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I tell you my seat hath been the seat of kings.


I will have no rascal to succeed me,


and who should succeed me but a king.


—Elizabeth I










Prologue


WHITEHALL PALACE


JANUARY 28, 1547


KATHERINE PARR SAW THAT THE END WAS APPROACHING. ONLY a few more days remained, maybe a mere few hours. She’d stood silent for the past half hour and watched, as the physicians completed their examinations. The time had now come for them to deliver their verdict.


“Sire,” one of them said. “All human aid is now in vain. It is best for you to review your past life and seek God’s mercy through Christ.”


She stared as Henry VIII considered the advice. The king, prone in his bed, had been uttering loud cries of pain. He ceased them and lifted his head, facing the messenger. “What judge has sent you to pass this sentence on me?”


“We are your physicians. There is no appeal from this judgment.”


“Get away from me,” Henry shrieked. “All of you.”


Though gravely ill the king could still command. The men quickly fled the bedchamber, as did all of the frightened courtiers.


Katherine turned to leave, too.


“I bid you, good queen, to stay,” Henry said.


She nodded.


They were alone.


He seemed to steel himself.


“If a man fills his belly with venison and pork, with sides of beef and pasties of veal, if he washes them down with floodtides of ale and wine that never know neap.” Henry paused. “He will reap his tares in a black hour. He will be none the happier for his swollen estate. That, my queen, is how it is with me.”


Her husband spoke the truth. A malady of his own choosing had consumed him, one that had rotted him away from within, slowly extinguishing his life’s core. He was swollen to the point of bursting, incapable of exercise, no more motion in him than a hill of tallow. This man who in youth was so handsome, who leaped moats and drew the best bow in England, who excelled in jousts, led armies, and defeated popes—now he could not even jostle a lordling or raise a hand with pleasure. He’d become big, burly, small-eyed, large-faced, and double-chinned. Swinish looking.


Hideous.


“Sire, you speak ill of yourself without cause,” she said. “You’re my liege lord, to whom I and all of England owe absolute allegiance.”


“But only so long as I breathe.”


“Which you continue to do.”


She knew her place. Stimulating a controversy between a husband and wife, where the former possessed all of the power and the latter nothing, was a dangerous sport. But, though weak, she was not without weapons. Fidelity, kindliness, a ready wit, her constant care, and brilliant learning—those were her tools.


“A man may sow his own seed a thousand times,” she said. “If he take heed to avoid the plague and live otherwise well and hale, he may stand like an oak at the end and leap like a stag who still lords over his herd. That is you, my king.”


He opened his bloated hand and she laid hers within. His skin was cold and clammy and she wondered if death had already begun to take hold. She knew him to be fifty-six years old, having reigned for nearly thirty-eight years. He’d taken six wives and fathered five children that he acknowledged. He’d challenged the world and defied the Catholic Church, establishing his own religion. She was the third woman named Katherine whom he had married and, thanks be to heaven, it appeared she would be the last.


And that gave her heart hope.


No joy had come from being mated to this tyrant, but she’d fulfilled her duties. She’d not wanted to be his wife, preferring instead to be his mistress, since his wives had not fared well. No, madam, he’d said to her. I look for you in the higher role. She’d consciously showed no enthusiasm at his offer, remaining dull to his royal gestures, mindful that as Henry had grown older heads had fallen faster. Discretion was the only path to longevity. So, with no choice, she’d married Henry Tudor in a grand ceremony before the eyes of the world.


Now four years of marital agony were approaching an end.


But she kept her joy to herself, her face masked with concern, her eyes filled with what could only be perceived as love. She was skilled in holding older men’s hearts, having nursed two previous husbands on their deathbeds. She knew what sacrifices the role demanded. For the king she’d many times laid his stinking, ulcered leg upon her lap, applying fomentations and balms, calming his mind, relieving the pain. She was the only one he would allow to do that.


“Sweetheart,” the king whispered. “I have a final duty for you.”


She gave a nod. “Your Majesty’s faintest wish is the law of this land.”


“There is a secret. One I have kept for a long time. One my father passed to me. I wish it passed to Edward and ask you to do such.”


“It would be my honor to do anything for you.”


The king’s eyes closed and she saw that his brief respite from pain had ended. His mouth opened and he cried, “Monks. Monks.”


Terror laced the words.


Were the ghosts of clerics sent to the flames thronged around his bed, jeering at his dying soul? Henry had laid waste to the monasteries, seizing all of their wealth, punishing their occupants. Ruins and corpses were all that remained of their former grandeur.


He seemed to grab control of himself and fought back the vision. “At his death, my father told me of a secret place. One only for Tudors. I have cherished this place and made fine use of it. My son must know of it. Will you tell him, my queen?”


She was amazed that this man, so ruthless in life, so distrusting of anyone and anything, would, at the hour of his death, bring her into his confidence. She wondered if it be another subterfuge to entrap her. He’d tried that once before, months back, when she’d pressed him too far on religion. Bishop Gardiner of Winchester had quickly seized on her error, obtaining royal permission to both investigate and arrest her. Thankfully, she’d learned of the plot and managed to turn the king’s favor back her way. Eventually, it had been Gardiner who’d been banished from court.


“I would, of course, do whatever you request of me,” she said. “But why not tell your dear son and heir yourself?”


“He cannot see me like this. I have not allowed any of my children to see me like this. Only you, sweetheart. I must know that you will carry out this duty.”


She nodded again. “That is not in question.”


“Then, listen to me.”
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COTTON MALONE KNEW A LIE WOULD BE BETTER, BUT DECIDED, as part of his new cooperative relationship with his ex-wife, to tell the truth. Pam watched him with an intensity he’d seen on her face before. Only this time her eyes were softened by a difficult reality.


He knew something she didn’t.


“What does the death of Henry VIII have to do with what happened to you two years ago?” she asked him.


He’d started to tell her the story, but stopped. He hadn’t thought about those hours in London in a long while. They’d been eye opening, in more ways than one. A father-and-son experience only an ex-agent for the United States Justice Department could survive.


“The other day, Gary and I were watching the news,” Pam said. “A Libyan terrorist, the one who bombed that plane in Scotland back in the 1980s, died of cancer. Gary said he knew all about him.”


