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            Prologue

            Bavarian Alps

August 8, 1881

3:10 A.M.

         

         LUDWIG FRIEDRICH WILHELM VON WITTELSBACH LOVED THE NIGHT. He’d long ago stopped living in the sun, finding the serenity of a velvet sky dotted with sparkling stars far more preferable to the warmth of a summer day. For an ordinary person such a preference would not have mattered.

         But he was far from ordinary.

         He was King Ludwig II. Duke of Franconia and Swabia. Count Palatine of the Rhine. The latest in a long line of Wittelsbachs who’d ruled Bavaria for over seven hundred years. He’d occupied the throne for the past seventeen of those years, governing a principality that stretched from the jagged Alps in the south to the forests of Prussia in the north. In between flowed the Danube, Inn, and Isar Rivers. It was a diverse and rural land of hamlets and villages, home to four and a half million subjects who lived under both his rule and the fading influence of the Catholic Church. One of thirty-nine independent states that made up the Bund, the German confederation formed seventy years ago from the last remnants of the Holy Roman Empire.

         Bavaria was his kingdom.

         He owned it all.

         But he hated it.

         A strange attitude for a monarch.

         And one he’d come this night to change.

         His carriage stopped.

         The bumpy trip east from his palace at Linderhof had taken several hours. He’d sat well back, out of sight, muffled in a cloak, the curtains on the windows drawn, lanterns on the carriage lighting the way. He loved his nocturnal journeys. He took one nearly every night. Some only a short ways through the dark Alpine forests. Others deep into the mountains to places that few ventured. Those were his favorite since solitude had become his refuge. He hated politics, people concerned with politics, or anything even remotely associated with politics. His crown had become nothing more than a burden. Government more a nuisance, not an end to any means. Instead, he preferred to dream, to build, to be enveloped in a peculiarity all his own, a law unto himself, a ruler from some ancient mystical legend subject to no one.

         How marvelous.

         He’d found that safety existed in fantasy.

         Relief too.

         Plus enjoyment.

         The Bavarian constitution mandated that the monarch must reside within Munich at least twenty-one days each year. What a ludicrous requirement. But he obeyed. Then, on the twenty-second day, he always fled the capital for the mountains in the south. To a glorious place. One he truly loved. He’d heard the talk. Some had begun to call him Mad King Ludwig.

         Nothing could be further from the truth.

         Instead, like everyone, he was simply searching for peace.

         The carriage door opened and he shifted his bulky weight off the silk-lined bench and maneuvered himself out the small door into the night. One of the footmen offered a hand as he stepped down onto stairs that had been positioned on the ground for his convenience.

         He was thirty-six but looked far older, his body a disgrace. Once he’d been tall, slim, with long curly hair and piercing blue eyes. Handsome. Desired. A brilliant horseman and fine swimmer, like a heroic character from one of his beloved operettas. But that lean figure had been replaced by a girth that grew ever larger each day. The fire in his eyes, so bright in the beginning of his reign, had been dulled by the many disappointments he’d been forced to endure. His walk, formerly a slow and dignified gait with his head held high, was now more a waddle. His passion for sweets and a fear of the dentist had rotted away his teeth. His mouth constantly hurt, his head pounding from headaches. Narcotics and alcohol had become his closest friends. He knew both of those were wrong. But they were far more faithful companions than the quivering acolytes who liked to surround him. He’d grown to detest both them and all of the pomp and ceremony that came from being king. Instead, he preferred the simple quiet life of the peasants, many of whom he’d met during his nightly forays into the milieu of hill farmers and woodsmen. Tonight, though, he’d come to meet a special visitor from far away who was bringing what he’d dreamed about for a long time.

         A man approached. Short, bespectacled, with a whiskered face, wearing a dark suit. He looked the part of a Herr Professor but he was actually the director of the Bavarian archives, trained as a lawyer and historian, and one of the few people Ludwig trusted.

         “Welcome, Majesty,” Franz von Löher said to him, bowing.

         He nodded an acknowledgment of the greeting, but said nothing. He’d chosen an Austrian uniform to wear for the occasion with a grand cordon sash—red with white stripes bordering the edge—aslant across his broad breast. Upon it was pinned an octagonal silver star, with a companion cross, suspended by a red ribbon trimmed in white. He’d been awarded the medal in 1865, one year into his reign. A somewhat insignificant platitude at the time from a foreign monarch that had now become all important. Normally he shunned military dress, preferring simple trousers, a shirt, waistcoat, and jacket. Armies and war had never interested him. But this was an occasion that demanded the highest of protocol.

         He’d selected the location for the meeting with care. Altach. Beside the cold waters of the Walchensee. Which, ironically, meant strangers in High German. His geologists had told him it might be the oldest lake in Europe. But on this night the fact that it lay not far from Salzburg loomed most important, since that was where the nearest train station was located.

         “Is he on the way?” he finally asked.

         Von Löher nodded. “A messenger rode in a short time ago. His train arrived and he is now headed here by carriage, less than thirty minutes away.”

         His gaze drifted out to the small meadow and the solitary mountain scenery, all filtered by the grandeur of a summer’s Alpine night. He loved nature, with its solemnity and magnificence, along with an eternal everlasting youth that had to be admired.

         Four torches illuminated an oak table with a red woolen cloth draped over it. An enormous bouquet of fresh wildflowers decorated the center. He also loved flowers, particularly those that grew in abundance along the mountain slopes. A Turkish carpet covered the grass beneath and two high-backed chairs waited at either side. Beyond the torches’ glow stood two attendants, stiff as ramrods, dressed in blue-and-white liveries, three-cornered hats perched atop powdered wigs, ready to pull back the chairs for both himself and his visitor.

         “How is he to be addressed?” he asked von Löher.

         “I am told the same as you. Majesty.”

         He liked that. The single word. No Your added to it. Much more suitable for an absolute monarch.

         “What is he like?”

         “Six years ago, when I met him, he was a man of fine presence. An educated gentleman of good abilities. He’s now forty-five, but he makes little display and does not talk much of politics. There, you are similar.”

         He liked that as well.

         “From my previous visit I found him to be a quiet, dignified, sensible man, who would do no discredit to his kingly office. He loves to sing and play an instrument called a ukulele. Quite well, too, I might add.”

         “I wonder if he brought it with him.”

         “I doubt it. It seems something he only does at home.”

         A shame, but he liked everything he’d just heard. Definitely a kindred spirit. “Are the papers properly prepared?”

         “The lawyer assured me they are.”

         “Can Lehmann be trusted?”

         No one could know what he was about to do.

         “He is bound by secrecy and absolutely loyal to you. Rest assured, nothing will be revealed.”

         Good.

