims naked–without pride–so he told himself not to shrink from Imbert’s insulting act. His fifty-six-year-old frame still possessed great stature. Like all brother knights, he’d taken care of himself. He stood tall, clung to his dignity, and calmly asked, “Why must I be humiliated?”


“Whatever do you mean?” The question carried an air of incredulousness.


“This room was a place of worship, yet you strip me and stare at my nakedness, knowing that the brothers frown on such displays.”


Imbert reached down, hinged open the chest, and removed a long twill cloth. “Ten charges have been leveled against your precious Order.”


De Molay knew them all. They ranged from ignoring the sacraments, to worshiping idols, to profiting from immoral acts, to condoning homosexuality.


“The one that is of most concern to me,” Imbert said, “is your requirement that each brother deny that Christ is our Lord and that he spit and trample on the true cross. One of your brothers has even told us of how some would piss on an image of our Lord Jesus on the cross. Is that true?”


“Ask that brother.”


“Unfortunately, he was overmatched by his ordeal.”


De Molay said nothing.


“My king and His Holiness were more disturbed by this one charge than all others. Surely, as a man born into the Church, you can see how they would be angered over your denial of Christ as our Savior?”


“I prefer to speak only to my pope.”


Imbert motioned, and the two guards clamped shackles onto both of de Molay’s wrists, then stepped back and stretched out his arms with little regard for his tattered muscles. Imbert produced a multi-tailed whip from beneath his robe. The ends clinked and de Molay saw that each was tipped with bone.


Imbert lashed the whip beneath the outstretched arms and onto de Molay’s bare back. The pain surged through him then receded, leaving behind a sharpness that did not dull. Before the flesh had time to recover, another blow came, then another. De Molay did not want to give Imbert any notion of satisfaction, but the pain overcame him and he shrieked in agony.


“You will not mock the Inquisition,” Imbert declared.


De Molay gathered his emotions. He was ashamed that he’d screamed. He stared into the oily eyes of his inquisitor and waited for what was next.


Imbert stared back. “You deny our Savior, say he was merely a man and not the son of God? You defile the true cross? Very well. You will see what it is like to endure the cross.”


The whip came again–to his back, his buttocks, his legs. Blood splattered as the bone tips ripped skin.


The world drifted away.


Imbert stopped his thrashing. “Crown the master,” he yelled.


De Molay lifted his head and tried to focus. He saw what looked like a round piece of black iron. Nails were bound to the edges, their tips angled down and in.


Imbert came close. “See what our Lord endured. The Lord Jesus Christ whom you and your brothers denied.”


The crown was wedged onto his skull and pounded down tight. The nails bit into his scalp and blood oozed from the wounds, soaking the mane of his oily hair.


Imbert tossed the whip aside. “Bring him.”


De Molay was dragged across the chapel to a tall wooden door that once had led to his private apartment. A stool was produced and he was balanced on top. One of the guards held him upright while another stood ready in case he resisted, but he was far too weak to challenge.


The shackles were removed.


Imbert handed three nails to another guard.


“His right arm to the top,” Imbert ordered, “as we discussed.”


The arm was stretched above his head. The guard came close and de Molay saw the hammer.


And realized what they intended to do.


Dear God.


He felt a hand clamp his wrist, the point of a nail pressed to his sweaty flesh. He saw the hammer swing back and heard metal clang metal.


The nail pierced his wrist and he screamed.


“Did you find veins?” Imbert asked the guard.


“Clear of them.”


“Good. He is not to bleed to death.”


De Molay, as a young brother, had fought in the Holy Land when the Order had made its last stand at Acre. He recalled the feel of a sword blade to flesh. Deep. Hard. Lasting. But a nail to the wrist was something altogether worse.


His left arm was pulled out at an angle and another nail driven through the flesh at the wrist. He bit his tongue, trying to contain himself, but the agony sent his teeth deep. Blood filled his mouth and he swallowed.


Imbert kicked the stool away and the weight of de Molay’s six-foot frame was now borne entirely by the bones in his wrists, particularly his right, as the angle of his left arm stressed his right to the breaking point. Something popped in his shoulder, and pain pummeled his brain.


One of the guards grabbed his right foot and studied the flesh. Apparently, Imbert had taken care in choosing the insertion points, places where few veins coursed. The left foot was then placed behind the right and both feet were tacked to the door with a single nail.


De Molay was beyond screaming.


Imbert inspected the handiwork. “Little blood. Well done.” He stepped back. “As our Lord and Savior endured, so will you. With one difference.”


Now de Molay understood why they’d chosen a door. Imbert slowly swung the slab out on its hinges, opening the door, then slamming it shut.


De Molay’s body was thrust one way, then another, swaying on the dislocated joints of his shoulders, pivoting off the nails. The agony was of a kind he’d never known existed.


“Like the rack,” Imbert said. “Where pain can be applied in stages. This, too, has an element of control. I can allow you to hang. I can swing you to and fro. Or I can do as you just experienced, which is the worst of all.”


The world was blinking in and out, and he could barely breathe. Cramps claimed every muscle. His heart beat wildly. Sweat poured from his skin and he felt as if he had the fever, his body a roaring blaze.


“Do you mock the Inquisition now?” Imbert asked.


He wanted to tell Imbert that he hated the Church for what it was doing. A weak pope controlled by a bankrupt French monarch had somehow managed to topple the greatest religious organization man had ever known. Fifteen thousand brothers scattered over Europe. Nine thousand estates. A band of brothers that had once dominated the Holy Land and spanned two hundred years. The Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ and the Temple of Solomon were the epitome of everything good. But success had bred jealousy and, as master, he should have fully appreciated the political storms churning around him. Been less stiff, more bending, not so outspoken. Thank heaven he’d anticipated some of what had already occurred and taken precautions. Philip IV would never see an ounce of Templar gold and silver.


And he would never see the greatest treasure of all.


So de Molay mustered his last remaining bits of energy and raised his head. Imbert clearly thought he was about to speak and drew close.


“Damn you to hell,” he whispered. “Damn you and all who aid your hellish cause.”


His head collapsed back to his chest. He heard Imbert scream for the door to be swung, but the pain was so intense and swept into his brain from so many directions that he felt little.





He was being taken down. How long he’d hung he did not know, but the relaxation to his limbs went unnoticed because his muscles had long ago numbed. He was carried some distance and then realized that he was back in his cell. His captors laid him onto the mattress, and as his body sunk into the soft folds a familiar stench filled his nostrils. His head was elevated by a pillow, his arms stretched out at each side.


“I have been told,” Imbert quietly said, “that when a new brother was accepted into your Order, the candidate was draped about the shoulders in a linen shroud. Something about symbolizing death, then resurrecting into a new life as a Templar. You, too, will now have that honor. I have laid out beneath you the shroud from the chest in the chapel.” Imbert reached down and folded the long herringbone cloth over de Molay’s feet, down the length of his damp body. His gaze was now shielded by the cloth. “I am told this was used by the Order in the Holy Land, brought back here and wrapped around every Paris initiate. You are now reborn,” Imbert mocked. “Lie here and think about your sins. I shall return.”