He’d seen the same story. Abdelbaset al-Megrahi had finally succumbed. A former intelligence officer, al-Megrahi was accused in 1988 of 270 counts of murder for bombing Pan Am Flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland. But it wasn’t until January 2001 that three Scottish judges, sitting in a special court held in the Netherlands, handed down their guilty verdict and a life sentence.


He wanted to know, “What else did Gary say?”


Depending on what his now seventeen-year-old son had revealed, he might be able to limit his own comments.


Or at least he hoped so.


“Only that in London you two were involved with that terrorist.”


Not exactly true, but he was proud of his son’s hedging. Any good intelligence officer knew that ears-open-and-mouth-shut always works best.


“All I know,” she said, “is that two years ago Gary left here with you for a Thanksgiving break in Copenhagen. Instead, now I learn he was in London. Neither one of you ever said a word about that.”


“You knew I had to make a stop there on the way home.”


“A stop? Sure. But it was more than that and you know it.”


They’d been divorced going on four years. Before that they’d been married eighteen years. His entire naval career had been spent with Pam. He became a lawyer and started with the Justice Department while with her, but he ended his twelve-year career as a Magellan Billet agent as her ex-husband.


And it had not been a good separation.


But they’d finally worked things out.


Two years ago.


Just before all that happened in London.


Maybe she should be told everything.


No more secrets, right?


“You sure you want to hear this?”


They were sitting at the kitchen table inside the Atlanta house where Pam and Gary had moved before the divorce. Just after the marriage ended he’d left Georgia and moved to Denmark thinking he’d left the past behind.


How wrong could someone be?


Did he want to hear what happened again?


Not really.


But it might be good for them both.


“Okay, I’ll tell you.”










[image: ]










One


LONDON


FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 21


6:25 PM


COTTON MALONE STEPPED UP TO THE CUSTOMS WINDOW AT Heathrow Airport and presented two passports—his own and his son Gary’s. Positioned between himself and the glass-enclosed counter, however, stood a problem.


Fifteen-year-old Ian Dunne.


“This one doesn’t have a passport,” he told the attendant, then explained who he was and what he was doing. A brief call to somebody led to verbal approval for Ian to reenter the country.


Which didn’t surprise Malone.


He assumed that since the Central Intelligence Agency wanted the boy in England they’d make the necessary arrangements.


He was tired from the long flight, though he’d caught a few hours of sleep. His knee still hurt from the kick Ian had delivered in Atlanta, before trying to flee from that airport. Luckily, his own fifteen-year-old, Gary, had been quick to tackle the pesky Scot before he’d escaped the concourse.


Favors for friends.


Always a problem.


This one for his former boss, Stephanie Nelle, at the Magellan Billet.


It’s the CIA, she’d told him. Langley had called directly. Somehow they were aware Malone was in Georgia and wanted him to escort the boy back to London, handing him over to the Metropolitan Police. After that he and Gary could head on to Copenhagen. In return, they’d received first-class tickets all the way home to Denmark.


Not bad. His own were coach.


Four days ago he’d flown to Georgia for two reasons. The State Bar of Georgia required twelve hours of continuing legal education from all of its licensed lawyers. Though he’d retired from the navy and the Magellan Billet, he still kept his law license active, which meant he had to satisfy the annual education mandate. Last year he’d attended a sanctioned event in Brussels, a three-day meeting on multinational property rights. This year he’d chosen a seminar in Atlanta on international law. Not the most exciting way to spend two days, but he’d worked too hard for that degree to simply allow his ticket to lapse.


The second reason was personal.


Gary had asked to spend the Thanksgiving holiday with him. School was out and his ex-wife, Pam, thought an overseas trip a good idea. He’d wondered why she was so reticent, and found out last week when Pam called his bookshop in Copenhagen.


“Gary’s angry,” she said. “He’s asking a lot of questions.”


“Ones you don’t want to answer?”


“Ones I’m going to have a tough time answering.”


Which was an understatement. Six months ago she’d revealed a harsh truth to him during another call from Atlanta to Denmark. Gary was not his natural son. Instead, the boy was the product of an affair some sixteen years past.


Now she’d told Gary that truth, and his son was not happy. For Malone, the news had been crushing. He could only imagine what it had been for Gary.


“Neither one of us was a saint back then, Cotton.”


She liked to remind him of that reality—as if somehow he’d forgotten that their marriage supposedly ended because of his lapses.


“Gary wants to know about his birth father.”


“So do I.”


She’d told him nothing about the man, and refused his requests for information.


“He has no involvement here,” she said. “He’s a total stranger to all of us. Just like the women you were with have nothing to do with this. I don’t want to open that door. Ever.”


“Why did you tell Gary about this? We agreed to do that together, when the time was right.”


“I know. I know. My mistake. But it had to be done.”


“Why?”


She did not answer him. But he could imagine the reason. She liked to be in control. Of everything. Only she wasn’t in control here. Nobody was, actually.


“He hates me,” she said. “I see it in his eyes.”


“You turned the boy’s life upside down.”


“He told me today that he might want to live with you.”


He had to say, “You know I would never take advantage of this.”


“I know that. This is my fault. Not yours. He’s so angry. Maybe a week with you would help ease some of that.”


He’d come to realize that he didn’t love Gary one drop less because he carried no Malone genes. But he’d be lying to himself if he said he wasn’t bothered by the fact. Six months had passed and the truth still hurt. Why? He wasn’t sure. He hadn’t been faithful to Pam while in the navy. He was young and stupid and got caught. But now he knew that she’d had an affair of her own. Never mentioned at the time. Would she have strayed if he hadn’t?


He doubted it. Not her nature.


So he wasn’t blameless for the current mess.


He and Pam had been divorced for over a year, but only back in October had they made their peace. Everything that happened with the Library of Alexandria changed things between them.


For the better.


But now this.


One boy in his charge was angry and confused.


The other seemed to be a delinquent.


Stephanie had told him some. Ian Dunne had been born in Scotland. Father unknown. Mother abandoned him early. He was sent to London to live with an aunt and drifted in and out of her home, finally running away. He had an arrest record—petty theft, trespassing, loitering. The CIA wanted him because a month ago one of their people was shoved, or jumped, into the path of an oncoming Underground train. Dunne was there, in Oxford Circus. Witnesses say he might even have stolen something from the dead man. So they needed to talk to him.