         In the distance he caught the flickering light of an outrider, bearing a torch, signaling that the carriage was not far behind. He’d provided the coach for his visitor. All gilded, lined with velvet, drawn by six dapple-gray horses harnessed with Moroccan leather.

         Definitely fit for a king.

         He was weary—always weary—and restless. But the unbroken silence around him comforted his frayed nerves. He gazed up at the moon and stars. Hopefully, they’d smile upon him tonight.

         “My goal is in sight,” he whispered to von Löher. “Finally. I shall have it.”

         “That you will, Majesty.”

         His dream.

         Come true.

         Das letzte königreich.

         The last kingdom.
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            Chapter 1

            Chiemsee, Bavaria

            Tuesday, December 9

            3:30 P.M.

         

         COTTON MALONE KEPT HIS ENTIRE ATTENTION ON THE MAN AND THE woman. He and they were part of a tour group at Herrenchiemsee, a seventy-room nineteenth-century palace tucked away in southern Germany. Ludwig II had wanted his own Versailles, a Temple of Fame in honor of his hero, the Sun King, Louis XIV. So he’d bought a heavily wooded island washed by the cold waters of the Chiemsee and erected not a copy, but his own paraphrase to Versailles. As with the original practicality had not been part of its design. Instead, both palaces had been built as monuments to absolutism. Ludwig’s version came with an added memorial to his Wittelsbach ancestors, a way to align himself, if only in his own mind, with that storied past.

         But the palace was never finished.

         When Ludwig died in 1886 only the central axis had been erected and twenty rooms completed. None of the immense side wings, pavilions, or the famed dome were built. Still, what he’d managed to create was definitely impressive. A nearly overpowering mixture of baroque and rococo, each room more gilded and grander than the one before. Which all seemed to send a clear message of power and wealth to any visitor.

         Cotton’s attention, though, remained on the man and the woman.

         He’d noticed them immediately once the group had formed on the ground floor. They’d arrived at the last minute, coming in out of the cold with the final two tickets of the day. The palace closed at a quarter past four, so this was the last tour. He’d noticed earlier that a few had made the journey across the lake on the ferryboat, then either hiked or taken a horse-drawn carriage from the dock. He’d opted to walk the half mile through groves of pine and birch, enjoying a brisk winter’s afternoon in Bavaria. Before heading out he’d purchased his admission ticket and a pamphlet in a gift shop near the dock, one that not only told him all about Herrenchiemsee but provided a schematic of the second floor. He was particularly interested in one room in the north wing, between the king’s bedchamber and the dining room, and was pleased that the booklet contained some useful information.

         He loved this corner of the world.

         Bavaria seemed to float in a haze of myth, with the towering Alps, deep valleys, caves, fortresses, and quaint villages ready-made haunts for mimes, gnomes, fairies, and goblins. The adventures of legendary Germans like Tannhäuser, Lohengrin, and Parsifal had given rise to endless tales that poets, composers, and writers had mined for centuries. And he’d long been a fan of Ludwig II, reading several books about the storied monarch who dreamed backward, then dared to bring those dreams into reality. But, sadly, that vision had not connected with his contemporaries.

         Many dubbed him mad.

         He’d visited Herrenchiemsee before, along with Ludwig’s other two fairy-tale residences at Linderhof and Neuschwanstein. All lovely fantasies. But reality was the theme of this day, and that involved the man and the woman.

         They were young, maybe early thirties. She was blond, curly-haired, slender with high cheekbones. He was clean-shaven and sinewy, with dark hair trimmed close to his scalp. They both wore lightweight wool coats, which, like his own and unlike those of the rest of the tour’s participants, had not been left at the coat check downstairs.

         Cotton followed the group as they climbed an ornate stone staircase in the south wing. The guide droned on about the multi-colored marble floors and stucco-clad walls, all modeled after the former ambassador’s staircase at Versailles. He noticed the friezes. Full of allegory. Power. Strength. Truth. Justice. Along with the four corners of the earth. A bull for Europa. Tiger for Asia. Buffalo for America. Lion for Africa. More images represented the elements and seasons. Through the glass-paneled roof, which the guide said had pushed nineteenth-century technology to the max, he saw the sky beyond darkening to a fading afternoon. Being so far north, night came early to Germany in late autumn.

         The guide pointed out that Ludwig visited the palace only a few days each year, from September 29 to October 8, for an annual inspection of the work progress. So the grand staircase had rarely echoed to the tread of feet, the rooms barely knowing the sound of human voices. When Ludwig had been there, the staircase had always been littered with lilies and roses. One of the visitors asked why and the guide shrugged, explaining it was just more of the fantastical that the so-called Mad King of Bavaria had loved to be surrounded with.

         He had to admire Ludwig. A true individual. A visionary. The story was that he bought the island to save it from loggers intent on stripping its timber. But the grand silence among the solitude of its woods had captivated him. Supposedly he’d said, Here shall I build me a home, wherein no man, nor woman either, can disturb my peace.

         The tour continued through a series of ornate spaces adorned with massive oil paintings. Mainly Louis XIV. Lots of lilies too—the emblem of the Bourbons—in the friezes and the parquet floor. Unlike Versailles, the rooms were not empty. Furniture abounded. Sacrosanct was the word Ludwig had liked to use to describe his French idols, their likes, habits, and customs too important to be interfered with. He’d loved that the French form of his name was Louis. So, as the tour guide stated, he’d felt a relationship to them had been sealed by baptism, a bond superior to any physical lineage, one that, to him, bestowed upon him his fantasies of purity and grandeur.

         They entered a state bedroom paneled in white, all aglitter in gilding, the rounded bed alcove fenced off by a golden balustrade. Gilded stucco mythological figures adorned the ceiling. The windows were framed by red velvet draperies lined with gold embroidery, which, according to the pamphlet Cotton perused, had taken seven years to make. The bed was large enough to accommodate a dozen people. When finished it had been the most ornate room in all of Germany, the first to be completed at the palace in the early 1880s. But no one ever slept here. Instead, it had been created only for show.

         Slender and Sinewy tried to act interested.

         But they weren’t.

         Their interest would be piqued shortly.

         In his brain he visualized the schematic of the second floor that he’d studied on the walk over. The ability came from an eidetic memory inherited from his mother’s side of the family. Not photographic, as many called it. Just a remarkable ability to recall details. He knew the spectacular Hall of Mirrors loomed just ahead with the tour continuing through another smaller, more practical bedroom that had actually been used, then into the king’s study, or writing room as the pamphlet had labeled it.

         That’s when the party started.

         Right now was just foreplay with Slender and Sinewy trying to act like tourists. The rest of the group included four Chinese and two other ladies speaking French. Usually Herrenchiemsee would be packed. Hundreds of people visited each day. But that was in spring and summer when the hedges were high, the fountains spewed sheets of water, and people filled the gardens and grounds. This time of year was not tourist season, which more than anything else explained why Slender and Sinewy were here.