De Molay was too weak to respond. He knew that Imbert had most likely been ordered not to kill him, but he also realized that no one was going to care for him. So he lay still. The numbness was receding, replaced by an intense agony. His heart still pounded and he was sweating frightening amounts of moisture. He told himself to calm down and think pleasant thoughts. One that kept coming to mind was what he knew his captors wanted to know above all else. He was the only man alive who knew. That was the way of the Order. One master passed the knowledge to the next in a way that only the next would know. Unfortunately, because of his sudden arrest and the purge of the Order, the passing this time would have to be accomplished another way. He would not allow Philip or the Church to win. They would only learn what he knew when he wanted them to know. What had the Psalm said? Thy tongue deviseth mischiefs like a sharp razor, working deceitfully.



But then another biblical passage occurred to him, one that brought a measure of comfort to his beleaguered soul. So as he lay wrapped in the shroud, his body pouring forth blood and sweat, he thought of Deuteronomy.


Let me alone, that I may destroy them.




PART ONE




ONE


Copenhagen, Denmark


Thursday, June 22,


the present 2.50 pm





Cotton Malone spotted the knife at the same time he saw Stephanie Nelle. He was sitting at a table outside the Café Nikolaj, comfortable in a white lattice chair. The sunny afternoon was pleasant and Højbro Plads, the popular Danish square that spanned out before him, bristled with people. The café was doing its usual brisk business–the mood feverish–and for the past half hour he’d been waiting for Stephanie.


She was a petite woman, in her sixties, though she never confirmed her age and the Justice Department personnel records that Malone once saw contained only a winking N/A in the space reserved for date of birth. Her dark hair was streaked with waves of silver, and her brown eyes offered both the compassionate look of a liberal and the fiery glint of a prosecutor. Two presidents had tried to make her attorney general, but she’d turned both offers down. One attorney general had lobbied hard to fire her–especially after she was enlisted by the FBI to investigate him–but the White House nixed the idea since, among other things, Stephanie Nelle was scrupulously honest.


In contrast, the man with the knife was short and stout, with narrow features and brush-cut hair. Something haunted loomed on his East European face–a forlornness that worried Malone more than the glistening blade–and he was dressed casually in denim pants and a blood-red jacket.


Malone rose from his seat but kept his eyes trained on Stephanie.


He thought of shouting a warning, but she was too far away and there was too much noise between them. His view of her was momentarily blocked by one of the modernistic sculptures that dotted Højbro Plads–this one of an obscenely obese woman, lying naked on her belly, her obtrusive buttocks rounded like windswept mountains. When Stephanie appeared from the other side of the cast bronze, the man with the knife had moved closer and Malone watched as he severed a strap that draped her left shoulder, jerked a leather bag free, then shoved Stephanie to the flagstones.


A woman screamed and commotion erupted at the sight of a purse snatcher brandishing a knife.


Red Jacket rushed ahead, Stephanie’s bag in hand, and shouldered people out of his way. A few pushed back. The thief angled left, around another of the bronzed sculptures, and finally broke into a run. His route seemed aimed at Købmagergade, a pedestrian-only lane that twisted north, out of Højbro Plads, deeper into the city’s shopping district.


Malone bounded from the table, determined to cut off the assailant before he could turn the corner, but a cluster of bicycles blocked his way. He circled the cycles and sprinted forward, partially orbiting a fountain before tackling his prey.


They slammed into hard stone, Red Jacket taking most of the impact, and Malone immediately noticed that his opponent was muscular. Red Jacket, undaunted by the attack, rolled once, then brought a knee into Malone’s stomach.


The breath left him in a rush and his guts churned.


Red Jacket sprang to his feet and raced up Købmagergade.


Malone stood, but instantly crouched over and sucked a couple of shallow breaths.


Damn. He was out of practice.


He caught hold of himself and resumed pursuit, his quarry now possessing a fifty-foot head start. Malone had not seen the knife during their struggle, but as he plowed up the street between shops he saw that the man still grasped the leather bag. His chest burned, but he was closing the gap.


Red Jacket wrenched a flower cart away from a scraggly old man, one of many carts that lined both Højbro Plads and Købmagergade. Malone hated the vendors, who enjoyed blocking his bookshop, especially on Saturdays. Red Jacket flung the cart down the cobbles in Malone’s direction. He could not let the cart run free–too many people on the street, including children–so he darted right, grasped hold, and twisted it to a stop.


He glanced back and saw Stephanie round the corner onto Købmagergade, along with a policeman. They were half a football field away, and he had no time to wait.


Malone dashed ahead, wondering where the man was heading. Perhaps he’d left a vehicle, or a driver was waiting where Købmagergade emptied into another of Copenhagen’s busy squares, Hauser Plads. He hoped not. That place was a nightmare of congestion, beyond the web of people-only lanes that formed the shoppers’ mecca known as Strøget. His thighs ached from the unexpected workout, the muscles barely recalling his days with the Navy and the Justice Department. After a year of voluntary retirement, his exercise regimen would not impress his former employer.


Ahead loomed the Round Tower, nestled firmly against the Trinity Church like a thermos bound to a lunch pail. The burly cylindrical structure rose nine stories. Denmark’s Christian IV had erected it in 1642, and the symbol of his reign–a gilded 4 embraced by a C–glistened on its somber brick edifice. Five streets intersected where the Round Tower stood, and Red Jacket could choose any one of them for his escape.


Police cars appeared.


One screeched to a stop on the south side of the Round Tower. Another came from farther down Købmagergade, blocking any escape to the north. Red Jacket was now contained in the plaza that encircled the Round Tower. His quarry hesitated, seeming to appraise the situation, then scampered right and disappeared inside the Round Tower.


What was the fool doing? There was no way out besides the ground-floor portal. But maybe Red Jacket didn’t know that.


Malone ran to the entrance. He knew the man in the ticket booth. The Norwegian spent many hours in Malone’s book-shop, English literature his passion.


“Arne, where did that man go?” he asked in Danish, catching his wind.


“Ran right by without paying.”


“Anybody up there?”


“An older couple went up a little while ago.”


No elevator or stairs led to the top. Instead, a spiral causeway wound a path straight to the summit, originally installed so that bulky seventeenth-century astronomical instruments could be wheeled up. The story local tour guides liked to tell was of how Russia’s Peter the Great once rode up on horseback while his empress followed in a carriage.


Malone could hear footfalls echoing from the flooring above. He shook his head at what he knew awaited him. “Tell the police we’re up there.”


He started to run.


Halfway up the spiraling incline he passed a door leading into the Large Hall. The glassed entrance was locked, the lights off. Ornamented double windows lined the tower’s outer walls, but each was iron-barred. He listened again and could still hear running from above.


He continued ahead, his breathing growing thick and hampered. He slowed his pace when he passed a medieval planet plotter affixed high on the wall. He knew the exit onto the roof platform was just a few feet away, around the ramp’s final bend.


He heard no more footsteps.


He crept forward and stepped through the archway. An octagonal observatory–not from Christian IV’s time, but a more recent incarnation–rose in the center, with a wide terrace encircling.


To his left a decorative iron fence surrounded the observatory, its only entrance chained shut. On his right, intricate wrought-iron latticework lined the tower’s outer edge. Beyond the low railing loomed the city’s red-tiled rooftops and green spires.


He rounded the platform and found an elderly man lying prone. Behind the body, Red Jacket stood with a knife to an older woman’s throat, his arm encasing her chest. She seemed to want to scream, but fear quelled her voice.


“Keep still,” Malone said to her in Danish.


