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Sardinia, Italy

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Che cosa vuoi?" Valerio demanded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Silendo Libertatem Servo.

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

Bone Guard HQ

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

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

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

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

"You saw the box delivered?" he asked.

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

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

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

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

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

Grant rose, dusting off his dark pants.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Susan said, "Should I get some water?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"What do you want, Enzio?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

At the console, Susan nodded.

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

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

"Ah. One moment please."

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

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

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

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

Across the way, Susan's eyebrows rose.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"And if not?"

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


CHAPTER SIX
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Warehouse district

Rome, Italy

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

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

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

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

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

"Your notice gives the size." Dom shrugged.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"The time here is fourteen hours and a quarter. The clock begins. What do you want to know?"


CHAPTER SEVEN
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Grant took his seat at the head of the conference table, waving to Gooney's image on the screen toward the end. "What you got for us?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Do our best," he told her. "Get packing."


CHAPTER EIGHT
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Two days after his mysterious--and pleasantly lucrative--phone call, Dom arrived at work for the early shift, parking his Vespa near the usual jumble of vehicles that hadn't moved for weeks and shaking out his keys on the way.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"No martinis this time?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"We're not really your typical hires."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Just so. From here the weapons caches were managed for many years, along with the training. The prime minister says they have uncovered over a hundred caches, but they will never take all that is ours. This recent intruder, his fate is as nothing compared with what shall befall those who might come after."


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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For the ferry ride to Sardinia, the Americans carried only small duffel bags, and Dom wore his messenger bag, complete with notebooks, laptop, and a few other essentials. What they had in their bags, he neither knew nor asked. He'd been adopted into this mysterious crew, and his imagination worked hard to look for the clues and link them into a plausible story, desperate to know what he'd gotten himself into.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER TWELVE
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Before entering each structure, Grant scanned the area as he was meant to, giving nothing but facts to their guide, assimilating the facts about him: proud member--leader?--of the Gladio; custodian of a ruined base; calculating torturer; and a fisher of truth in his own right. A bulky man not overly tall, the gladiator's bespoke clothing displayed his wealth, and disguised his muscle. He could probably bench-press Grant if it came to that, but he'd have to catch him first. The man's every movement was deliberate, with neither haste nor waste.

The small base spread in an arc between the fence and the sea, encompassing a small bay and a dozen or so crumbling buildings, hardly worth the level of security visible to the casual observer, much less the level the Gladiator ascribed to himself and his people. At least two others hid among the ruins, and two more in elevated positions outside the fence. Grant spotted them by the slightest details in the dry terrain, more by knowing where to look, and didn't fool himself that he'd spotted them all. Question was, what was so important about this uninspiring piece of ground? So far, he'd seen little to recommend it to anyone but goats.

Their guide genuflected as they entered the next building. Interesting. Bare wooden bunks occupied one end, and the other held a small chapel, defended by the only complete roof in the complex. A simple cross hung on the wall in an arch of stone reclaimed from an earlier structure. The roof protected a whitewashed chamber, including an old wall painting showing oranges, wheels of cheese, even cans of sardines. An homage to what they couldn't get during the privations of the post-war years? Or an offering to their devotions? The camera inside his sunglasses captured every detail.

D.A. wandered the room, nudging rubble with her toes like a child in search of bugs, which was more or less the truth. Adolph prowled in little circuits away from the Warden and back again, maybe to cover how twitchy he'd gotten when the subject of the dead intruder came up. Asking for torture advice was a bit of inspired subterfuge. Grant kept close to the principal. Interested in their surroundings, but more solicitous of the Warden and her safety and comfort.

She stepped up closer to the cross. "Is this usual for the organization to maintain a chapel?"

"We are fighting the godless, Signora, it is good to have the reminder what we fight for."

"God and country," D.A. murmured, utterly disinterested, and fully alert.

"Just so." The man's predatory smile spread. "But mostly God. Though not all in our coalition maintain this priority, Signora." Regardless of who spoke, he addressed everything back to the Warden, an intriguing level of deference, given they'd apparently never met. What generosity had she extended to earn it?

"Any underground caches or bunkers on the property?" Grant inquired, adding a slight nod. "Not that I expect you to share everything."

The penetrating dark gaze turned on him. "Not here. At the time of this facility, there was no need of secrecy. As I trust there is little need for secrecy among the friends of Edda."