         The last thing they needed were crowds.

         Twelve years he’d worked as an intelligence officer for the Magellan Billet, a special unit within the United States Justice Department, before retiring out early and moving from Georgia to Denmark. Now he was an entrepreneur, the owner of his own shop dealing with rare books in Højbro Plads, an olden cobbled square in the heart of Copenhagen. He lived in a small apartment above the store and loved his new life but, occasionally, like today, he slipped off his shopkeeper’s hat and redonned the one he’d worn for so long as a spy.

         He’d never particularly liked that label.

         It connoted something devious and sordid.

         He’d never been a spy. Instead, he’d been the eyes and ears of the United States government, charged with a mission and trusted to carry it out. His job had not been to simply look, listen, record, and report. He’d been required to act. Make decisions. Deal with consequences.

         He’d been an intelligence officer.

         And a damn good one.

         The group moved to the next room and he watched as Slender and Sinewy admired the grand Hall of Mirrors. The guide was saying how Ludwig had built his version larger than the one at Versailles, stretching it to ninety-eight meters. Nearly three hundred feet. Its walls were a swirl of light gray and green stucco marble. Seventeen arched windows lined each side. The ones on the right opened to the front of the palace, the ones on the left were faux and gave the room its name, containing only mirrors. A barrel-vaulted ceiling with murals spanned its entire length and supported thirty-three cut crystal chandeliers. Another forty-four candelabra stood at attention down each side.

         “There are twenty-five hundred candles,” the guide said. “All thirty-three chandeliers could be lowered simultaneously, where they were lit at once. When they were raised, the hall filled with a sudden, almost intolerable glare and heat, which was multiplied into many more thousands by the mirrors. It was a sight just for the king. Ludwig saw his palaces only through candlelight. He loved to roam this hall and dream.”

         Easy to see how that was possible.

         Even the incandescent light being tossed off seemed a pyrotechnic display of flashing white and prismatic color.

         Almost hypnotizing.

         He was always amused at how Ludwig was described as either a tyrant, a lunatic, or an incompetent. But none of those labels were correct. Today he might have been characterized as bipolar, or a manic-depressive, and treated with medication, living a long and productive life. But no such assistance had been available in the nineteenth century. His father, Maximilian II, had been stiff and pedantic, keeping his distance, dying far too soon. His mother had been someone who never understood him. One observer at the time noted that his dark eyes swirled with dreams and enthusiasm, his fine forehead, elegant address, and dignified presence winning him instant admiration. But his faults came from a bit of megalomania, a debilitating indecision, and a love of change that seemed common to his age. Eventually, the world fell upon him, with political infighting and his own insatiable desires compounding his troubles. Ever so slowly he lost a grip on reality, withdrawing into himself, his castles, and the night where he became a king from a fairy tale, a mythical figure of poets, this grand hall proof positive of that obsession.

         Photography was not allowed inside the palace, though two of the four Chinese toted cameras around their necks. Expensive looking, too, with high-intensity flash attachments. Cotton made a mental assessment of the possibilities ahead and decided one of those cameras might come in handy.

         The tour group left the Hall of Mirrors and headed toward the north wing, inching ever closer to the king’s study. When they finally entered that space he noted the time.

         4:05 P.M.

         The room was a perfect square with a doorway in on one side and another out, opposite, on the other, consistent with the French style of rooms-to-rooms with no hallways. The walls were white-paneled with more gilt carvings. A large portrait of Louis XIV dominated the wall behind an ornate writing desk. Two astronomical clocks sat on console tables to each side. He knew about the large rolltop desk from the pamphlet. Made in Paris, 1884. Inspired by the one in the Louvre that had belonged to Louis XV. It had been delivered after Ludwig II died in 1886 and had remained here, inside the palace, since around 1920. The guide told the group about the room and the desk, repeating some of what he already knew.

         Time was short. He needed a plan.

         And one came to him.

         He was good at improvising. Which, more than anything else, accounted for the fact that he was still alive, considering the risks he’d once taken on a daily basis and still liked to take on occasion.

         Everyone headed for the next room, led by the guide. He drifted toward the rear of the pack. Slender and Sinewy lingered even more. The next space was oval-shaped and had served as Ludwig’s dining room. The guide began pointing out the fireplace, the Meissen porcelain, and the Wishing Table that could be lowered down below, set with food, then winched back up so the king could always dine alone without attendants.

         “The whole thing was impractical, as the table was so laden with supports that the king’s legs could not fit beneath and his knees were cut by lots of sharp edges. Still, he dined here. But not entirely alone. Three other places were always set for his imaginary guests. Usually Louis XIV and some of his court. Ludwig would talk to them and drink toasts in their honor.”

         The guide seemed focused on her spiel and did not notice that she was missing two members. Slender and Sinewy had remained in the study and he needed to give them a few moments of privacy. He stood just beyond the doorway that allowed access between the two rooms, far enough inside the dining room that the guide was happy and the two behind him were not disturbed.

         He figured the couple of minutes he’d allowed them were more than enough, so he stepped over to one of the Chinese and smiled as he pointed to his camera and said, “Excuse me, might I borrow this?”

         Without waiting for an answer, he slipped the strap from around the man’s neck. Shock filled the older man’s face but the suddenness of the unexpected violation and his smile bought enough time for the theft to be completed. He hoped the camera was on standby, ready to be used, and he immediately retreated to the doorway.

         As predicted, Slender and Sinewy were busy with the rolltop desk.

         He aimed the lens at them and said, “Smile.”

         The two looked his way and he snapped off three flashes, the camera clicking away. Pictures weren’t the point. But the bright lights were. Both Slender and Sinewy raised an arm to shield their eyes. Behind him he heard the guide saying in a loud voice that photographs were not allowed.

         He snapped two more.

         Across the study, in the doorway leading out, a third man appeared, his blond hair more mowed than cut, the bright face clean-shaven and glowing with good health and outdoor life. He wore a dark pullover shirt and jeans, matted to a muscular frame, his waist-length, fleece-collared bomber jacket open in the front, a black scarf around his neck.

         He knew him well.

         Luke Daniels.

         United States Justice Department.

         Who leveled a pistol straight at Cotton.

         And fired.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         LUKE WAS PLEASED THAT EVERYTHING HAD PLAYED OUT ACCORDING TO plan. He’d called Malone three days ago and asked for a favor.

         “I’ve got three months of work on this,” he told Malone. “Finally, I’m on the inside. But I need a little help.”

         “Which I’m sure it pains you to ask.”

         “Not really. Everybody needs help some time. Isn’t that what you like to say?”

         “I do. And I’m glad you remembered. Tell me what you need.”

         “These people are intent on doing some bad things to the US. So far, it’s all big talk. But now they are in motion.”