He studied Red Jacket. The haunted look was still there in the dark, almost mournful eyes. Beads of sweat glistened in the bright sun. Everything signaled that Malone should not step any closer. Footfalls from below signaled that the police would arrive in a few moments.


“How about you cool down?” he asked, trying English.


He could see the man understood him, but the knife stayed in place. Red Jacket’s gaze kept darting away, off to the sky then back. He seemed unsure of himself and that concerned Malone even more. Desperate people always did desperate things.


“Put the knife down. The police are coming. There’s no way out.”


Red Jacket looked to the sky again, then refocused on Malone. Indecision stared back at him. What was this? A purse snatcher who flees to the top of a hundred-foot tower with nowhere to go?


Footfalls from below grew louder.


“The police are here.”


Red Jacket backed closer to the iron railing but kept his grip tight on the elderly woman. Malone sensed the steeliness of an ultimatum forcing some choice, so he made clear again, “There’s no way out.”


Red Jacket tightened his grip on the woman’s chest, then he staggered back, now firmly against the waist-high outer railing, nothing beyond him and his hostage but air.


The eyes lost their panic and a sudden calm swept over the man. He shoved the old woman forward and Malone caught her before she lost her balance. Red Jacket made the sign of the cross and, with Stephanie’s bag in hand, pivoted out over the railing, screamed one word–“beauseant”–then slashed the knife across his throat as his body plunged to the street.


The woman howled as the police emerged from the portal.


Malone let her go and rushed to the rail.


Red Jacket lay sprawled on the cobbles one hundred feet below.


He turned and looked back to the sky, past the flagpole atop the observatory, the Danish Dannebrog–a white cross upon a red banner–limp in the still air.


What had the man been looking at? And why did he jump?


He gazed back down and saw Stephanie elbowing her way through the growing crowd. Her leather bag lay a few feet from the dead man and he watched as she yanked it from the cobbles, then dissolved back into the spectators. He followed her with his gaze as she plowed through the people and scuttled away, down one of the streets that led from the Round Tower, deeper into the busy Strøget, never looking back.


He shook his head at her hasty retreat and muttered, “What the hell?”




TWO


Stephanie was shaken. After twenty-six years working for the Justice Department, the past fifteen heading the Magellan Billet, she’d learned that if it stood on four legs, had a trunk, and smelled like peanuts, it was an elephant. No need to hang a sign across its torso. Which meant the man in the red jacket was no purse snatcher.


He was something else altogether.


And that meant somebody knew her business.


She’d watched as the thief leaped from the tower–the first time she’d ever actually witnessed death. For years she’d heard her agents talk about it, but a vast chasm lay between reading a report and seeing someone die. The body had slammed into the cobbles with a sickening thud. Did he jump? Or had Malone forced him over? Was there a struggle? Had he spoken before leaping?


She’d come to Denmark for a singular purpose and had decided, while there, to visit with Malone. Years ago he’d been one of her original twelve choices for the Magellan Billet. She’d known Malone’s father and watched the steady rise of the son, glad to have him when he accepted her offer and moved from Navy JAG to Justice. He eventually grew to be her best agent, and she was saddened when he’d decided last year that he wanted out.


She’d not seen him since, though they’d talked on the phone a few times. When he’d given chase to the thief, she’d noticed that his tall frame remained muscular and his hair thick and wavy, carrying the same light sienna tint she remembered, similar to the olden stone in the buildings surrounding her. For the dozen years he’d worked for her, he’d always been forthright and independent, which had made him a good operative–one she could trust–yet there was compassion, too. He’d actually been more than an employee.


He was her friend.


But that didn’t mean she wanted him in her business.


Pursuing the man in the red jacket was like Malone, but it was also a problem. Visiting with him now would mean there’d be questions, ones she had no intention of answering.


Time with an old friend would have to await another occasion.


∗


Malone exited the Round Tower and started after Stephanie. As he’d left the roof, paramedics were tending to the older couple. The elderly man was shaken from a blow to the head, but would be all right. The woman remained hysterical and he’d heard one of the attendants urge that she be taken to a waiting ambulance.


Red Jacket’s body still lay on the street, beneath a pale yellow sheet, and police were busy moving people out of the way. Edging through the crowd, Malone watched as the sheet was lifted away and the police photographer went to work. The thief had clearly slit his throat. The bloodied knife lay a few feet away from one arm contorted at an unnatural angle. Blood had poured from the neck gash, settling across the cobbles in a dark pool. The skull was caved in, the torso crushed, the legs twisted as if they contained no bone. The police had told Malone not to leave–they would need a statement–but at the moment he needed to find Stephanie.


He emerged from the gawkers and glanced back up into the evening sky, where the late-afternoon sun shone with spendthrift glory. Not a cloud loomed in sight. Should be an excellent night to view the stars, but no one would visit the observatory atop the Round Tower. No. That was closed for the evening, as a man had just jumped to his death.


And what of that man?


Malone’s thoughts were a tangle of curiosity and apprehension. He knew he should go back to his bookshop and forget all about Stephanie Nelle and whatever she was doing. Her business was no longer his. But he knew that wasn’t going to happen.


Something was unfolding, and it wasn’t good.


He spotted Stephanie fifty yards ahead on Vestergade, another of the long lanes that spiderwebbed Copenhagen’s shopping district. Her pace was brisk, undaunted, then she abruptly veered right and disappeared into one of the buildings.


He trotted forward and saw HANSEN’S ANTIKVARIAT–a book-shop, its proprietor one of the few people in town who’d not offered Malone a warm welcome. Peter Hansen did not like foreigners, especially Americans, and had even tried to block Malone’s induction into the Danish Antiquarian Booksellers Association. Thankfully, Hansen’s distaste had not proven contagious.


Old instincts were taking over, feelings and senses that had lain dormant since his retirement last year. Sensations he did not like. But ones that had always driven him forward.


He stopped short of the front doorway and saw Stephanie inside, talking to Hansen. The two then retreated deeper into the store, which filled the ground floor of a three-story building. He knew the interior layout, having last year studied the Copenhagen bookstores. Nearly all of them were a testament to Nordic neatness, the stacks organized by subject, books carefully shelved. Hansen, though, was more haphazard. His was an eclectic mix of old and new–mainly new, since he was not one to pay top dollar for private acquisitions.


Malone slipped into the dim space and hoped none of the employees called out his name. He’d had dinner a couple of times with Hansen’s manager, which was how he’d learned that he was not Hansen’s favorite person. Luckily, she was not around and only ten or so people perused the shelves. He quickly moved toward the back where, he knew, there were myriad cubbyholes, each one brimming with shelves. He was not comfortable being here–after all, Stephanie had merely called and said she’d be in town for a few hours and wanted to say hello–but that was before Red Jacket. And he was damn curious to know what that man died wanting.


He shouldn’t be surprised by Stephanie’s behavior. She’d always kept everything close to her vest, too close sometimes, which had often generated clashes. One thing to be safe in an Atlanta office working a computer, quite another being out in the field. Good decisions could never be made without good information.


He spotted Stephanie and Hansen inside a windowless alcove that served as Hansen’s office. Malone had visited there once when he’d first tried to make friends with the idiot. Hansen was a heavy-chested man with a long nose that overhung a grizzly mustache. Malone positioned himself behind a row of overloaded shelves and grabbed a book, pretending to read.


“Why have you come such a long way for this?” Hansen was saying in his tight, wheezy voice.


“Are you familiar with the Roskilde auction?”