Not good, but also not his concern.


In a few minutes his favor for Stephanie Nelle would be over, then he and Gary would catch their connecting flight to Copenhagen and enjoy the week, depending of course on how many uncomfortable questions his son might want answered. The hitch was that the Denmark flight departed not from Heathrow, but Gatwick, London’s other major airport, an hour’s ride south. Their departure time was several hours away, so it wasn’t a problem. He would just need to convert some dollars to pounds and hire a taxi.


They left Customs and claimed their luggage.


Both he and Gary had packed light.


“The police going to take me?” Ian asked.


“That’s what I’m told.”


“What will happen to him?” Gary asked.


He shrugged. “Hard to say.”


And it was. Especially with the CIA involved.


He shouldered his bag and led both boys out of the baggage area.


“Can I have my things?” Ian asked.


When Ian had been turned over to him in Atlanta, he’d been given a plastic bag that contained a Swiss Army knife with all the assorted attachments, a pewter necklace with a religious medal attached, a pocket Mace container, some silver shears, and two paperback books with their covers missing.


Ivanhoe and Le Morte d’Arthur.


Their brown edges were water-stained, the bindings veined with thick white creases. Both were thirty-plus-year-old printings. Stamped on the title page was any old books, with an address in Piccadilly Circus, London. He employed a similar branding of inventory, his simply announcing cotton malone, bookseller, højbro plads, copenhagen. The items in the plastic bag all belonged to Ian, seized by Customs when they took him into custody at Miami International, after he’d tried to enter the country illegally.


“That’s up to the police,” he said. “My orders are to hand you and the bag over to them.”


He’d stuffed the bundle inside his travel case, where it would stay until the police assumed custody. He half expected Ian to bolt, so he remained on guard. Ahead he spied two men, both in dark suits walking their way. The one on the right, short and stocky with auburn hair, introduced himself as Inspector Norse.


He extended a hand, which Malone shook.


“This is Inspector Devene. We’re with the Met. We were told you’d be accompanying the boy. We’re here to give you a lift to Gatwick and take charge of Master Dunne.”


“I appreciate the ride. Wasn’t looking forward to an expensive taxi.”


“Least we can do. Our car is just outside. One of the privileges of being the police is we can park where we want.”


The man threw Malone a grin.


They started for the exit.


Malone noticed Inspector Devene take up a position behind Ian. Smart move, he thought.


“You responsible for getting him into the country with no passport?”


Norse nodded. “We are, along with some others working with us. I think you know about them.”


That he did.


They stepped out of the terminal into brisk morning air. A bank of dense clouds tinted the sky a depressing shade of pewter. A blue Mercedes sedan sat by the curb. Norse opened the rear door and motioned for Gary to climb in first, then Ian and Malone. The inspector stood outside until they were all in, then closed the door. Norse rode in the front passenger seat, while Devene drove. They sped out of Heathrow and found the M4 motorway. Malone knew the route, London a familiar locale. Years ago he’d spent time in England on assignments. He’d also been detached here for a year by the navy. Traffic progressively thickened as they made their way east toward the city.


“Would it be all right if we made one stop before we head for Gatwick?” Norse asked him.


“No problem. We have time before the plane leaves. The least we can do for a free ride.”


Malone watched Ian as the boy gazed out the window. He couldn’t help but wonder what would happen to him. Stephanie’s assessment had not been a good one. A street kid, no family, completely on his own. Unlike Gary, who was dark-haired with a swarthy complexion, Ian was blond and fair-skinned. He seemed like a good kid, though. Just dealt a bad hand. But at least he was young, and youth offered chances, and chances led to possibilities. Such a contrast with Gary, who lived a more conventional, secure life. The thought of Gary on the streets, loose, with no one, tore at his heart.


Warm air blasted the car’s interior and the engine droned as they chugged through traffic.


Malone’s eyes surrendered to jet lag.


When he woke, he glanced at his watch and realized he’d been out about fifteen minutes. He willed himself to alertness. Gary and Ian were still sitting quietly. The sky had darkened further. A storm was approaching the city. He studied the car’s interior, noticing for the first time no radio or communications equipment. Also, the carpets were immaculate, the upholstery in pristine condition. Certainly not like any police car he’d ever ridden in.


He then examined Norse.


The man’s brown hair was cut below the ears. Not shaggy, but thick. He was clean-shaven and a bit overweight. He was dressed appropriately, suit and tie, but it was the left earlobe that drew his attention. Pierced. No earring was present, but the puncture was clear.


“I was wondering, Inspector. Might I see your identification? I should have asked at the airport.”


Norse did not answer him. The question aroused Ian’s attention, and he studied Malone with a curious look.


“Did you hear me, Norse? I’d like to see your identification.”


“Just enjoy the ride, Malone.”


He didn’t like the curt tone so he reached for the front seat and pulled himself forward, intending to make his point clearer.


The barrel of a gun came around the headrest and greeted him.


“This enough identification?” Norse asked.


“Actually, I was hoping for a picture ID.” He motioned to the weapon. “When did the Metropolitan Police start issuing Glocks?”


No reply.


“Who are you?”


The gun waved at Ian. “His keeper.”


Ian reached across Gary and wrenched the chrome handle up and down, but the door would not open.


“Great things, child locks,” said Norse. “Keeps the wee ones from slipping away.”


Malone said, “Son, you want to tell me what’s going on?”


Ian said nothing.


“These men have apparently gone to a lot of trouble to make your acquaintance.”


“Sit back, Malone,” Norse said. “This is none of your concern.”


He reclined in the seat. “On that we agree.”


Except his son was in the car, too.


Norse kept his head turned back toward them, his gaze and the gun glued on Malone.


The car continued through morning congestion.


He absorbed what was whirling past outside, recalling what he could about the geography of North London. He realized the bridge they’d just crossed was for Regent’s Canal, a corridor-like waterway that wound a snaking path through the city, eventually spilling into the Thames. Stately trees lined the four-laned promenade. Traffic was heavy. He spotted the famous Lord’s Cricket Ground. He knew that the fictional Baker Street of Sherlock Holmes lay a few blocks over. Little Venice wasn’t far away.