And it would've taken blasting to get through the bedrock. "More a question of who our enemies might be," Grant observed, "and what are their avenues of attack." The man displayed a restrained desire to prod the Warden, or perhaps her companions, with his constant references to trust and friendship, in spite of her generosity. Grant claimed the plural pronoun, placing himself in company with their guide and the Gladio.

"Our enemies are both more high, and less. . .cohesive, capisce?" The guide considered. "The very governments we should defend are now beset with godless influence."

"That's the truth." Grant glanced around the chapel again as the scene resonated like a chord properly struck.

Revealing nothing, he walked a little further, trailing his client as she examined the bunks at the far end. He touched the Warden's elbow, drawing the dead stare of her dark glasses. "Aufseherin, are you well? The exertion doesn't bother you?"

Her lips curved in recognition of her German title, but she allowed her shoulders to sag, responding to the signal. Grant had found what he needed. "A little longer, I think. The heat is unpleasant, even in the shade, but I should hate to lose this opportunity."

"Eh, it's not so much," the gladiator said, with a distinctively Italian turn of his hand. "Important to us, but for the history. The future, now, that is where I keep my eyes."

"As it should be. The future is for the young." She patted Grant's hand and moved away from him.

D.A.'s amble brought her around to the chapel end. "Who did the artwork, one of the gladiators?"

The guide waffled his hand again. "I think whoever brings the cross, to make it beautiful for the lord."

It was, indeed, a basketful of treasures.
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Declining the offer of a meal with the Warden, Valerio bid farewell to his guests, and locked up the compound, the curious lightness of the visit nonetheless weighing on his mind. They behaved perfectly: bored tourists, wondering what was so important about the site, willingly shortening the tour to accommodate their elderly commander. Another gladiator would be providing a little extra cover since their departure, but certainly they made the visit seem dull and unimportant. Two weeks had passed between the climber and now, but two years since any other incursion into Valerio's domain.

The Centurion's duty was to lie in wait, to coordinate action only when needed, like a lion bringing the pride together for the hunt. The time approached, with the voices of those who turned away from the church, who embraced the enemy and welcomed the tyranny of the Russians. This assault from a different direction he had not expected. Until he understood, he would not rest.

The unassuming facade of an ordinary residence protected a luxury safe house, upgraded with every comfort from a large-screen television to a weapons cache, upgraded significantly from the equipment supplied by those who first came together to build the organization.

A woman answered the door to Valerio's knock, a perky smile on her face as she invited him inside. The moment the door closed, she said, "Centurion, the analysis is complete. Follow me."

Perhaps the only time he took an order from another. She led him through the kitchen with its old tile and antique stove to a room of a very different nature, this one full of computer equipment. Another gladiator pushed back in his rolling chair and rose to offer it to Valerio. "Centurion."

"What have you found?"

"Very little, but perhaps enough." The woman gestured toward one of the monitors, then offered a headset. "As you saw, the footage is the cliff, only this. It requires eleven minutes for him to achieve the top of the cliff, then you know what followed. But this is not the only file."

Valerio gripped the headset very carefully. "Si, but the other is five seconds and black, an accident. He triggered the camera without meaning to."

"Certo," she said, but her eyes sparkled, "and what do you do when you have an accident?"

"Not you, of course, Centurion," the other gladiator intervened, "but a person who makes a mistake?"

"The audio is muffled, his hand on the camera, obscuring the lens, as you noted, Centurion. We had to enhance the audio and clear it as best we could, but I think it's good. Have a listen."

He pulled on the headset and the woman tapped a button on her keyboard. The tiny clip looped, a dark screen, a muffled whooshing, as of the wind. Probably the sound of the ocean, filtered through the climber's grip. The woman traced a finger along a schematic showing the sound waves, indicating a tiny blip, a little sharper than the others. She prodded a few more keys, and the loop played again, sound only. The schematic showed a nearly flat line, the background noise removed, leaving that little blip, a mountain of two peaks, and in his ears, a barely audible whisper, the curse of a disciplined man in a tense situation. "Sheisse." And the recording ended.

The climber, when Valerio had him in his grip, could resist anything. But even he couldn't resist an oath when his gear didn't behave as expected. That single word, "shit," but in German. Valerio seethed, and silenced his emotion. The Warden was betraying the Gladio, betraying the Lord Himself.

The situation was delicate because of her position, because she had so long been a benefactor. Or perhaps only pretended to be so?