Typical Stephanie, answering a question she didn’t want to answer with another question.


“I attend often. Lots of books for sale.”


Malone, too, was familiar with the auction. Roskilde lay thirty minutes west of Copenhagen. The town’s antique-book dealers convened once a quarter for a sale that brought buyers from all over Europe. Two months after opening his shop, Malone had earned nearly two hundred thousand euros there from four books he’d managed to find at an obscure estate sale in the Czech Republic. Those funds had made his transition from salaried government employee to entrepreneur a lot less stressful. But they also bred jealousy, and Peter Hansen had not hidden his envy.


“I need the one book we spoke about. Tonight. You said there would be no problem buying it,” Stephanie said, in the tone of someone accustomed to giving orders.


Hansen chuckled. “Americans. All alike. The world revolves around you.”


“My husband said you were a man who could find the unfindable. The book I want is already found. I just need it purchased.”


“It does go to the highest bidder.”


Malone winced. Stephanie did not know the perilous territory she was navigating. The first rule of the bargain was never to reveal how badly you wanted something.


“It’s an obscure book that no one cares about,” she said.


“But apparently you do, which means there will be others.”


“Let’s make sure we’re the highest bidder.”


“Why is this book so important? I’ve never heard of it. Its author is unknown.”


“Did you question my husband’s motives?”


“What does that mean?”


“That it’s none of your business. Secure the book and I’ll pay your fee, as agreed.”


“Why don’t you buy it yourself?”


“I don’t plan to explain myself.”


“Your husband was much more agreeable.”


“He’s dead.”


Though the declaration carried no emotion, a moment of silence passed.


“Are we to travel to Roskilde together?” Hansen asked, apparently getting the message that he was going to learn nothing from her.


“I’ll meet you there.”


“I can hardly wait.”


Stephanie bounded from the office and Malone shrank farther into his alcove, his face turned away as she passed. He heard the door to Hansen’s office slam shut and took the opportunity to stride back toward the front entrance.


Stephanie exited the darkened shop and turned left. Malone waited, then crept forward and watched his former boss weave her way through afternoon shoppers back toward the Round Tower.


He dropped back and followed.


Her head never turned. She seemed oblivious that anyone might be interested in what she was doing. Yet she should be, especially after what happened with Red Jacket. He wondered why her guard was not up. Granted, she wasn’t a field agent, but she wasn’t a fool either.


At the Round Tower, instead of turning right and heading toward Højbro Plads where Malone’s bookshop stood, she kept straight. After another three blocks, she disappeared inside the Hotel d’Angleterre.


He watched as she entered.


He was hurt that she was intent on purchasing a book in Denmark and had not asked him to assist. Clearly, she didn’t want him involved. In fact, after what happened at the Round Tower, she apparently didn’t even want to speak with him.


He glanced at his watch. A little after four thirty. The auction started at six pm, and Roskilde was half an hour’s drive away. He’d not planned on attending. The catalog sent out weeks ago contained nothing of interest. But that was no longer the case. Stephanie was acting strange, even for her. And a familiar voice deep inside his head, one that had kept him alive through twelve years as a government operative, said she was going to need him.




THREE


Abbey des Fontaines


French Pyrénées


5.00 pm





The seneschal knelt beside the bed to comfort his dying master. For weeks he’d prayed that this moment would not come. But soon, after ruling the Order wisely for twenty-eight years, the old man lying on the bed would achieve a well-earned peace and join his predecessors in heaven. Unfortunately for the seneschal, the tumult of the physical world would continue, and he dreaded that prospect.


The room was spacious, the ancient stone-and-wood walls free of decay, only the pine-hammered ceiling beams blackened by age. A solitary window, like a somber eye, broke the exterior wall and framed the beauty of a waterfall matted by a stark gray mountain. A growing dusk thickened the room’s corners.


The seneschal reached for the old man’s hand. The grip was cold and clammy. “Can you hear me, Master?” he asked in French.


The tired eyes opened. “I am not gone as yet. But soon.”


He’d heard others in their final hour make similar statements and wondered if the body simply did exhaust itself, lacking the energy to compel lungs to breathe or a heart to beat, death finally conquering where life had once flourished. He gripped the hand tighter. “I’ll miss you.”


A smile came to the thin lips. “You have served me well, as I knew you would. That’s why I chose you.”


“There will be much conflict in the days ahead.”


“You are ready. I have seen to it.”


He was the seneschal, second only to the master. He’d risen fast through the ranks, too fast for some, and only the master’s firm leadership had quelled the discontent. But death would soon claim his protector and he feared open revolt might follow.


“There is no guarantee I’ll succeed you.”


“You underestimate yourself.”


“I respect the power of our adversaries.”


A silence washed over them, allowing the larks and blackbirds beyond the window to announce their presence. He stared down at his master. The old man wore an azure smock besprinkled with golden stars. Though the facial features were sharpened by his approaching death, there remained a vigor to the old man’s lean form. A gray beard hung long and unkempt, the hands and feet constricted with arthritis, but the eyes continued to glisten. He knew twenty-eight years of leadership had taught the old warrior much. Perhaps the most vital lesson was how to project, even in the face of death, a mask of civility.


The doctor had confirmed the cancer months ago. As required by Rule, the disease was allowed to run its course, the natural consequences of God’s action accepted. Thousands of brothers through the centuries had endured the same end, and it was unthinkable that the master would soil their tradition.


“I wish I could smell the water’s spray,” the old man whispered.


The seneschal glanced toward the window. Its sixteenth-century panes were swung open, allowing the sweet aroma of wet stone and verdant greens to seep into his nostrils. The distant water roared in a bubbly tenor. “Your room offers the perfect venue.”


“One of the reasons I wanted to be master.”


He smiled, knowing the old man was being facetious. He’d read the Chronicles and knew that his mentor had ascended by being able to grasp each turn of fortune with the adaptiveness of a genius. His tenure had been one of peace, but all that would soon change.


“I should pray for your soul,” the seneschal said.


“Time for that later. Instead, you must prepare.”


“For what?”


“The conclave. Gather your votes. Be ready. Do not allow your enemies time to rally. Remember all I taught you.” The hoarse voice cracked with infirmity, but there was a firmness in the tone’s foundation.


“I’m not sure that I want to be master.”


“You do.”


His friend knew him well. Modesty required that he shun the mantle, but more than anything he wanted to be the next master.


He felt the hand within his shiver. A few shallow breaths were needed for the old man to steady himself.


“I have prepared the message. It is there, on the desk.”


He knew it would be the next master’s duty to study that testament.


“The duty must be done,” the master said. “As it has been done since the Beginning.”


The seneschal did not want to hear about duty. He was more concerned with emotion. He looked around the room, which contained only the bed, a prie-dieu that faced a wooden crucifix, three chairs protected by old tapestried cushions, a writing desk, and two aged marble statues standing in wall niches. There was a time when the chamber would have been filled with Spanish leather, Delft porcelain, English furniture. But audacity had long been purged from the Order’s character.


As from his own.


The old man gasped for air.


He stared down at the man lying in an uneasy slumber of disease. The master gathered his wind, blinked a few times, then said, “Not yet, old friend. But soon.”




FOUR


Roskilde


6.15 pm





Malone waited until after the auction started before slipping into the hall. He was familiar with the setup and knew bidding would not begin before six twenty, as there were preliminary matters of buyer registration and seller agreements that had to be verified before any money began changing hands.