They crossed the canal again and he glanced down at brightly painted houseboats dotting the waterway. Longboats dotted the canal, no more than ten feet high, designed to fit under the tight bridges. Rows and rows of Georgian houses and flats lined the boulevard, fronted with tall trees less their leaves.


Devene turned the Mercedes onto a side lane. More houses rolled past on either side. The scene was not unlike Atlanta, where his own house had once stood. Three more turns and they entered a courtyard enclosed on three sides by high hedges. The Mercedes stopped outside a mews constructed of pastel-colored stones.


Norse exited. Devene also climbed out.


Both rear doors were released from the outside.


“Get out,” Norse said.


Malone stood on cobblestones outlined by emerald lichens. Gary and Ian emerged on the other side.


Ian tried to bolt.


Norse slammed the boy hard into the car.


“Don’t,” Malone called out. “Do as he says. You too, Gary.”


Norse shoved the gun into Ian’s neck. “Stay still.” The man’s body pinned Ian to the car. “Where’s the flash drive?”


“What drive?” Malone asked.


“Shut him up,” Norse called out.


Devene jammed a fist into Malone’s gut.


“Dad,” Gary called out.


He doubled over and tried to regain his breath, motioning to Gary that he was okay.


“The flash drive,” Norse said again. “Where is it?”


Malone rose, arms hugging his stomach. Devene drew back to swing again, but Malone jammed his knee into the man’s groin, then smacked Devene’s jaw with his right fist.


He may have been retired and jet-lagged, but he wasn’t helpless.


He whirled in time to see Norse aim the gun his way. The retort from a single shot came the instant after Malone lunged for the pavement, the bullet finding the hedges behind him. He stared up into the Mercedes’ passenger compartment and saw Norse through the half-open doors. He sprang to his feet, pivoted off the hood, and propelled his legs through the car’s interior into the far-side door.


The panel flew out and smashed into Norse, sending the phony inspector reeling backward into the mews.


He shoved himself through the open door.


Ian was running from the courtyard, toward the street.


Malone’s gaze met Gary’s. “Go with him. Get out of here.”


He was tackled from behind.


His forehead slapped wet stone. Pain shuddered through him. He’d thought Devene out of commission.


A mistake.


An arm wrapped around his throat and he tried to release the stranglehold grip. His prone position gave him little room to maneuver and Devene was hinging his spine at an unnatural angle.


The buildings around him winked in and out.


Blood trickled down his forehead and into his eye.


The last thing he saw before blackness enveloped him was Ian and Gary, disappearing around a corner.










Two


BRUSSELS, BELGIUM


7:45 PM


BLAKE ANTRIM WAS NOT A FAN OF COCKY WOMEN. HE ENDURED them, as the Central Intelligence Agency was loaded with wiseass females. But that did not mean he had to tolerate them once off the clock. If a team leader, responsible for nine agents scattered across England and Europe, could ever truly be on his own time.


Denise Gérard was both Flemish and French, a combination that had produced a tall, svelte package with exquisite dark hair. She had a face that begged for attention, and a body that you wanted to embrace. They’d met inside the Musée de la Ville de Bruxelles, where they’d discovered a mutual love of old maps, architectural relics, and paintings. Since then they’d spent a lot of time together, making a few trips outside Brussels, one to Paris that had proven quite memorable.


She was excitable, discreet, and devoid of inhibition.


Ideal.


But not anymore.


“What have I done?” she asked, her voice soft. “Why end it now?”


No sadness or shock laced her plea. The words were spoken matter-of-factly, her way of shifting a decision she’d already made onto him.


Which irritated him even more.


She wore a striking silk skirt with a short hem that accentuated both her firm breasts and her long legs. He’d always admired her flat belly and wondered if it was from exercise or a surgeon’s touch. He’d never noticed any scars, her caramel-colored flesh smooth as porcelain.


And her smell.


Sweet lemons mixed with rosemary.


She was something in the perfume industry. She’d explained her job one afternoon over coffee near the Grand Place, but he hadn’t been listening, that day consumed with an operation gone wrong in western Germany.


Which seemed his lot of late.


One failure after another.


His title was coordinator of special counter-operations, European Theater. Sounded like he was part of a war—which, in a sense, he was. That undeclared one on terrorism. But he shouldn’t mock it. Threats definitely existed, and came from the oddest places. Of late, they seemed to originate more from America’s allies than its enemies.


Hence, the purpose of his unit.


Special counter-operations.


“Blake, tell me how I can make it better. I’d like to keep seeing you.”


But she didn’t mean it, and he knew it.


She was playing with him.


They sat in her apartment, an expensive, turn-of-the-century flat that overlooked the Parc de Bruxelles, a formal patch of greenery flanked by the Palais Royal and the Palais de la Nation. Past the open third-floor terrace doors he saw the trademark classical statues, framed by trees with meticulously trellised branches. The throngs of office workers, joggers, and families that normally filled the park were gone for the day. He figured her rent had to be several thousand euros a month. Nothing he could afford on his government salary. But most of the women he connected with made more than him, anyway. He seemed drawn to the professional type.


And cheaters.


Like Denise.


“I was out and about yesterday,” he said. “Near the Grand Place. I heard the Manneken Pis was dressed as an organ grinder.”


The famous statue was located not far from town hall, a two-foot-high, bronze sculpture depicting a naked boy peeing into the fountain basin. It had stood since 1618 and had become a national landmark. Several times a week the bronze boy was dressed in a costume, each one unique. Blake had been nearby to meet a contact and have a quick chat.


And saw Denise.


With another man.


Her arm in his, enjoying the cool midday air, the two stopping to admire the spectacle and share a few kisses. She seemed utterly at ease, just as she always was with him. He’d wondered then, and still did now, how many men she kept around.


“In French we call him le petit Julien,” she said. “I have seen him dressed many ways, but not as an organ man. Was it delightful?”


He’d offered her a chance to tell the truth, but dishonesty was another common denominator of the women that attracted him.


One last chance.


“You missed that yesterday?” he asked, a trace of incredulity in his voice.


“I was working out of the city. Perhaps they will dress him again like that.”


He stood to leave.


She rose from her chair. “Perhaps you could stay for a while longer?”


He knew what she meant. Her bedroom door was open.


But not today.


He allowed her to drift close.


“I’m sorry that we will not see each other again,” she said.