         Something lay hidden within an old desk that had been sitting inside the Herrenchiemsee Palace for the past one hundred years. The possibility of a discovery had only recently come to light and the information seemed credible enough that some of those he’d been dealing with had been dispatched to investigate. If true, Luke had to obtain whatever was there to be found. But he also could not blow his cover. So he’d asked Malone to cause enough of a disruption so that they could learn the hiding place within the desk without allowing anything to actually be retrieved.

         At least not until the bad guys were long gone.

         Two of the team had ventured inside and taken the final tour of the day. He’d drifted around to the rear of the enormous palace and found a way inside near an elaborate marble stairway, where glass doors led out to a rear courtyard. Darkness had aided his prowling, as had the lack of outdoor lighting. He’d then made his way up to the second floor and over to the north wing, waiting for Malone to do his thing.

         Which happened with flashes from a camera.

         Inventive.

         But he would have expected nothing less from ol’ Pappy.

         He’d waited a few moments, then appeared and fired a shot at Malone, high enough not to hit him, but close enough to get everyone’s attention.

         “We need to leave,” he called out to his two compatriots. “Now.”

         Malone had dropped the camera and disappeared beyond the doorway into the next room, but the gunfire had surely alerted others downstairs. He’d been privy to some of the intel on the island and the palace. There was almost no security, few cameras, and the local police were nowhere near. Still, people would be headed this way.

         Which was fine.

         That was exactly what he wanted.

         “Let’s go,” he said, motioning at them.

         “One second,” the woman he knew as Lexi Blake called out.

         He darted toward the desk, his gun still aimed at the doorway where Malone lurked. “We don’t have a second.”

         “Thanks to you firing that gun,” she spit out.

         “That guy is an eyewitness to what you’re doing. He snapped pictures. We have to go.”

         He watched as they continued to fiddle with something beneath the rolltop desk, jiggling, pounding the ornate wood with their fists. Probably trying to release some sort of switch or lever. Finally, the guy whom he knew as Christophe stepped back and slammed the heel of his boot into one of the marquetry side panels. The old wood cracked but did not yield.

         A second blow shattered it.

         Christophe’s assault had revealed a small compartment hidden within the desk. Apparently they’d known where it existed, just not how to open it without being destructive. Inside lay a book, which Lexi retrieved. Okay. Time for plan B. Whatever that might be, which he would worry about later.

         “Now we go,” Christophe said.

         But first Luke ran across the room and grabbed the camera off the floor. “We can’t leave this.”

         They then raced from the study, back toward the staircase they’d first climbed.

         Luke had been a Magellan Billet agent now for a few years. Malone liked to call him Frat Boy, surely a reference to youth and inexperience, and an excellent counter to his label of Pappy for the older former-agent. They’d first met in the cold Baltic Sea north of Copenhagen. Ever since, their paths had seemed to periodically cross. Along the way he’d handled some difficult assignments, notching his share of successes. His Army training helped, as the Rangers taught him how to handle himself in tough situations. But being a product of east Tennessee, growing up in the Blue Ridge mountains, wasn’t a liability either. You figured out how to take care of yourself fast there and, with three older brothers, he’d learned at an early age how to hold his own. Talk slow, clear, and smart. If you can’t do all three, keep your mouth shut. Good advice his father had taught him, which, the older he got, the more he tried to practice. He was definitely no longer a rookie and, as much as he hated to admit it, Cotton Malone was a wealth of knowledge and experience. Someone to learn from. The man was good. No question. A bit of a legend within the Magellan Billet.

         So who better to help him out.

         Ingratiating himself with these crazies had not been all that hard. Industrious bad guys were always on the hunt for good help. Especially reasonably priced help. So he’d made himself available and they’d hired him. But keeping their trust might prove more vexing. Especially since this operation had not gone according to plan. But at least they’d retrieved what they came for.

         Which should count for something.

         They kept moving through the rooms, each brightly lit, the windowpanes black to the outside. Before entering he’d located a work truck that would make the perfect getaway vehicle, parked conveniently just outside in the courtyard with the keys in the ignition.

         They needed to return to the dock. Fast. A boat was waiting for them, the same one they’d taken over from the mainland. No one had been around when they’d arrived, the dock office closed and locked. Sure, the palace could use a cell phone to contact the police in the nearby towns that dotted the Chiemsee’s edges. But the lake was huge—about thirty square miles—the locals called it the Bavarian Sea—which meant there was lots of shoreline. And they’d chosen a particularly remote spot to the northwest from which to begin their journey across.

         He loved his job. None better in the world. The mix of adrenaline and action seemed to be just what he needed to keep life from being dull. Having the ex-president of the United States, Danny Daniels, as your uncle came with some advantages. But he’d never availed himself of a single one. He wanted to make his own way.

         And he had.

         Stephanie Nelle, who headed the Magellan Billet, seemed to trust him. And he liked her. But she was currently embroiled with problems of her own, having incurred the wrath of the current president of the United States, Warner Fox. She was suspended, pending a hearing on her termination, which, strangely, had yet to occur. He’d offered her his unconditional assistance, but she’d so far not asked for any help. Magellan Billet operations had been severely limited the past few months, but his presence here in Germany had been personally approved by the attorney general.

         And who was he to argue with the big boss.

         They came to the stairway and scampered down the low stone risers toward the bottom. Up above, Malone appeared on the second floor. Christophe saw him and immediately reached beneath his coat and found a gun. Luke still gripped his and preempted any assault by aiming above Malone’s head and sending a round into the stucco wall.

         They kept rushing down the stairs.

         Christophe aimed his weapon Malone’s way.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         COTTON KNEW LUKE WAS FIRING HIGH. BUT THE OTHER GUY? HE was deadly serious so he dove to the floor, the thick marble balustrade providing some protection from the bullets trying to make it his way.

         He counted four rounds.

         The firing stopped.

         He risked a peek through the stone spindles and saw three forms scamper out of the glass doors into the night. The plan had been to keep them moving, so he hopped to his feet and rushed down the stairs in pursuit. Before leaving upstairs he’d noticed that the camera he’d intentionally dropped was gone. Good. He’d expected Luke to take it. He’d also quickly examined the rolltop desk and saw an empty exposed niche. He’d noticed a few moments ago that while Luke toted the camera, the woman carried a book. Most likely what Luke had been tasked with retrieving. But that had not worked out. At least he could keep up the pursuit, driving them toward the dock and back out on the lake.

         Frat Boy would have to take it from there.

         He came to the ground floor and bolted out the glass doors into the cold, seeing the taillights of a pickup truck speeding away.

         Really?