Roskilde was an ancient town nestled beside a slender saltwater fjord. Founded by Vikings, it had served as Denmark’s capital until the fifteenth century and continued to exude a regal grace. The auction was held downtown, near the Domkirke, in a building off Skomagergade, where shoemakers had once dominated. Bookselling was an art form in Denmark. There was a nationwide appreciation for the written word–one Malone, as a lifelong bibliophile, had come to admire. Where once books were simply a hobby, a diversion from the pressures of his risky career, now they were his life.


Spotting Peter Hansen and Stephanie near the front, he stayed toward the rear, behind one of the stone pillars supporting the vaulted ceiling. He had no intention of bidding, so it mattered not if the auctioneer could see him.


Books came and went, some for respectable numbers of kroner. But he noticed Peter Hansen perk up as the next item was displayed.


“Pierres Gravées du Languedoc, by Eugène Stüblein. Copyright 1887,” the auctioneer announced. “A local history, quite common for the time, printed in only a few hundred copies. This is part of an estate we recently acquired. This book is very fine, leather-bound, no marks, with some extraordinary prints–one is reproduced in the catalog. Not something we normally bother with, but the volume is quite lovely, so we thought there may be some interest. An opening bid, please.”


Three came fast, all low, the last at four hundred kroner. Malone did the math. Sixty dollars. Hansen then weighed in at eight hundred. No more bids came from the other potential buyers until one of the representatives who worked phones for those unable to attend called out a bid of one thousand kroner.


Hansen seemed perturbed by the unexpected challenge, especially from a long-distance bidder, and upped his offer to 1,050. Phone Man retaliated with two thousand. A third bidder joined the fray. Shouts continued until the bid soared to nine thousand kroner. Others appeared to sense there might be something more to the book. Another minute of intense bidding ended with Hansen’s offer of twenty-four thousand kroner.


More than four thousand dollars.


Malone knew Stephanie was a salaried civil servant, somewhere in the seventy- to eighty-thousand-dollar-a-year range. Her husband had died years ago and left her with some assets, but she was not wealthy and certainly not a book collector, so he wondered why she was willing to pay so much for an unknown travel log. People brought them into his shop by the box, many from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a time when personal accounts of faraway places were popular. Most sported purple prose and were, by and large, worthless.


This one clearly seemed an exception.


“Fifty thousand kroner,” the representative for Phone Man called out.


More than double Hansen’s last bid.


Heads turned and Malone retreated behind the pillar as Stephanie whirled to face the phone bank. He peered around the edge and watched as Stephanie and Hansen conversed, then returned their attention to the auctioneer. A moment of silence passed while Hansen seemed to consider his next move, but he was clearly taking his cue from Stephanie.


She shook her head.


“Item is sold to the telephone bidder for fifty thousand kroner.”


The auctioneer retrieved the book from the display stand and a fifteen-minute break was announced. Malone knew the house was going to take a look at Pierres Gravées du Languedoc to see what made it worth more than eight thousand dollars. He knew the Roskilde dealers were astute and unaccustomed to treasures slipping past them. But apparently, something had this time.


He continued to hug the pillar while Stephanie and Hansen remained near their seats. A number of familiar faces filled the hall and he hoped no one called out his name. Most were idling toward the other corner where refreshments were being offered. He noticed two men approach Stephanie and introduce themselves. Both were stocky, with short hair, dressed in chinos and crew-necked shirts beneath loose-fitting tan jackets. As one bent to shake Stephanie’s hand, Malone noticed the distinctive bulge of a weapon nestled against his spine.


After some discussion, the men withdrew. The conversation had appeared friendly, and while Hansen drifted toward the free beer, Stephanie approached one of the attendants, spoke a moment, then left the hall through a side door.


Malone moved straight for the same attendant, Gregos, a thin Dane whom he knew well.


“Cotton, so good to see you.”


“Always on the lookout for a bargain.”


Gregos smiled. “Tough to find those here.”


“Looked like that last item was a shock.”


“I thought it would fetch maybe five hundred kroner. But fifty thousand? Amazing.”


“Any idea why?”


Gregos shook his head. “Beyond me.”


Malone motioned toward the side door. “The woman you were just talking to. Where was she headed?”


The attendant gave him a knowing look. “You interested in her?”


“Not like that. But I am interested.”


Malone had been a favorite of the auction house since a few months back when he helped find a wayward seller who’d offered three volumes of Jane Eyre, circa 1847, that turned out to be stolen. When the police seized the books from the new buyer, the auction house had to refund every krone, but the seller had already cashed the house check. As a favor, Malone found the man in England and retrieved the money. In the process, he’d made some grateful friends in his new home.


“She was asking about the Domkirke, where it is located. Particularly the chapel of Christian IV.”


“She say why?”


Gregos shook his head. “Only that she was going to walk over.”


He reached out and shook the man’s hand. In his grasp lay a folded thousand-krone note. He saw that Gregos appreciated the offering and casually slipped the money into his pocket. Gratuities were frowned upon by the auction house.


“One more thing,” he said. “Who was the high bidder on the phone for that book?”


“As you know, Cotton, that information is strictly confidential.”


“As you know, I hate rules. Do I know the bidder?”


“He owns the building that you rent in Copenhagen.”


He nearly smiled. Henrik Thorvaldsen. He should have known.


The auction was reconvening. As buyers retook their seats, he made his way toward the entrance and noticed Peter Hansen sitting down. Outside, he stepped into a cool Danish evening, and though nearly eight pm the summer sky remained backlit with bars of dull crimson from a slowly setting sun. Several blocks away loomed the redbrick cathedral, the Domkirke, where Danish royalty had been buried since the thirteenth century.


What was Stephanie doing there?


He was just about to head that way when two men approached. One pressed something hard into his back.


“Nice and still, Mr. Malone, or I will shoot you here and now,” the voice whispered in his ear.


He glanced left and right.


The two men who’d been talking to Stephanie in the hall flanked him. And in their features he saw the same anxious look he’d seen a few hours ago on Red Jacket’s face.




FIVE


Stephanie entered the Domkirke. The man at the auction had said the building was easy to find and he’d been right. The monstrous brick edifice, far too big for the town around it, dominated the evening sky.


Inside the grandiose building she found extensions, chapels, and porches, all topped by a high vaulted ceiling and towering stained-glass windows that lent the ancient walls a celestial air. She could tell the cathedral was no longer Catholic–Lutheran from the décor, if she was not mistaken–with architecture that cast a distinctively French air.


She was angry that she’d lost the book. She’d thought it would sell for no more than three hundred kroner, fifty dollars or so. Instead, some anonymous buyer paid more than eight thousand dollars for an innocuous account of southern France written over a hundred years ago.


Again, somebody knew her business.


Maybe it was the person waiting for her? The two men who’d approached her after the bidding had said all would be explained if she would simply walk to the cathedral and find Christian IV’s chapel. She’d thought the trip foolish, but what choice did she have? She had a limited amount of time in which to do a great deal.


She followed the directions provided to her and circled the vestibule. A service was being held in the nave to her right, before the main altar. About fifty people knelt in the pews. Music from a pipe organ banged through the interior with a metallic vibration. She found Christian IV’s chapel and entered through an elaborate iron grille.