Her lies had stirred a familiar fury. He’d tried to resist, but finally surrendered, his right hand whipping upward and grabbing her throat. He lifted her thin frame off the floor and slammed her into the wall. He tightened his grip on her neck and stared hard into her eyes.


“You’re a lying whore.”


“No, Blake. You are a deceitful man,” she managed to say, her eyes unafraid. “I saw you yesterday.”


“Who was he?”


He relaxed his grip enough so she could speak.


“No one of your concern.”


“I. Don’t. Share.”


She smiled. “Then you are going to have to adjust your ways. Plain girls have to be grateful for love. Those of us not so plain fare much better.”


The truth of her words enraged him more.


“You simply do not offer enough for someone to exclude all others,” she said.


“I heard no complaints from you.”


Their mouths were inches away. He could feel her breathe, smell the sweet scent that seeped from her skin.


“I have many men, Blake. You are but one.”


As far as she knew he worked for the State Department, dispatched to the American embassy in Belgium.


“I’m an important person,” he told her, his hand still around her throat.


“But not enough to command me solely.”


He admired her courage.


Foolish. But still admirable.


He released his grip, then kissed her hard.


She reciprocated, her tongue finding his and signaling that all might not be lost.


He ended the embrace.


Then kneed her in the gut.


Her breath spewed out in an explosive burst.


She doubled over, arms wrapping around her stomach. She began to choke as nausea enveloped her.


She shrank to her knees and vomited on the parquet floor.


Her composure had vanished.


Excitement surged through him.


“You are a worthless little man,” she managed to spit out.


But her opinion no longer mattered.


So he left.


He entered his office in the American embassy, located on the east side of the Parc de Bruxelles. He’d walked back from Denise’s apartment feeling satisfied, but confused. He wondered if she would involve the police. Probably not. First, it was a he-said-she-said thing with no witnesses, and second, her pride would never allow it.


Besides, he’d left no marks.


Women like her took their lumps and moved on. But her confidence would never again be so certain. She’d always wonder. Can I play this man? Or does he know?


Like Blake knew.


Her doubts pleased him.


But he felt bad about the knee. Why she pushed him to such extremes he did not know. Cheating was bad enough. But lying only made it worse. It was her own fault. Still, he’d send her flowers tomorrow.


Pale blue carnations. Her favorite.


He logged into his computer and provided the day’s access code. Not much had arrived since early afternoon, but a FLASH ALERT from Langley caught his eye. A post-9/11 thing. Far better to disseminate information across the grid than keep it to yourself and shoulder all of the blame. Most of the alerts did not concern him. His area was special counter-operations, targeted assignments that were, by definition, not the norm. All were highly classified and he reported only to the director of counter-operations. Five missions were currently ongoing, another two in the planning stages. This alert, though, was addressed only to him, decrypted automatically by his computer.


KING’S DECEPTION IS NOW TIMELINED IF NO RESULTS IN NEXT 48 HOURS CEASE OPERATIONS AND EXIT.


Not entirely unexpected.


Things had not been going right in England.


Until a few days ago, when they’d finally caught a break.


He needed to know more and reached for the desk phone, calling his man in London, who answered on the second ring.


“Ian Dunne and Cotton Malone are on the ground at Heathrow,” he was told.


He smiled.


Seventeen years with the CIA had taught him how to get things done. Cotton Malone in London, with Ian Dunne, was proof of that.


He’d made that happen.


Malone had once been a hotshot Justice Department agent at the Magellan Billet, where he served a dozen years before retiring after a shootout in Mexico City. Malone now lived in Copenhagen and owned an old-book shop but maintained a close relationship with Stephanie Nelle, the Billet’s longtime head. A connection he’d used to draw Malone to England. A call to Langley led to a call to the attorney general, which led to Stephanie Nelle, who’d contacted Malone.


He smiled again.


At least something had gone right today.










Three


WINDSOR, ENGLAND


5:50 PM


KATHLEEN RICHARDS HAD NEVER BEEN INSIDE WINDSOR CASTLE. For a born-and-bred Brit that seemed unforgivable. But at least she knew its past. First built in the 11th century to guard the River Thames and protect Norman dominance on the outer reaches of a fledgling London, it had served as a royal enclave since the time of William the Conqueror. Once a motte-and-bailey castle built of wood, now it was a massive stone fortification. It survived the First Barons’ War in 1200, the English Civil War in the 1600s, two world wars, and a devastating fire in 1992 to become the largest inhabited castle in the world.


The twenty-mile drive from London had been through a late-autumn rain. The castle dominated a steep chalk bluff, the gray walls, turrets, and towers—thirteen acres of buildings—barely discernible through the evening storm. The call had come from her supervisor an hour ago, telling her to head there.


Which shocked her.


She was twenty days into a thirty-day suspension without pay. An operation in Liverpool involving illicit arms to Northern Ireland had turned ugly when the three targets decided to run. She’d given motor chase and corralled them, but not before havoc had erupted on the local highways. Eighteen cars ended up wrecked. A few injuries, some serious, but no fatalities. Her fault? Not in her mind.


But her bosses had thought differently.


And the press had not been kind to SOCA.


The Serious Organized Crime Agency, England’s version of America’s FBI, handled drugs, money laundering, fraud, computer crimes, human trafficking, and firearms violations. Ten years she’d been an officer. When hired she’d been told that four qualities made for a good recruit—working with others, achieving results, leadership, making a difference. She’d like to think at least three of those were her specialty. The “working with others” part had always presented problems. Not that she was hard to get along with, it was just that she preferred to work alone. Luckily, her performance evaluations were excellent, her conviction record exemplary. She’d even received three commendations. But that sense of rebellion—which seemed part of her character—constantly brought trouble her way.


And she hated herself for it.


Like during the past twenty days, sitting around her flat, wondering when her law enforcement career would end.


She had a good job. A career. Thirty-one days of annual leave, a pension, plenty of training and development opportunities, and generous maternity and child care services. Not that she’d ever need those last two. She’d come to accept that marriage might not be for her, either. Too much sharing.


She wondered what she was doing here, walking on hallowed ground inside Windsor Castle, being escorted through the rain toward St. George’s Chapel, a Gothic church built by Edward IV in the 15th century. Ten English monarchs lay buried inside. No explanations had been offered as to why she was needed and she’d not asked, chalking it up to that element of the unexpected that came with being a SOCA agent.