         He looked around and spied a utility vehicle, no more than a golf cart with a work bed. He ran toward it, slipping on his leather gloves, and turned the ignition key. The gas engine roared to life and he whipped the steering wheel to the left and sped off. The cart came equipped with a weak headlight that illuminated only a few feet ahead. Overhead, the sky was a sea of diamond stars on a velvet mat, the night all around him black as soot. He was following a paved road that ran from the palace, paralleling the island’s north shore. The lake beyond, past the reed beds, seemed even darker. Cold air whipped over him, chapping his lips, parching his throat with each breath.

         The truck was way ahead, moving faster thanks to more horsepower. But the idea was to maintain pursuit and keep Luke and his cohorts moving away. He gave Luke a hard time but, if the truth be told, he was proud of him. Their first encounter, a few years back, had been a series of errors on both their parts. Ever since, their paths had crossed on occasion and, each time, Luke had delivered. He recalled his own formative years, right after he transferred from the Navy to the Justice Department. He’d been young and green too. Making his share of mistakes. Stephanie Nelle, who’d personally recruited him, had never held back, though. Instead, she’d pushed him hard. Insisting on excellence. And he’d responded.

         So had Luke.

         He’d been surprised when the call had come a few days ago. A first. Luke specifically asking for help. He’d had his own mentors during his first few years with the Magellan Billet. People he’d asked for help from too. Nothing wrong with that. But there always came a point when you had to do the job, on your own terms, by your own rules. And whether you succeeded or failed was a result of your own choices.

         He’d succeeded.

         So had Luke.

         Funny how life dealt its cards. So random at first. No rhyme nor reason. Then, ever so slowly, patterns always emerged. The trick was to recognize and seize upon those, turning a pair of deuces into not exactly a royal flush, but something that could be made to work like one.

         Improvising.

         The key to success.

         His own life a perfect example.

         One day he was an intelligence officer for the United States government with a reputation for getting things done. The next he was retired, divorced, and moving to Denmark to open a bookshop. A complete turnaround, which he’d never regretted. Now he was an entrepreneur, financially well off, deeply involved with a woman who loved him. Cassiopeia Vitt. He’d told her of Luke’s request and asked her to come with him, but she’d declined, saying that her castle rebuilding project required her presence.

         And he’d understood.

         He loved her dearly. They were a couple. A team.

         But not tonight.

         He was on his own.

         Ahead the truck continued racing down the paved road, its headlights cutting a bright swath in the darkness. They were past the trees, now in an open meadow between the old Augustinian monastery, high on a hill to the left, and the lake on the right. Lights burned in a few of the monastery windows. The truck raced straight for the dock that jutted out into the lake.

         He sped ahead.

         Cold air kept searing his throat and lungs.

         The truck came to a stop and its occupants fled. He saw them run down the dock and hop into a small boat tied at its end. He maneuvered the cart up alongside the truck.

         An engine cranked, then revved.

         He trotted down the concrete dock, watching as the boat disappeared across the black water. He stopped under one of the amber lights that illuminated the dock, offering plenty of brightness for those in the boat to see him.

         Mission accomplished.

         The lake’s large ferryboat, the one he’d ridden over in, floated to his right. Once it had been a true saloon steamer with a wreath of smoke announcing its presence across the lake. Now it was diesel-powered. He spotted a few people inside the enclosed cabin. Its engines revved. The boat was departing on its half-hour run back to the mainland. He should hop aboard and leave too. Maybe he’d stay in Munich a few days and check out the antique bookshops. Similar establishments all across Europe had yielded treasures before. Perhaps some of the local dealers harbored a few first editions he could resell to collectors. Or maybe instead of heading back to Copenhagen, he’d take a flight to France and visit with Cassiopeia for a few days.

         That sounded great.

         He wished Luke Godspeed.

         Any assignment came with risks. A fact he well knew. His last with the Magellan Billet, in Mexico City, a perfect example when a bullet tore through his shoulder. He’d managed to take down the shooters, but the resulting carnage had left seven dead, nine injured. One of them had been a young diplomat assigned to the Danish mission, Cai Thorvaldsen. Ten weeks after that massacre a man with a crooked spine—a grieving father—appeared at his front door in Atlanta. Henrik Thorvaldsen.

         And changed his life forever.

         The ferry’s engines seemed to come to full power.

         Lights out on the water caught his gaze. Another boat. Starting to speed toward the boat Luke left in.

         Odd.

         Then he heard the distant rat-tat-tat and spotted the flash of muzzle fire coming from the new boat.

         Aimed Luke’s way. What the hell?

         Things had suddenly escalated.

         True, he didn’t have a dog in this fight, but it was not his nature to do nothing when a friend might be in trouble.

         The ferry eased from the dock, its bow pointed out toward the dark water. Lights illuminated its hull and cabin, a powerful flood lamp pointed ahead off its bow.

         Improvise. Use what you have.

         He ran toward the ferry.

         And leaped aboard.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         LUKE STOOD IN THE BOAT AND ALLOWED THE FRIGID AIR TO CHAP his face. It felt great. His two compatriots stood with him as they powered across the lake toward their parked vehicle onshore. Christophe piloted the small craft, standing at the wheel, Lexi beside him keeping watch ahead. She was slim and curvy, her body definitely honed by copious amounts of diet and exercise. Her mouth was full but a little wide for her nose, a small imperfection that he’d concluded only added to her allure. She wore jeans tucked into knee-high boots and a loose black sweater beneath her wool coat. No makeup painted her sultry beige complexion, and never had as far as he’d seen. Her long-lashed, barely angled eyes definitely added a mysterious quality he liked. He’d detected a slight accent in her voice. Australian, if he wasn’t mistaken. He knew little about her and none of the few overtures he’d made her way had been returned.

         Which was a bit annoying.

         “Are you that lousy a shot?” Christophe called out. “The only thing you hit was the wall.”

         “On purpose,” he said, not looking over at either one of them. “Would you have preferred him dead? That would have gone over great. Along with two snapshots of the both of you.” He held up the camera. “Luckily, I got the damn thing.”

         “I would have preferred that we not be interrupted,” Christophe noted. “It was your job to make sure that didn’t happen.”

         He wasn’t going to take any crap off these two. “Then you shouldn’t have taken so long. All I heard was rattling around. I thought you were briefed on where to look.”

         “Don’t you worry about what we were told,” Lexi said. “We did our job.”

         “Yeah. Right. You kicked the damn thing open. Why didn’t you just do that to start with?”

         He knew the answer. The idea had surely been to retrieve the book without revealing they’d actually been there.

         “I tried to tell the prince that this one was trouble,” Christophe said. “But he would not listen. Maybe now he will.”

         Luke shrugged. He’d dealt with idiots like this all of his life. People too arrogant to know how stupid they really were. “Please do. I wasn’t planning on reporting anything to the prince. But I will now. Especially the part about the photos in this camera.”

         “How about I just shoot you,” Christophe said.

         “You can try.”