Waiting for her was a short man with wispy, iron-gray hair that lay flat upon his head like a cap. He had a rugged, clean-shaven face and wore light-colored cotton trousers beneath an open collar shirt. A leather jacket covered his thick chest, and as she drew closer, she noticed that his dark eyes cast a look she immediately thought cold and suspicious. Perhaps he sensed her apprehension because his expression softened and he threw her a disarming grin.


“Ms. Nelle, so good to meet you.”


“How do you know who I am?”


“I was well acquainted with your husband’s work. He was a great scholar on several subjects that interest me.”


“Which ones? My husband dealt in many subjects.”


“Rennes-le-Château is my main interest. His work on the so-called great secret of that town and the land surrounding it.”


“Are you the person who just outbid me?”


He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Not I, which is why I asked to speak with you. I had a representative bidding but–like you, I’m sure–I was shocked at the final price.”


Needing a moment to think, she wandered around the royal sepulcher. Monstrous wall-sized paintings, encased with elaborate trompe l’oeil, sheathed the dazzling marble walls. Five embellished coffins filled the center beneath an enormous arched ceiling.


The man motioned to the coffins. “Christian IV is regarded as Denmark’s greatest monarch. As with Henry VIII in England, Francis II in France, and Peter the Great of Russia, he fundamentally changed this country. His mark remains everywhere.”


She wasn’t interested in a history lesson. “What do you want?”


“Let me show you something.”


He stepped toward the metal grating at the chapel’s entrance. She followed.


“Legend says that the devil himself designed these ironworks. The craftsmanship is extraordinary. It contains the king and queen’s monograms and a multitude of fabulous creatures. But look closely at the bottom.”


She saw words engraved into the decorative metal.


“It reads,” he said, “Caspar Fincke bin ich genannt, dieser Arbeit binn ich bekannt. Caspar Fincke is my name, to this work I owe my fame.”


She faced him. “Your point?”


“Atop the Round Tower in Copenhagen, around its edge, is another iron grating. Fincke designed that, too. He fashioned it low so the eye could see the city rooftops, but it also makes for an easy leap.”


She got the message. “That man who jumped today worked for you?”


He nodded.


“Why did he die?”


“Soldiers of Christ securely fight the battles of the Lord, fearing no sin from the slaughter of the enemy, nor danger from their own death.”


“He killed himself.”


“When death is to be given, or received, it has naught of a crime in it but much glory.”


“You don’t know how to answer a question.”


He smiled. “I was merely quoting a great theologian, who wrote those words eight hundred years ago. St. Bernard of Clairvaux.”


“Who are you?”


“Why not call me Bernard.”


“What do you want?”


“Two things. First, the book we both lost in the bidding. But I recognize you cannot provide that. The second, you do have. It was sent to you a month ago.”


She kept her face stoic. This was indeed the man who knew her business. “And what is that?”


“Ah, a test. A way for you to judge my credibility. All right. The package sent to you contained a journal that once belonged to your husband–a personal notebook he kept until his untimely death. Did I pass?”


She said nothing.


“I want that journal.”


“Why is it so important?”


“Many called your husband odd. Different. New age. The academic community scoffed at him, and the press made fun of him. But I called him brilliant. He could see things others never noticed. Look what he accomplished. He originated the entire modern-day attraction with Rennes-le-Château. His book was the first to realert the world to the locale’s wonders. Sold five million copies worldwide. Quite an accomplishment.”


“My husband sold many books.”


“Fourteen, if I’m not mistaken, but none was of the magnitude of his first, The Treasure at Rennes-le-Château. Thanks to him, there are now hundreds of volumes published on that subject.”


“What makes you think I have my husband’s journal?”


“We both know that I would have it now but for the interference of a man named Cotton Malone. I believe he once worked for you.”


“Doing what?”


He seemed to understand her continued challenge. “You are a career official with the United States Justice Department and head a unit known as the Magellan Billet. Twelve lawyers, each chosen specially by you, who work under your sole direction and handle, shall we say, sensitive matters. Cotton Malone worked a number of years for you. But he retired early last year and now owns a bookshop in Copenhagen. If not for the unfortunate actions of my acolyte, you would have enjoyed a light lunch with Mr. Malone, bid him farewell, and headed here for the auction, which was your true purpose for coming to Denmark.”


The time for pretense was over. “Who do you work for?”


“Myself.”


“I doubt that.”


“Why would you?”


“Years of practice.”


He smiled again, which annoyed her. “The notebook, if you please.”


“I don’t have it. After today, I thought it needed safekeeping.”


“Does Peter Hansen have it?”


She said nothing.


“No. I assume you would not admit to anything.”


“I think this conversation is over.” She turned for the open gate and hurried through it. To her right, back toward the main doors, she spied two more men with short hair–not the same ones from the auction house–but she instantly knew who gave them orders.


She glanced back at the man whose name was not Bernard.


“Like my associate today on the Round Tower, there is no place for you to go.”


“Screw you.”


And she spun left and rushed deeper into the cathedral.




SIX


Malone assessed the situation. He was standing in a public place, adjacent to a crowded street. People were coming and going from the auction hall, while others were waiting for their cars to be brought by attendants from a nearby lot. Clearly his surveillance of Stephanie had not gone unnoticed, and he cursed himself for not being more alert. But he decided that, contrary to the threats made, the two men on either side of him would not risk exposure. He was being detained, not eliminated. Perhaps their task was to give whatever was happening in the cathedral with Stephanie time to unfold.


Which meant he needed to act.


He watched as more patrons spilled out from the auction hall. One, a gangly Dane, owned a bookshop in the Strøget, near Peter Hansen’s store. He watched as a valet delivered the man’s car.


“Vagn,” Malone called out, stepping away from the gun to his back.


His friend heard his name and turned.


“Cotton, how are you?” the man answered in Danish.


Malone casually walked toward the car and looked back to see the short-haired man quickly conceal the weapon beneath his jacket. He’d caught the man off his guard, which only confirmed what he already thought. These guys were amateurs. He was ready to bet that they didn’t speak Danish, either.


“Might I trouble you for a ride back to Copenhagen?” he asked.


“Certainly. We have room. Climb in.”


He reached for the rear passenger door. “I appreciate it. My ride is going to hang around awhile and I need to get back home.”


As he slammed the car door shut, he waved through the window and saw a confused look on the two men’s faces as the car eased away.


“Nothing interest you today?” Vagn asked.


He turned his attention to the driver. “Not a thing.”


“Me, either. We decided to leave and take an early dinner.”


Malone glanced over at the woman next to him. Another man sat in the front. He did not know either, so he introduced himself. The car slowly made its way out of Roskilde’s warren of tight streets toward the Copenhagen highway.


He spied the twin spires and copper roof of the cathedral. “Vagn, could you let me out? I need to hang around a little longer.”


“You sure?”


“I just remembered something I need to do.”


∗


Stephanie paralleled the nave and plunged deeper into the cathedral. Past the massive pillars rising to her right, the church service was still in progress. Her low heels clicked off the flagstones, but only she could hear them, thanks to the ponderous organ. The path ahead rounded the main altar, and a series of half walls and memorials divided the ambulatory from the choir.


She glanced back to see the man calling himself Bernard sauntering forward, but the two other men were nowhere to be seen. She realized that she would soon be heading back toward the church’s main entrance, only on the other side of the building. For the first time, she fully appreciated the risks her agents took. She’d never worked in the field–that was not part of her job–but this was not an official assignment. This was personal and she was officially on vacation. No one knew she’d traveled to Denmark–no one besides Cotton Malone. And considering her present predicament, that anonymity was becoming a problem.