She entered, shook the rain from her shoulders, and admired the high vaulted ceiling, stained-glass windows, and ornate wooden stalls that guarded both sides of the long choir. Colorful banners from the Knights of the Garter hung at attention above each bench, forming two impressive rows. Enameled brass plates identified the current and prior occupiers. A checkerboard marble floor formed a center aisle, polished to a mirror shine, marred only by a gaping hole before the eleventh stall. Four men gathered around the gash, one her director, who met her halfway and led her away from the others.


“The chapel has been closed all day,” he said to her. “There was an incident here last night. One of the royal graves was violated. The intruders used PEs to crack the floor and gain access.”


Those she knew. Percussion explosives inflicted massive damage through heat, with little concussion and minimal noise. She’d caught the odor when entering the chapel, a sharp carbon smell. It was a sophisticated material, not available for sale on the open market, reserved only for the military. The question immediately formed in her mind. Who would have access to that type of explosive?


“Kathleen, you realize that you are about to be fired.”


She did, but to hear the words shook her.


“You were warned,” he said. “Told to tone your manner down. God help you, your results are wonderful, but how you achieve those is another matter entirely.”


Her file was loaded with incidents similar to the one in Liverpool. A corrupt dock crew caught with 37 kilos of cocaine, but two boats sunk in the process. A raging fire she set to flush out drug traffickers that destroyed an expensive estate, which could have been sold for millions as a seized asset. An Internet piracy gang stopped, but four people shot during the arrest. And the worst, a ring of private investigators who illegally gathered confidential information, then sold it to corporate clients. One of the targets challenged her with his gun and she shot him dead. Though it was deemed a proper kill—self-defense—she’d been required to attend counseling sessions, and the therapist concluded that risks were her way of dealing with an unfulfilled life. Whatever that meant, the silly prat of a doctor never explained himself. So after the required six sessions, she’d not returned for more.


“I have fourteen other agents under my command,” her supervisor said. “None brings me the grief that you do. Why is it they, too, achieve results, but with none of the residual effects?”


“I did not tell those men to run in Liverpool. They chose that course. I decided stopping them, and the ammunition they were smuggling, was worth the risk.”


“There were injuries on that motorway. Innocent people, in their cars. What happened to them is inexcusable, Kathleen.”


She’d heard enough rebukes at the time of her suspension. “Why am I here?”


“To see something. Come with me.”


They walked back to where the three other men stood. To the right of the dark chasm in the floor she studied a black stone slab that had been neatly cracked into three manageable pieces, laid close together, as originally joined.


She read what was engraved on the face.


IN A VAULT


BENEATH THIS MARBLE SLAB


ARE DEPOSITED THE REMAINS


OF


JANE SEYMOUR QUEEN OF KING HENRY VIII


1537


KING HENRY VIII


1547


KING CHARLES I


1648


AND


AN INFANT CHILD OF QUEEN ANNE


________________________________


THIS MEMORIAL WAS PLACED HERE


BY COMMAND OF


KING WILLIAM IV, 1837


One of the other men explained how Henry VIII had wanted a grand monument here, in St. George’s, to overshadow his father’s in Westminster. A metal effigy and massive candlesticks were cast, but Henry died before the edifice was completed. An era of Radical Protestantism came after him, a time when church monuments were not erected but hauled down. Then his daughter Mary ushered in a brief return to Rome and remembering Henry VIII, the king of the Protestants, became dangerous. Eventually, Cromwell melted the effigy and sold the candelabra. Henry was finally buried beneath the floor, with only the black marble slab marking the spot.


She stared into the hole under the chapel. A power cable snaked a path across the floor, disappearing downward, ambient light illuminating the space beyond.


“Only once before has this crypt been opened,” another of the men said.


Her director introduced him as the keeper of the grounds.


“April 1, 1813. At the time, no one knew where the beheaded Charles I had been buried. But since many believed his remains might be with those of Henry VIII and his third wife, Jane Seymour, this vault was breached.”


Now, apparently, it had been opened again.


“Gentlemen,” her director said. “Will you excuse Inspector Richards and myself? We need a few moments.”


The other men nodded and retreated toward the main doors, twenty meters away.


She liked to hear her title. Inspector. She’d worked hard to earn it and hated that it might now be lost.


“Kathleen,” her director said, his voice low. “I implore you, for once, to keep your mouth shut and listen to me.”


She nodded.


“Six months ago the archives at Hatfield House were pilfered. Several precious volumes stolen. A month later, a similar incident occurred at the national archives in York. Over the ensuing weeks there were a series of thefts of historical documents from around the nation. A month ago a man was caught photographing pages within the British Library, but he evaded capture and fled the premises. Now this.”


Her fear dissipated as her curiosity arose.


“With what has happened here,” her director said, “the matter has escalated. To come into this sacred building. A royal palace.” He paused. “These thieves have a clear purpose.”


She crouched down to the opening.


“Go ahead,” he said. “Have a peek.”


It seemed irreverent to disturb the last tangible bits of someone who’d existed so long ago. Though her bosses at SOCA might think her brash and uncaring, certain things did matter to her. Like respect for the dead. But this was a crime scene, so she lay flat on the checkerboard marble and poked her head below.


The crypt was supported by a brick arch, maybe two and a half meters wide, three meters long, and a meter and a half deep. She counted four coffins. One pale and leaden bearing the inscription of King Charles, 1648, a square opening surgically cut in the upper part of the lid. Two smaller coffins were entirely intact. The fourth was the largest, pushing over two meters. An outer shell of wood, five centimeters thick, had decayed to fragments. The inner leaden coffin had also deteriorated and appeared to have been beaten by violence around its middle.


She knew whose bones were visible.


Henry VIII.


“The unopened coffins are for Jane Seymour,” the director said, “the queen buried with her king, and an infant of Queen Anne’s who died much later.”


She recalled that Seymour had been wife number three, the only one of the six who provided Henry with a legitimate son, Edward, who eventually became king, ruling six years, dying just before his sixteenth birthday.


“It appears Henry’s remains were rummaged through,” he said. “The opening in Charles’ coffin was made two hundred years ago. He, and the other two, seem to have been of no interest.”