         And he meant it.

         He’d always been blessed with a toned body undamaged by alcohol, cigarettes, or drugs. He’d spent seven years in the military, going right from high school to the Army and Ranger training. Sixty-two days of hell. One of the toughest experiences on earth. He’d passed, which was admirable considering the failure rate hovered around sixty percent. The whole idea had been to learn how to push yourself to the max. To do what you never thought possible. Twenty hours of training per day, all while eating two or fewer meals, with an average of three hours of sleep. He’d carried ninety pounds of weapons, equipment, and ammunition and patrolled more than two hundred miles across the training course.

         And survived.

         With his head held high.

         So dealing with a cocky ass bully who thinks he knows a winnable fight when he sees one was a piece of cake.

         “What’s so important here?” he asked, motioning to the book Lexi held. “Why all the fuss?”

         “Not your concern,” Christophe said.

         It was worth a try. That book was obviously important. They’d taken a lot of chances to get it. Too many really. And now the damn thing was out in the open. In play. How was he going to get hold of it, or even sneak a look?

         Good question.

         But he’d figure something out.

         He looked around at the black water and noticed lights speeding their way. A boat? Then muzzle fire. Rounds whizzed by.

         “Get down,” he yelled.

         He and Lexi hit the deck.

         Christophe crouched low, alternating his attention from what was ahead to what was following.

         
            *  *  *

         

         COTTON WORKED HIS WAY FROM THE FERRY’S LOWER DECK, UP through the spacious interior cabin that held a few passengers, to a staircase that led to the bridge. He hopped up the metal risers, burst into the small cabin that accommodated the pilot, and did not bother with an introduction. Instead, a hard-right uppercut sent the uniformed man to the floor, not moving.

         “Sorry about that,” he said.

         He gripped the ship’s wheel and pushed the throttle forward, increasing the engine’s rev and the ferry’s speed. Luke’s boat was off the port bow, the other one firing a weapon off the starboard but closing the gap. He figured he had the advantage of size and power so he increased the throttle.

         The boat lurched from the added horsepower and the bow planed with the new speed.

         
            *  *  *

         

         LUKE SAW THE BIG FERRY HEADING ON AN INTERCEPT COURSE between where they were located and the boat firing on them.

         That could not be happenstance.

         God bless Pappy.

         Rounds kept zipping by.

         One of those stray bullets could eventually find flesh. That was the thing about automatic weapons. Aim meant nothing. Just send enough metal toward a target and some of it almost always hit the mark.

         He stayed down, but kept watch on the ferry and on Christophe’s progress to get them off this damn water.

         
            *  *  *

         

         COTTON HELD TO HIS COURSE AND WAS RAPIDLY COMING BETWEEN the two boats. Luke’s was nearing the shore, and the pursuer kept firing. He’d served in the Navy for a number of years, mainly as a fighter pilot and a lawyer, but there’d been a couple of tours at sea. Never, though, had he piloted a large craft. But, thankfully, the lake was a wide-open expanse with plenty of room to maneuver without fear of hitting anything.

         Except—

         He spun the wheel hard left and swung the big ferry’s stern around, generating a huge wake that quickly swept toward the boat firing on Luke. In the penumbra of the ferry’s floodlights he saw the craft slow to avoid the oncoming wave. Two men stood in the small V-hull, one holding an automatic rifle. Both were trying to maintain their balance as the boat caught the swell that swept past. Cotton closed the gap and brought the ferry’s starboard side close to the bobbing craft. He then shifted the throttle to neutral and fled the bridge, scampering down the steps and back through the passenger’s compartment.

         The five people there looked concerned.

         “Nothing to worry about,” he told them. “The captain will be awake in a few minutes.”

         He kept going, exiting out the rear door onto the open deck. He eased back toward the bow along the starboard side down a narrow walk. The ferry bobbed in the water, as did the small craft below that kept banging into the hull.

         He hopped atop the gunwale.

         Waited for the right moment.

         Then leaped down.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         DERRICK KOGER LOWERED THE NIGHT VISION GOGGLES.

         He’d watched with interest as Luke Daniels had made his way back to the dock and fled with his two compatriots. He stood a kilometer away on another island in the Chiemsee. And where Herreninsel Island, with its Augustinian monastery and massive royal palace, signified a male refuge, he’d established a base on the smaller Fraueninsel, the woman’s island, named after the convent that had stood there since the eighth century.

         Thirty nuns still called the convent home, the abbess an old friend who’d allowed him the privilege of utilizing one of the olden building’s towers as an observation point. He’d devoted the better part of his adult life to the Central Intelligence Agency, starting as a junior field officer and working his way up to his current so-called exalted position as chief of special operations, Europe. He’d been around the intelligence business a long time. Taking chances was not something he’d ever shied away from and risk was just part of the job.

         Like tonight.

         Which had been all about taking chances. But he loved when things came together. It brought a measure of satisfaction to his anxious soul.

         He raised the goggles back to his eyes.

         And saw Cotton Malone standing on the lighted dock.

         He smiled.

         Captain America had done his job.

         He would have expected no less.

         Then he heard a distant rat-tat-tat.

         Like firecrackers.

         He scanned the lake and spotted a small boat with two occupants in pursuit of Luke. Back to the dock and he saw Malone leap onto the big ferry that was easing away from the dock.

         Whoa. None of this was part of the plan.

         Which seemed the story of his life. Wonderful highs, miserable lows. The worst coming a decade back when he’d ordered several al-Qaeda senior leaders waterboarded. Torture? Probably. Nothing about it was humane. But his orders were clear. Get information, however necessary. Per procedure the entire “interrogation” had been videotaped. But, as field supervisor, he’d ordered the tape destroyed to protect the identity of the interrogators.

         Which drew the attention of Congress.

         What had Mark Twain said? Suppose you were an idiot, and suppose you were a member of Congress. But I repeat myself.

         Yep.

         He was subpoenaed to appear before the House Intelligence Committee, which was then investigating the use of so-called “enhanced interrogation techniques.” Field intelligence officers were not usually part of that inquiry, but what he’d officially, in writing, told his superiors about why he’d destroyed the tape had become important.

         He wasn’t going to allow his people to get nailed for something they were ordered to do.

         So who ordered him?

         And that had been the wrinkle, since the White House itself had authorized both the torture and the video’s destruction.

         But he’d never given anyone up.

         He was a lot of things, but no snitch.

         Three years the Justice Department investigated him, finally concluding that no charges would be filed.

         But the stain became indelible.

         Which, probably, more than anything else, accounted for why he was closing in on sixty years of age and still remained in the field. And not as a division chief, overseeing a huge array of assets. No. He handled only “special operations,” which these days came few and far between. The CIA had a deputy director for anything and everything. Analysis, operations, science and technology, support, digital innovation, talent, study. You name it. And there wasn’t a place for him? Apparently not. The presidential administration he’d protected was long gone, and never once showed its gratitude. And now here he was, in Bavaria, right in the middle of another mess.