Whatever she wanted, she would not succeed. She had awakened the lion. Even if he could not destroy her, personally, he could dismantle the life she knew, the privileges she claimed from his organization, and perhaps others like it. If he had a way to seize her wealth as he brought her down, that would truly be the victory.

She wanted something from the base, and had tried twice now to get it. Had she succeeded this time? He must assume that she had, that she would now be moving toward whatever hidden objective she hunted. Two years ago, the previous Centurion rendered to Valerio the keys and the sacred charge of this base, but had never divulged the secret it held, only extracted his oath that none but Gladio must penetrate its defenses. Along with that charge, Valerio inherited a certain loyalty to the long-standing arrangements the Gladio maintained with its network of sources, both intelligence and funding. In the past, the Warden had served in both capacities. He swept that fact away with a sharp gesture that made the gladiators twitch to attention.

Like all who served, Valerio's oath was to the Gladio, and to its cause, before anything saving God Himself. Had the last Centurion even known the secret? What had aroused the Warden's sudden interest? Neither question mattered. If the Warden now pursued interests contrary to the Gladio, if she had uncovered the secret despite its layers of age and obscurity, then he must act, atonement could come later.

Valerio's finger itched for a trigger.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
[image: ]



As the SUV jolted along the winding roads, Grant availed himself of the drinks cooler, and remarked, "Fascinating place, Aufseherin. Thank you for arranging the visit."

"It's no trouble, but I--"

"No, really, it means a lot," he continued in the same conversational tone. He held up a finger and gave her a warning look. Her eyes narrowed. Cellphone in hand, Grant slid his thumb over the keyboard, and held it up for her view. ::Assume the car's bugged:: No way that guy allowed the vehicle to leave without a few electronic passengers. Tracking most definitely, sound, highly likely.

The warden scowled at him. "I see," she said, her tone reminding him of their earlier conversations, and her disdain for what she called "cloak-and-dagger," the details of undercover work.

"Well, then, what next?" she managed to sound more up-beat.

::You and I need to talk:: he tapped out, deepening her frown. ::Neutral ground::

"What else should we see on the island?" D.A. asked from the front seat.

The warden glowered at Grant. "Let me think on it, after I've had a short rest."

She promptly closed her eyes and leaned her head back, willfully shutting him out. She hired him, she'd have to accept the consequences. In the meantime, rest wasn't a bad idea. On any mission, he'd found it best to snatch comfort as he could. Never knew when it might come again. He was safe with her until he'd found what she wanted, or until she believed he couldn't do it. Besides, the gizmo in his sunglasses needed time to synch up with the cloud. Grant let himself nap for the duration of the ride, a curving series of roads and hills worthy of high-performance automotive ad.

He woke to find the Warden staring at him with an unreadable expression, then she issued instructions in German, and Adolph, behind the wheel, gave a curt nod. Their route wound through denser houses into a city of cramped, adobe-colored buildings with deep arches and mounting apartments. Hotels and restaurants sprang up, beckoning the tourist market, but Adolph turned the vehicle along the harbor road, then cut back up again. A ferry headed out from the harbor among the smaller boats. The SUV pulled up past a vivid yellow building to stop in front of a broad stone arch. Adolph left the engine running, consulting briefly in German when he opened the door for the Warden, who told Grant, "Come along, I think this will do."

D.A. pointed to herself and the door, but Grant shook his head. "Why don't you get settled, we'll be there soon."

"One car, dark sedan. Two occupants," she told him.

"Copy that, relay it."

She flicked a salute.

He'd rather have extra eyes behind the scenes, and Nick's mandate was to stay on him, so he'd have back-up if needed. He was the one who'd called this meeting after all. The SUV drove away, leaving him and the warden standing with the empty space between them. Grant offered his arm, a gesture of conciliation. "I appreciate your trust."

"I trust the centurion as well," she said coldly.

"And he doesn't trust you, so what you want doesn't matter."

"I think I preferred you at a distance, Mr. Casey."

"Then let me make it up to you." He stepped closer, his voice dropping low. "The man they killed was yours, somebody else you trusted. You brought me because I'm expendable. Me and my entire team." He proffered his arm again, gazing down at her.

Her spine straightened, and whatever fragility he might have imagined vanished in an instant as she accepted his arm. "The archeology museum is this way. I think you'll approve."