She rounded the ambulatory.


Her pursuer stayed a discreet distance back, surely knowing that she had nowhere to go. She passed a set of stone stairs that dropped down into another side chapel and then saw, fifty feet ahead, the two other men appear in the rear vestibule, blocking her way out of the church. Behind her, Bernard continued his steady advance. To her left was another sepulcher, this one identified as the Chapel of Magi.


She darted inside.


Two marble tombs lay within the brilliantly decorated walls, both reminiscent of Roman temples. She retreated toward the farther. Then a wild unreasoning terror seized her as she realized the worst.


She was trapped.


∗


Malone jogged to the cathedral and entered through the main doors. To his right he spotted two men–stocky, short hair, plainly dressed–similar to the two he’d just evaded outside the auction. He decided not to take any chances and reached beneath his jacket for a Beretta automatic, standard issue to all Magellan Billet agents. He’d been allowed to keep the weapon when he retired and managed to smuggle it into Denmark–owning a handgun here was illegal.


He palmed the stock, finger on the trigger, and brought out the gun, shielding it with his thigh. He’d not held a weapon in more than a year. It was a feeling he’d thought part of his past, one he hadn’t missed. But a man leaping to his death had grabbed his attention, so he’d come prepared. That was what a good agent did, and one of the reasons he’d served as the pallbearer for a few friends instead of being hauled down the center aisle of a church himself.


The two men were standing with their backs to him, arms at their sides, hands empty. Thunderous organ music masked his approach. He stepped close and said, “Busy night, fellows.”


Both turned and he flashed the gun. “Let’s keep this civil.”


Over the shoulder of one of the men he caught sight of another man, a hundred feet down the transept, casually striding toward them. He saw the man reach beneath his leather jacket. Malone did not wait for what was next, and dove left into an empty row of pews. A pop echoed over the organ and a bullet tore into the wood pew ahead of him.


He saw the two other men reach for weapons.


From his prone position, he fired twice. The shots exploded through the cathedral, piercing the music. One of the men went down, the other fled. Malone came to his knees and heard three new pops. He dove back down as more bullets found wood near him.


He sent two more shots in the direction of the lone gunman.


The organ stopped.


People realized what was happening. The crowd started flooding from the pews past where Malone was hiding, seeking safety outside through the rear doors. He used the confusion to peer above the pew and saw the man in the leather jacket standing near the entrance to one of the side chapels.


“Stephanie,” he called out over the mayhem.


No answer.


“Stephanie. It’s Cotton. Let me know if you’re okay?”


Still no answer.


He belly-crawled forward, found the opposite transept, and rose to his feet. The path ahead rounded the church and led to the other side. Pillars lining the way would make any shot at him difficult, and then the choir would block him completely, so he ran forward.


∗


Stephanie heard Malone call her name. Thank goodness he never could mind his own business. She was still in the Magi Chapel, hiding behind a black marble tomb. She heard shots and realized Malone was doing what he could, but he was outnumbered at least three to one. She needed to help him, but what good could she be? She carried no weapon. At least she ought to let him know she was all right. But before she could answer, through another elaborate iron grille that opened into the church, she saw Bernard, gun in hand.


Fear seized her muscles and gripped her mind in an unfamiliar panic.


He entered the chapel.


∗


Malone rounded the choir. People were still rushing from the church, voices excited, hysterical. Surely someone had called the police. He just needed to contain his attackers until help arrived.


He looped the ambulatory and saw one of the men he’d shot helping the other out the rear doors. The one who’d started the attack was not in sight.


That worried him.


He slowed his pace and brought his gun to the ready.


∗


Stephanie stiffened. Bernard was twenty feet away.


“I know you’re in here,” he said in a deep, throaty voice. “Your savior arrived, so I have no time to deal with you. You know what I want. We shall meet again.”


The prospect was not appealing.


“Your husband was unreasonable, too. He was made a similar offer eleven years ago with regard to the journal and refused.”


She was stung by the man’s words. She knew that she should remain silent, but there was no way. Not now. “What do you know of my husband?”


“Enough. Let’s leave it at that.”


She heard him walk away.


∗


Malone saw Leather Jacket step from one of the side chapels.


“Stop,” he called out.


The man whirled and leveled his gun.


Malone dove toward a set of steps that led to another room jutting from the cathedral and rolled down half a dozen stone risers.


Three bullets smacked off the walls above him.


Malone scampered back up, ready to return fire, but Leather Jacket was a hundred feet away, running toward the rear vestibule, turning for the other side of the church.


Malone came to his feet and trotted forward.


“Stephanie,” he called out.


“Here, Cotton.”


He saw his old boss appear at the far side of the chapel. She walked toward him, a stony expression spread over her calm face. Sirens could be heard outside.


“I suggest we get out of here,” he said. “There are going to be a lot of questions and I have the feeling you’re not going to want to answer any of them.”


“You got that right.” She brushed by him.


He was just about to suggest that they use one of the other exits when the main doors were flung open and uniformed police swarmed inside. He still held his gun and they spotted it immediately.


Feet were planted and automatic weapons raised.


He and Stephanie froze.



“Hen til den landskab. Nu,” came the command. To the ground. Now.


“What do they want us to do?” Stephanie asked.


Malone dropped his gun and started down to his knees. “Nothing good.”




SEVEN


Raymond de Roquefort stood outside the cathedral, beyond the circle of onlookers, and watched the unfolding drama. He and his two associates had dissolved into the web of shadows cast by the thick trees that rose across from the cathedral plaza. He’d managed to slip out a side door and retreat just as the police stormed the main entrance. No one seemed to notice him. The authorities would, for the moment, be focused on Stephanie Nelle and Cotton Malone. It would be awhile before witnesses described other men with guns. He was familiar with these kinds of situations and knew how calm heads always prevailed. So he told himself to relax. His men must know that he was in control.


The front of the brick cathedral was awash with strobing red and white light. More police arrived, and he marveled how a town of Roskilde’s size possessed so much law enforcement. People were flooding over from the nearby main plaza. The whole scene was quickly turning chaotic. Which was perfect. He’d always found tremendous freedom of movement within chaos, provided he controlled the chaos.


He faced the two who’d been with him inside the church. “Are you injured?” he asked the one who’d been shot.


The man peeled back his jacket and showed him how the body armor had done its job. “Just sore.”


From the crowd he saw his remaining two acolytes emerge–the ones he’d sent to the auction. They’d reported through their radios that Stephanie Nelle had not prevailed in the bidding. So he’d ordered them to send her his way. He’d thought perhaps she could be intimidated, but the effort had failed. Worse, he’d drawn a great deal of attention to his activities. But that was thanks to Cotton Malone. His men had spotted Malone at the auction, so he’d instructed them to detain him while he spoke with Stephanie Nelle. Apparently, that effort had failed, too.


The two approached and one of them said, “We lost Malone.”


“I found him.”


“He’s resourceful. With nerve.”


He knew that to be true. He’d checked out Cotton Malone after learning Stephanie Nelle would be traveling to Denmark to visit with him. Since Malone could have well been a part of whatever she was planning, he’d made a point to learn all he could.