         He watched through the goggles as Malone brought the ferry into play, intercepting the boat that was firing on Luke, then leaping down into it. God he loved talented, motivated people. They required so little prompting.

         He, too, was motivated.

         His mind ticked off the possibilities the situation presented and he settled on one. Should he do it?

         Hell, yeah.

         He reached for the walkie-talkie and pressed Send.

         
            *  *  *

         

         LUKE WATCHED AS THE FERRY ANGLED BETWEEN THEM AND THEIR pursuer, stopping the boat’s advance, keeping the gunfire on the far side, out of harm’s way.

         He stood from his crouched position.

         Christophe kept the boat aimed straight for shore, which was drawing ever closer.

         “Who was shooting at us?” Lexi said.

         A really good question.

         That was totally unexpected.

         Christophe pulled back on the throttle and the boat slowed, sinking low in the water. The motor went into reverse and the bow gently kissed the shore. Lexi hopped out with the book and Luke followed, still holding the camera. He debated taking both of these morons out now, retrieving the book, and getting out of here. But this party was just getting started. And he was never one to come late or leave early from a good time.

         Christophe switched off the motor and jumped out onto dry land.

         Still—

         Luke stepped up and planted his right fist into Christophe’s jaw, sending the idiot to the ground. Lexi reacted and rushed toward him, but his reared-back right arm stopped her advance. “I have no problem pounding you too.”

         Christophe sprang to his knees and did exactly what he thought would happen, reaching for his gun.

         He kicked the weapon from the man’s hand. “Let’s call all this even. You two rode my case back there. Which I don’t like. I just rode yours.”

         Christophe lunged forward. But Luke was ready, sidestepping the advance and jamming his knee into the other man’s gut, doubling him over.

         “We can keep this up all night,” he said. “Your choice.”

         He knew only he and Christophe carried guns. So he’d kept one eye on Lexi to make sure she didn’t make a beeline toward the weapon lying a few feet away.

         Smartly, she’d not moved.

         “Look,” Luke said. “What happened back there was a tough one. We had to make some quick calls. You decided to smash that desk open. I decided to scare the guy with the camera. We got the book and the camera. So let’s call it a win.”

         He hoped that letting them know they were all on the same team would give them pause.

         Christophe slowly stood, struggling for breath. “All…right. Even.”

         Luke decided to hedge his bets and found the gun on the ground. Which he’d keep. For now. No sense being foolish. Bad enough that the operation had gone haywire, he could not afford to totally alienate the people he needed to be friends with. But he also wasn’t going to be pegged a weakling either.

         They headed for the car.

         He glanced back out across the lake. No sign of any activity. No cops. No more boats. Just the ferry’s lights bobbing in the darkness. Pappy was out there, on the lake. Doing something. What? He had no idea. But he appreciated it nonetheless.

         They all climbed into the car.

         He knew where they were headed.

         Munich.

         The prince awaited.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

            Munich, Germany

6:20 P.M.

         

         STEFAN VON BAYERN LOVED HOOKERS. WHAT HE HATED WAS FINDING them. Prostitution had been legal in Germany for over a hundred years. But that didn’t make the task any easier.

         Especially for a man in his position.

         Women for sale could be found in apartments all over town, even in areas where brothels were expressly prohibited. But there were also porn theaters, tea clubs, escort services, and, of course, the ever-popular online connection. He particularly avoided any laufhaus, where you walked the halls to see who was available, then headed for a room.

         Way too much exposure.

         The open clubs were not much better. Guests and girls mingled around the bar or the pool or in a sauna, then headed for the private rooms. Street walkers were the riskiest, standing on the sidewalk or displayed in windows for all to see. Most were also unwilling participants, working out of some personal necessity. He had a rule. Never force himself onto anyone, whether directly or indirectly.

         The private clubs offered a clear measure of discretion where a madam rode herd, the main advantage being those women were definitely there by choice, professionals, eager to please, appreciative of the money.

         Willing participants.

         And he’d frequented more than one club across Munich.

         But the independent contractors were the best. All professionals too. Women who advertised for customers on their own. Strictly a one-on-one arrangement that offered a huge measure of privacy. No other people to be seen or be seen by. It was even better when they came to you.

         Like now.

         This evening’s choice had been particularly skilled. A lean, thin blonde from Avignon, now living in Germany. He’d told her what he wanted and she’d delivered. And the best thing was that it all came with no attachments. Pay and play. No questions. No issues. A simple oral contract.

         In more ways than one.

         “Your money is there, on the dresser,” he said, pointing.

         She finished zipping her dress and scooped up the euros. Smartly, she said nothing and merely smiled, slipped on her heels, and waved goodbye as she strutted from the hotel suite. Chitchat was not part of their bargain.

         He’d definitely hire her again.

         He stood from the bed and approached the suite’s outer windows, standing naked before them. The eighth floor of the Charles Hotel offered a panoramic view of a darkened park, then, beyond the trees, a jumble of rooftops surmounted by the lit twin copper spires of the Frauenkirche, upthrusting through the mist. A stunning sight. By municipal law, no building in Old Town could be taller than those two towers.

         Munich was lovely at night. A bustling metropolis, the most populous city in Bavaria, sitting on an upland plateau straddling the banks of the river Isar. Started by Benedictine monks in the twelfth century, it had grown into a thriving center of politics and culture, still regarded, as in medieval times, as an intellectual place, clothed in the royal habiliments of stately buildings, splendid streets, and beautiful parks.

         Once the capital of the sovereign kingdom of Bavaria, its most notorious claim to fame came from Hitler and his supporters, who staged their famed Beer Hall Putsch to overthrow the weak Weimar Republic there. The revolt failed, but ten years later, after the Nazis rose to power, Munich became their Hauptstadt der Bewegung, capital of the movement. No coincidence that the first concentration camp sprouted at Dachau, just a few kilometers to the northwest. Nazi Party headquarters and many of the Führerbauten, the führer-buildings, still survived as a cancer on a great city’s legacy. The White Rose student resistance movement to Hitler also rose here, its core members all arrested and executed. But at least they tried. Seventy-one air raids by Allied bombers had done their share of damage. Three quarters of the buildings were obliterated. But it all had been rebuilt, hard now to tell the old from the new.

         The city survived.

         Just like himself.

         And his family.

         Who harbored nine hundred years of Wittelsbach lineage.

         He checked his watch.

         6:30 P.M.

         Time to start the revolution.

         But first he should dress.