A few tourists moved among the complex of museums and alleys, headed out to the resorts or restaurants. The cultural attractions closed soon--time for the visitors to go party. Indeed, when they walked the sloped entry to the museum in question, a woman was already holding the "chiusa" sign, shaking her head at them.

The Warden offered a charming smile he'd never seen from her before, and began to explain in Italian. She and her grandson, such a long walk from the harbor, couldn't they possibly...then she reached into her handbag and removed a handful of euro bills in large denominations. She peeled off a one-hundred and stuffed it cheerfully into the donation slot. The woman's eyes flared, and she let off a string of Italian too fast for Grant to follow. Another bank note slipped into the window, and a pair of tickets issued forth. As the woman held the door for them, the "closed" sign still in place, a third bank note disappeared into her palm with a nervous crumple.

Grant stepped through a portal not only in space and time, but in class, to a level where a few hundred dollars could vanish in a moment.

"Will it be private enough for you?" The warden advanced at a stately pace between glass cases of unusual carvings, stone tools and bronze figurines brandishing bows and shields.

"Your man who died. What happened to him?"

"If it weren't dangerous, Mr. Casey, anyone might do what you do."

"I'm not the only target here." He paused before a case filled with hands. Stone hands with open palms and missing fingers, some of them open to the air as if seeking alms, others inverted as if to play the piano. One cluster of them shared a grip, the varying shades of stone looking like a message of unity from the Greco-Roman period. Another pale hand pointed behind him, as if warning him to watch his back.

"They don't hunt my kind," she said breezily. "Nor, generally speaking, even yours."

"Your centurion thinks he has a sacred mission. I don't think he cares what kind we are, and he knows you've crossed him by trying to infiltrate already. What happened." Grant turned, arms folded.

"Please don't be tiresome. I've given much to support his cause, in part because of its historical foundation. For him to pursue me he must transgress a number of boundaries."

"He thinks killing people is a holy crusade, but the first law of his putative religion is 'Thou Shalt Not Kill.' I'm aware the same could be said of an awful lot of people, but most of them have been dead for centuries. What did he do to your man, and what makes you think he'll stop there?"

Blinking, she examined a statue that stood a head taller than Grant, its circle-cut eyes staring like a robot from a stop-motion film. "My operative reconnoitered the harbor, then climbed the cliff. Another operative later infiltrated the morgue where the body was taken. After it was removed from the cliff and recorded as a climbing accident."

She drew a deep breath through her nostrils in a vain attempt to conceal her emotions. "We cannot be sure in what condition he departed the top...his broken wrist and ribs might be consistent with the fall, along with his general condition." She paused, removing a kerchief from her purse and dabbing at her lips. "The fact that his rope had been cut from his harness and wrapped around his throat was less so, in spite of the death certificate. He took a long fall, Mr. Casey. From my operative's examination, his neck did not break for quite some time."

"It was a warning. One you left out of the briefing."

"It's not that I wish you dead, Mr. Casey. Rather the contrary." She faced him, chin lifted. "I am willing to wager on your success."

"I'll be careful of climbing accidents, then." The museum smelled dusty, the labels yellowing paper, typed out decades ago. He'd known she was using them. Eyes wide open, that's why he had back-up. Or maybe the whole thing was the terrible idea Nick believed it to be. How to maintain objectivity when D.A. wanted this desperately, was willing to risk her own neck for it. Unfortunate turn of phrase.

"The basket of treasures, wasn't it?" the warden said. She strolled around the case toward him. "You're like a hunting dog who quickens to the scent."

"The centurion isn't your friend, no matter what Edda means to either of you. You need to stop acting like he is. You need to stop acting like money can solve every problem--it won't. Whatever prize you're after had better not be a pile of gold, because we are not dying for that."

"But it will smooth the road that we must travel." Her eyes twinkled. "Come, Mr. Casey. Tell me what you saw."

"Nobody brings sardines to the last supper. Tell me what else you know."

"Oh, I do like to see you in your element." She reached out for his arm, drawing him in. "I have some things to show you."
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Dom pitched his voice over the growing murmur of the crowded restaurant. "Sicily. Those are the products of Sicily. Oranges, sardines and cheese. Anche olive oil."

"Makes sense." Tony plinked at his cellphone while Nick perched on a seat looking out from the terrace toward the marina below and took the occasional sip from his wine.

Taking another swallow from his own drink, Dom ventured to ask, "What do we do here?"