His given name was Harold Earl Malone. He was forty-six years old, born in the American state of Georgia. His mother was a native Georgian, his father a career military man, an Annapolis graduate, who rose to the rank of Navy Commander before his submarine sank when Malone was ten years old.


The son followed in the father’s footsteps, attending the Naval Academy and graduating in the top third of his class. He was admitted to flight school, eventually earning high enough marks to choose fighter pilot training. Then, interestingly, midway through, he abruptly sought reassignment and was admitted to Georgetown University Law School, earning his law degree while stationed at the Pentagon. After graduation he was transferred to the Judge Advocate General’s corps, where he spent nine years as a staff lawyer. Thirteen years ago he was reassigned to the Justice Department and Stephanie Nelle’s newly formed Magellan Billet. He remained there until last year, retiring out early as a full commander.


On the personal side, Malone was divorced and his fourteen-year-old son lived with his ex-wife in Georgia. Immediately upon retiring, Malone had left America and moved to Copenhagen. He was a confirmed bibliophile and born Catholic, but not noted as overly religious. He was reasonably fluent in several languages, possessed of no known addictions or phobias, and prone to extreme self-motivation and obsessive dedication. He also possessed an eidetic memory. All in all, just the kind of man de Roquefort would rather have in his employ than working against him.


And the past few minutes had proven that.


Three-to-one odds had not seemed to bother Malone, especially when he thought Stephanie Nelle was in jeopardy.


Earlier, de Roquefort’s young associate had demonstrated loyalty and courage, too, though the man had acted in haste stealing Stephanie Nelle’s bag. He should have waited until after her visit with Cotton Malone, when she was on the way back to her hotel, alone and vulnerable. Perhaps he’d been trying to please, knowing the importance of their mission. Maybe it was simply impatience. But when cornered at the Round Tower, the young man had correctly chosen death over capture. A shame, but the learning process was like that. Those with brains and ability rose. Everyone else was eliminated.


He turned to one of his associates who’d been inside the auction hall and asked, “Did you learn who was the high bidder for the book?”


The young man nodded. “It cost a thousand kroner to bribe the attendant.”


He wasn’t interested in the price of weakness. “The name?”


“Henrik Thorvaldsen.”


The phone in his pocket vibrated. His second in command knew he was occupied, so the call had to be important. He flipped the unit open.


“The time is close,” the voice said in his ear.


“How close?”


“Within the next few hours.”


An unexpected bonus.


“I have a task for you,” he said into the phone. “There’s a man. Henrik Thorvaldsen. A wealthy Dane, lives north of Copenhagen. I know some, but I need complete information on him within the hour. Call me back when you have it.”


Then he clicked off the phone and turned to his subordinates.


“We must return home. But first there are two more tasks we have to complete before dawn.”




EIGHT


Malone and Stephanie were transported to a police building on the outskirts of Roskilde. Neither of them spoke on the way, as they both knew enough to keep their mouths shut. Malone fully realized that Stephanie’s presence in Denmark had nothing to do with the Magellan Billet. Stephanie never worked the field. She was at the apex of the triangle–everyone reported to her in Atlanta. And besides, when she’d called last week and said she wanted to drop by and say hello, she’d made clear she was coming to Europe on vacation. Some vacation, he thought, as they were left alone in a brightly lit, windowless room.


“Oh, by the way, the coffee was great at the Café Nikolaj,” he said. “I went ahead and drank yours. Of course that was after I chased a man to the top of the Round Tower and watched while he jumped.”


She said nothing.


“I did manage to see you snatch your bag from the street. Did you happen to notice the dead man lying next to it? Maybe not. You seemed in a hurry.”


“That’s enough, Cotton,” she said in a tone he knew.


“I don’t work for you anymore.”


“So why are you here?”


“I was asking myself the same thing in the cathedral, but the bullets distracted me.”


Before she could say anything further, the door opened and a tall man with reddish blond hair and pale brown eyes entered. He was the Roskilde police inspector who’d brought them from the cathedral and he held Malone’s Beretta.


“I made the call you requested,” the inspector said to Stephanie. “The American embassy confirms your identity and status with your Justice Department. I’m awaiting word from our Home Office as to what to do.” He turned. “You, Mr. Malone, are another matter. You are in Denmark on a temporary residence visa as a shopkeeper.” He displayed the gun. “Our laws do not sanction the carrying of weapons, not to mention discharging it in our national cathedral–a World Heritage Site, no less.”


“I like to break only the most important laws,” he said, not letting the man think he was getting to him.


“I do love humor, Mr. Malone. But this is a serious matter. Not for me, but for you.”


“Did the witnesses mention that there were three other men who started the shooting?”


“We have descriptions. But it is unlikely they are around any longer. You, though, are right here.”


“Inspector,” Stephanie said. “The situation that developed was of my doing, not Mr. Malone’s.” She threw him a glare. “Mr. Malone once worked for me and thought I required his assistance.”


“Are you saying the shooting would not have occurred but for Mr. Malone’s interference?”


“Not at all. Only that the situation grew out of control–through no fault of Mr. Malone’s.”


The inspector appraised her observation with obvious apprehension. Malone wondered what Stephanie was doing. Lying was not her forte, but he decided not to challenge her in front of the inspector.


“Were you in the cathedral on official United States government business?” the inspector asked her.


“That I cannot say. You understand.”


“Your job involves activities that cannot be discussed? I thought you were a lawyer?”


“I am. But my unit is routinely involved in national security investigations. In fact, that’s our main purpose for existing.”


The inspector did not seem impressed. “What is your business in Denmark, Ms. Nelle?”


“I came to visit Mr. Malone. I haven’t seen him in more than a year.”


“That was your only purpose?”


“Why don’t we wait for the Home Office.”


“It is a miracle that no one was hurt in that mélange. There is damage to a few sacred monuments, but no injuries.”


“I shot one of the gunmen,” Malone said.


“If you did, he did not bleed.”


Which meant they were armored. The team had come prepared, but for what?


“How long will you be staying in Denmark?” the inspector asked Stephanie.


“Gone tomorrow.”


The door opened and a uniformed officer handed the inspector a sheet of paper. The man read, then said, “You apparently have some well-placed friends, Ms. Nelle. My superiors say to let you go and ask no questions.”


Stephanie headed for the door.


Malone stood, too. “That paper mention me?”


“I’m to release you, as well.”


Malone reached for the gun. The man did not offer it.


“There is no instruction that I am to return the weapon.”


He decided not to argue. He could deal with that issue later. Right now, he needed to speak with Stephanie.


He rushed off and found her outside.


She whirled to face him, her features set tight. “Cotton, I appreciate what you did in the cathedral. But listen to me, and listen good. Stay out of my business.”


“You have no idea what you’re doing. In the cathedral you walked right into something with no preparation. Those three men wanted to kill you.”


“Then why didn’t they? There was every opportunity before you arrived.”


“Which raises even more questions.”


“Don’t you have enough to do at your bookshop?”


“Plenty.”


“Then do it. When you quit last year, you made clear that you were tired of getting shot at. I believe you said that your new Danish benefactor offered a life you always wanted. So go enjoy it.”


“You’re the one who called me and wanted to stop by for a visit.”


“Which was a bad idea.”


“That was no purse snatcher today.”


“Stay out of this.”


“You owe me. I saved your neck.”


“Nobody told you to do that.”


“Stephanie–”


“Dammit, Cotton. I’m not going to say it again. If you keep on, I’ll have no choice but to take action.”
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