         
              

         

         Stefan entered the Jesuit Church of St. Michael. A sixteenth-century masterpiece that had nearly not made it past World War II, reduced to little more than a few walls and rubble. Most of the decor around him was a 1948 restoration with some 1980s touch-ups. It was now a prominent fixture on Munich’s main pedestrian-only way, a bustling route that led from the Karlsplatz to the Marienplatz, both sides of the cobblestones surrounded by a sea of commerce. And while the nearby Frauenkirche, the Cathedral of Our Lady, belonged to everyone, St. Michael’s had always been held privately, created by Wilhelm V, Duke of Bavaria, as an embodiment of his family’s ruling position.

         Stefan’s ancestor.

         A Wittelsbach.

         Famous too.

         Time had even bestowed him a title—the Pious—thanks to a daily routine of prayer, Mass, contemplation, devotional reading, and pilgrimages. Nothing like a noun attached to your name to foster immortality. Which one would history add to his? The Restorer? The Bold? Or maybe just the all-purpose the Great.

         What a time Wilhelm V had lived in. When Catholics and Protestants fought each other in bloody wars, trying to establish the one true Christian faith, whatever that might be. The building of a new church had seemed like a good way for Wilhelm to show his preference for the Catholics. So he created a huge house of worship with the largest overhead vault in the world at the time, save for St. Peter’s in Rome.

         What a visionary.

         But old Wilhelm had also been reckless. He spent so much money on church-related projects that he strained the Bavarian treasury to its breaking point. He’d been forced to abdicate in favor of his son, then retired to a monastery where he spent the remainder of his life in contemplation and prayer. Another Wittelsbach three hundred years later, a similar romanticist who’d lived within an enchanted realm of the past, had not been so fortunate.

         Ludwig II died.

         Or was murdered.

         Just over a day after his crown had been stolen.

         Which was exactly why Stefan now found himself standing within this olden church on the brink of revolution.

         He acknowledged the prior who’d opened the side door for him, then stood silent for a few moments in the dimly lit nave, both hands stuffed into his coat pockets. Wilhelm’s mighty barrel-vaulted ceiling spanned unbroken above him. Galleries and side chapels encircled on all sides. A nave without aisles cast an airy appearance. Even today, centuries later, the faithful still gathered to hear the gospel proclaimed from a freestanding pulpit, the first in Munich to ever be set among a congregation.

         Another of his ancestor’s many innovations.

         He savored the hush, the dance of shadows thrown by the sloping banks of votive candles, and breathed in the warm, dry air. Once the entire building was owned by the Wittelsbachs. Now they controlled only the crypt beneath. All part of the deal after World War I that cost his family their heritage, their kingdom, and most everything they possessed.

         A wrong he intended to rectify.

         “Is it open?” he asked.

         The prior nodded.

         He avoided the bronzed angel holy water font and turned right, walking across the hard marble floor to the crypt’s entrance. Life-size terra-cotta figures in high niches stared down at him. Many of them were his relatives, now bearing firsthand witness to what was about to happen. Wilhelm the Pious had razed nearly ninety houses, ignoring all public protests, to build his church, acting boldly, decisively, and definitively.

         In the days ahead, Stefan intended to emulate all three of those traits.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

         

         COTTON DROPPED THROUGH THE NIGHT AIR AND LANDED ON THE small craft. Maybe a ten-footer. Certainly no more. The deck rocked beneath him. But as the boat pivoted away from the ferry the water calmed. The two occupants were gone. Perhaps they’d been swept overboard by the turbulence. Or had they jumped? The water temperature was certainly near freezing. No way anyone could last long without thermal protection.

         The ferry kept drifting away.

         Hopefully, the pilot had regained consciousness and reassumed control. He should make a sweep for the two men. But before he could take the wheel, a figure appeared on the ferry’s rear deck.

         Pointing a weapon.

         Shots rang out.

         Rounds pierced the cold air around him and popped into the water.

         Somebody was shooting at him.

         To hell with the guys in the water.

         He grabbed the automatic rifle lying on the deck and sent a volley toward the ferry, careful to keep his aim away from the passengers’ cabin.

         The firing stopped.

         The shooter disappeared from the stern and he used the opportunity to swing the boat around in a wide arc, eventually angling the bow back toward the ferry, approaching from behind. He heard the big diesel motors fire up and watched as the ferry began to steam away. Apparently the pilot was back in control. From the far side another boat emerged, visible for a moment in the floodlights’ range. Small. Like the one he was piloting.

         The shooter?

         Who else?

         He should actually get out of here, head for shore and let Luke handle things. This was not his show. But old instincts told him that was a bad idea. Frat Boy was long gone, doing whatever he had to do to complete his assignment. This was a new threat. Aimed his way. Sure, he’d stuck his nose deeper into this than necessary.

         But why fire on him?

         He increased speed and planed the bow, following the other craft that burned a single red light in the distance. They were headed away from Herreninsel toward the next largest island in the lake, Fraueninsel. He’d visited there before. The Lady’s Isle. Not large. Less than fifty acres. About three hundred permanent residents as well as an active Benedictine convent, famous for its Kloster Liqueur made by the nuns. The lake’s ferryboats routinely stopped there, the whole place now a tourist attraction.

         And the shooter was headed straight for it.

         He powered ahead and arrived at a lighted concrete dock about three minutes behind his target. He recalled as much as he could about the small island. Low-lying. Dotted with broad branching trees. Shallow banks. Surrounded by moorland and tiny bays. Lots of shops and cottages, many covered with creeping vines. Gardens everywhere, the lake banks crowded with beached boats. A concrete walk led from the pier along the lakeshore. A solitary church tower pierced the night. Hundreds of tiny white lights lit the trees and shrubs. He heard music and singing and caught a waft of sweet-smelling aromas. Cinnamon. Apple. Roasting meat. A Christmas market. Most German towns and villages hosted one this time of year. Lots of art, crafts, cakes, and mulled wine. Any other time he’d love to take a stroll through it. Right now he had to find the guy from the boat.

         But the path ahead was empty.

         He was about to leave when something caught his eye on the concrete. He bent down and studied the red splotch. Fresh. Still liquid. Blood. Unlike in the movies or on television, he did not dip a finger in and test the sample. What idiot in the real world would actually do that? The amount of possible contaminants would be incalculable. Like when the on-screen cop pierces a bag of white powder with a knife, then tastes it.

         Really?

         A few feet ahead he spotted another blood splotch.

         Had one of his rounds found its mark?

         Maybe.

         He walked toward the sounds and lights at the end of the dock, which seemed farther away, past darkened buildings, into the village. The blood trail continued, though the spots began to be spaced farther and farther apart.

         The ancient convent hugged the shore. A high stone wall, its mortar crumbling in places and lit to the night, encircled it, but an open gate allowed access. The blood trail led straight through the gate, and instead of veering left toward the convent, it went right toward the church, whose lit steeple pierced the darkness.
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