In life, she knew, Henry VIII had been a tall man, over six feet, but toward the end of his life his body had swelled with fat. Here lay the mortal remains of a king who fought with France, Spain, and the Holy Roman Emperor, transforming England from an island at the edge of Europe into an empire-in-the-making. He defied popes and possessed the courage to found his own religion, which continued to thrive five hundred years later.


Talk about audacity.


She stood.


“Serious things are happening, Kathleen.”


He handed her one of his business cards. On the back was an address written in blue ink.


“Go there,” he said.


She noted the address. A familiar place. “Why can’t you tell me what this is about?”


“Because none of this was my idea.” He handed back her SOCA badge and credentials, which had been confiscated three weeks ago. “Like I said, you were about to be dismissed.”


She was perplexed. “So why am I here?”


“They asked, specifically, for you.”










Four


LONDON


IAN KNEW EXACTLY WHERE HE WAS. HIS AUNT LIVED NEARBY and he’d many times wandered Little Venice, especially on weekend afternoons when the streets were filled with people. When he finally ran away, the posh villas and modern tower blocks had offered him his first education in life on his own. Tourists flocked to the area, drawn by the quaint neighborhoods, the blue iron bridges, and the many pubs and restaurants. Houseboats and water buses plowed the brown waters of the canal between here and the zoo—offering exactly the kind of distractions that helped with stealing. Right now, he needed a distraction to lose Norse and Devene, who would surely be after him once they were through dealing with Cotton Malone.


Maybe his aunt’s flat would offer him a safe place to hide, but the thought of appearing on her doorstep turned his stomach. As much trouble as he was now apparently facing, the prospect of listening to that fat prat seemed worse. Besides, if whoever was after him knew enough to know that he was returning today, they surely would have learned about his aunt.


So he continued running down the sidewalk, in the opposite direction from where she lived, toward an avenue fifty meters ahead.


Gary stopped and said through heavy breaths, “We have to go back.”


“Your dad said to go. Those are bad people. I know.”


“How?”


“They tried to kill me. Not those two buggers, but others.”


“That’s why we need to go back.”


“We will. But first we have to get farther away.”


This American had no idea what it was like on London’s streets. You didn’t stay around and wait for trouble, and you certainly didn’t go find it.


He spotted the red, white, and blue symbol for an Underground station, but since he did not have a travel card or money, and there was no time to steal anything, that escape route would do them little good. He actually liked the fact that Gary Malone seemed lost. The cockiness he’d seen in the Atlanta airport, when Gary tackled him during his own escape attempt, had vanished.


This was his world.


Where he knew the rules.


So he led the way as they ran off.


Ahead he spotted the backwater basin of Little Venice with its fleet of stumpy boats and array of trendy shops. Modern apartment buildings loomed to the left. Traffic encircling the brown-gray pool was moderate, given it was approaching 7:00 pm on a Friday. Most of the stores bordering the street were still open. Several owners were tending moored boats, rinsing off the sides and shining the lacquered exteriors. One was singing as he worked. Strings of lights decorated the basin above him.


Ian decided that would be his opportunity.


He trotted to the stairs and descended from street level to the basin’s edge. The husky man was busily cleaning a teakwood hull. His boat, like all the others, was shaped like a bulging cigar.


“You going toward the zoo?” he asked.


The man stopped his dousing. “Not at the moment. Maybe later. Why do you ask?”


“Thought we’d hitch a lift.”


The boat people were known for their friendliness, and it wasn’t uncommon for tourists or strangers to be given rides. Two of the water buses that made a living hauling passengers were moored nearby, their cabins empty, the busy weekend coming tomorrow. He tried to appear as this man was surely perceiving him—a young boy itching for some adventure.


“Getting ready for the weekend?” he asked.


The man drenched his scalp with the hose and slicked back his black hair. “I’m readying to leave for the weekend. People will be everywhere here. Too crowded for me. Thought I’d head east, down the Thames.”


The idea sounded appealing. “Need some company?”


“We can’t leave,” Gary whispered.


But Ian ignored him.


The man gave him a quizzical look. “What’s the problem, son? You two in trouble? Where are your parents?”


Too many questions. “No bother. Don’t worry about it. Just thought it would be fun to take a sail.”


He glanced up to street level.


“You seem awful anxious. Got somewhere to be?”


He wasn’t answering any more questions. “See you around.”


He started for the towpath that paralleled the canal.


“Why aren’t you two home?” the man called out as they hustled away.


“Don’t look back,” he muttered.


They kept following the gravelly path.


Off to his right, and above, he spotted a blue Mercedes turn onto the encircling avenue. He hoped it wasn’t the same car, but when Norse climbed out he realized they were in trouble. Their position below the street and by the canal was not good. Escape options were limited to front and back since water flowed to their right and a stone wall rose to their left.


He saw that Gary realized their predicament, too.


All they could do was run down the towpath and follow the canal, but Norse and Devene would certainly catch them. He knew that once they left the basin it would be nearly impossible to escape the canal’s steep banks, as property fronting the waterway was fenced. So he rushed toward a set of stairs and leaped up the stone steps two at a time. At the top he turned right and dashed across an iron bridge that arched over the canal. The span was narrow, pedestrian only, and empty. Halfway toward the other side the Mercedes wheeled up and screeched to a halt. Devene climbed out and started toward the bridge.


He and Gary turned to flee the way they’d come and were met by Norse, who stood ten meters away.


Their pursuers seemed to have anticipated their move.


“Let’s stop this foolishness,” Norse said. “You know what I want. Just give me the drive.”


“I threw it away.”


“Give it to me. Don’t piss me off.”


“Where’s my dad?” Gary asked.


Ian liked the distraction. “Where is his dad?”


“That Yank’s not your problem. We’re your problem.”


Norse and Devene were creeping toward them. The bridge was only two people wide and both ends were now blocked.


His pursuers were less than ten meters away.


To his left he caught sight of the beefy man with black hair motoring his boat away from its moor. Apparently he was heading for the Thames early. The boat’s bow swung left, straight toward the bridge. He needed to buy a few moments so he thrust his right hand into his jacket and lunged toward the iron rail.


He quickly withdrew his hand and plunged it over the side. “Not a step closer or what you want goes into the water.”


Both men stopped their advance.


Norse raised his hands in mock surrender. “Now, there’s no need for that. Give it to us and we’ll be done with you.”


He silently breathed a sigh of relief. Apparently, neither man had seen that his closed fist contained nothing. He kept his arm pushed below the railing where the angle did not allow Norse or Devene to discover his ruse.


“How about fifty pounds,” Norse said. “Fifty pounds for the drive and you can go away.”


The chug from the boat’s motor drew closer and the bow disappeared on the far side of the bridge.


This was going to be close.


“Make it a hundred,” he said.


Norse reached into his pocket.


“Jump over the side,” he whispered to Gary. “Onto the boat that’s coming.”


A wad of money appeared in Norse’s hand.


“Do it,” he breathed.


With Norse deciding what he was going to pay and Devene taking his cue from the one clearly in charge, Ian grabbed the iron rail and hurled his body up and over.


He fell the three meters down, hoping to heaven the longboat would be there. He slammed onto the cabin roof feetfirst, then recoiled, losing his balance. He grabbed onto a short metal rail and held on as his legs swung out into open air. His feet grazed the water but he managed to pull himself up as the boat cleared the bridge and continued its cruise down the canal.


The big man with black hair stood at the stern navigating the wheel. “Thought you could use some help.”


He glanced back and saw Norse leap into the air, trying to duplicate what he’d just done. The man’s body hurled down the three meters and found the stern. But the boat’s owner rammed an elbow into Norse’s chest, sending the phony inspector into the water.


He watched as Norse surfaced and climbed from the canal onto the bank.


The lighted bridge was now fifty meters in the distance.


It disappeared as the canal doglegged right.


The last thing he saw was Gary Malone in the clutches of Devene. Why had Gary not jumped? He couldn’t worry about that now.


He had to go.


He searched the path ahead and spied another lit bridge. This one wider, stronger, made of brick. Cars moved back and forth above. As the boat eased toward it he leaped off onto the grassy bank. He heard his rescuer call out as he rolled onto the towpath.


“Where you going? Thought you wanted to sail?”


He stood and waved goodbye as he scampered toward a metal ladder and climbed to the street. Traffic whizzed by in both directions. He crossed the roadway and found refuge in the doorway of a closed pub. Two potted plants shielded the niche from traffic.


He shrank to the ground and gathered himself.


The acrid odor of London soaked his nostrils. He kept a close eye out for the blue Mercedes, but Norse and Devene would not assume he’d stay in the area, particularly after making such a bold escape. He caught the enticing aroma of fresh bread from a bakery a few doors down, which only aggravated his hunger. He’d not eaten since the little bit of lunch offered on the flight hours ago. People occasionally passed by on the sidewalk, but no one paid him any mind. Few ever did. What would it be like to be special? Perhaps even unique. He could only imagine. He’d quit school early, but stayed long enough to learn how to read and write. He was glad for that. Reading provided one of his few joys.


Which brought to mind the plastic bag Cotton Malone had carried.


His things.


A look was worth the chance.


So he fled the alcove.










Five


LONDON


6:30 PM


BLAKE ANTRIM CLIMBED FROM THE CAB INTO THE MISTY night. A storm had arrived an hour ago, draping the city in a cool, soggy blanket. Before him rose the dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral, and he hoped the weather would discourage the usual throng of visitors.


He paid the driver, then climbed broad concrete steps to the church’s entrance, the massive wooden doors easing shut behind him. The last gong from Big Tom, the clock that filled the south tower, completed its announcement of the half hour.


He’d flown over immediately after speaking to his agent on the ground, utilizing a State Department jet from Brussels to London. On the short flight he’d reviewed all of the reports on King’s Deception, refamiliarizing himself with every detail of the operation.


The problem was simple.


Scotland planned to release Abdelbaset al-Megrahi, a former Libyan intelligence officer convicted in 1988 of 270 counts of murder for bombing Pan Am Flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland. In 2001 al-Megrahi was sentenced to life imprisonment, but now, after only a few years behind bars, he’d contracted cancer. So, for so-called humanitarian reasons, the Scots were going to allow al-Megrahi to die in Libya. No official announcement of the release decision had occurred as yet, since the highly secret negotiations were still ongoing. The CIA had learned of the proposal over a year ago and Washington had already voiced strong opposition, insisting that Downing Street stop it. But the English had refused, saying this was an internal Scottish affair in which they could not meddle.


Since friggin’ when? the diplomats had asked.


London had been meddling in Edinburgh’s politics for a thousand years. The fact that the two nations were united under the mantle of Great Britain just made things easier.


But they’d still refused.


Al-Megrahi going home to Libya would be a slap in the face to the 189 murdered Americans. It had taken the CIA thirteen years to apprehend the accused, try him, and obtain a guilty verdict.


Now to just let him go?


Kaddafi, Libya’s leader, would rub al-Megrahi’s return in Washington’s face, only amplifying his position among Arab leaders. Terrorists around the world would be fortified, their causes becoming that much more important in light of a weak America that could not even keep a friend from turning a murderer loose.


He unbuttoned his wet overcoat and approached the high altar, passing a side chapel where red-shielded candles sparkled in the amber light. His agent had selected this locale for their meeting because he’d been working in the church’s archives all day, using false journalistic credentials, searching for more information.


He followed the south aisle to the base of a spiral stairway and glanced around one more time. His hopes about the weather seemed to have been granted. Few people milled about. Thankfully, Operation King’s Deception had, so far, generated no British interest.


He stepped through an archway to a staircase that corkscrewed a path upward. He passed the time climbing by counting. Two hundred and fifty-nine steps came and went beneath his leather soles before he reached the Whispering Gallery.


Waiting for him was a fair-skinned man with pale green eyes and a balding head mottled with brownish age spots. What he lacked in looks he made up for in skill, as he was one of Antrim’s best historical analysts, which was exactly what this operation required.


He stepped from the doorway into a narrow circular gallery. A polished iron railing offered the only protection from a one-hundred-foot drop down to the nave’s marble floor. He spotted the design etched into the marble below, a compasslike insignia centered by a brass grille. He knew that beneath that floor, in the crypt, lay the tomb of Christopher Wren, the architect who almost 400 years before had labored to construct St. Paul’s. Encircling the sunlike design was a Latin inscription dedicated to Wren. READER, IF YOU SEEK HIS MONUMENT, LOOK AROUND YOU.
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