"Sicily, that's the Mafia. Some kind of connection?" Nick murmured. "Before we left the States, you said--"

"We got a code," Tony interrupted. He spun the phone and Nick took it in at a glance, then flicked the screen off before Dom could get a peek.

Both Americans stood up. "Dom, maybe you should...hang out here? Capisce?" Nick asked.

"What if you need translation?"

The switch had been flipped on the mechanism that transformed Nick from friend to soldier. "Not likely. Give us a few, okay?"

Dom settled back to his high stool, turning the wineglass on the table. Their food hadn't arrived yet, anyhow, nor was he certain they had a place to stay. Some adventure this was proving. His companions--his employers?-- moved out the door, not fast, but efficient, with the sort of attitude that clears the way. CIA would have their own resources, not hire somebody like him. Maybe some day he'd have that attitude, standing up to his uncle, declaring his books, even to find a job at a university or museum. He had the qualifications--CIA, the Mafia!

Leaping up from the table Dom told the waiter they'd be right back and ran outside. Long shadows set in on the narrow streets. He spotted Tony in the lee of a bus stop, posed as if reading the schedule. A crowd of tourists clustered and moved along the strand. The marina docks twinkled with lights from the boats. A dark vehicle crept closer along the harbor as if trying to herd the tourists out of the way.

Dom hurried across toward the bus stop. Before he could say anything, Tony cut him a glance, and said, in hard-edged Italian, "Stay put." Then to the air. "What's the play?"

He paused, then said, "Brawl time. Coming at you."

Still dumbfounded by the fact he'd been noticed, Dom puzzled through the words, inadvertently obeying the order as Tony stumbled from the bus stand. "I fucking hate this country!" He spoke Italian, slurring his words, swaying.

A man emerged from the dark sedan, and Tony staggered in front of him, accosting a tourist. "You from around here? How do I get off this rock. I need a beer, like a real beer."

The tourist pushed him away, and Tony reeled. "Don't you push me, son of a whore!" He balled his fist, and slammed it into the stranger's stomach. One of the man's friends shouted, and a woman was yelling.

"You want a piece? Come on!" Tony baited the group, weaving toward the docks, moving backward, like he wanted to get his back to something safe. Not the water, that wouldn't work. Was Dom about to see his cash flow turn sour? The crowd followed, surging, the locals getting angry at Tony's insults and his attitude, the tourists drunk and curious.

Somebody threw a punch and hit the wrong guy--Tony was a big target, how could it be, yet he moved fast, and now the fight was spreading, people taking sides, wanting to know what was going on and whether the police had been called. Would Dom be expected to translate for an arrest? But Tony spoke credible Italian already, at least to the point of insulting people with a colorful variety of regional curses. Dom's head ached.

Two people moved purposefully toward the tussling crowd, trying to find their way through or around. One of them dodged fast as somebody bolted from the knot of anger, then he pulled his jacket snug. A gun in a holster, at least one knife.

Madre di dio. Who were these guys? And which guys was he most concerned about? His heart raced, and all he knew was, these two men who had read his book, who had sought him out from across the world, they were in trouble, some of it their own making, and if it went badly for them, he might never find out why.

A shrill siren sounded, and light flashed. The station must be close. Dom ran over as the two officers emerged from their tiny car. "Officers! This car--"he pointed toward the dark sedan--"tried to smash into the crowd. There's the driver!" He fingered the man with the gun, who was already at the far edge of the crowd, shoving toward the docks. A second police car pulled up, and the first officers raced after Dom's suspect as the new team started shouting to the crowd to disperse and calm down.

The car's passenger, mired in a knot of drunken tourists spun about, scrambling back toward the vehicle. It worked! Dom stifled his glee, watching the police take charge in support of his actions, defending the strangers who hired him.

A hand clapped over Dom's shoulder and he yelped, then caught the glint of Nick's smile. "Back away, don't run, toward the shadows, you got it." Together, they moved carefully away, then paused in a shadowy arch as the police broke up the fight, starting a shouting match with the driver about Dom's story.

"You lie to the cops, you get out quick, read me?" Nick murmured. Dom swallowed hard. Nick squeezed his shoulder and let him go. His gaze fixed beyond the crowd, beyond the dock to where a long, low boat moved away, gaining speed. Carin II/ Prince Charles. A Nazi vessel re-branded by the victors.

"Who is our side?" Dom asked quietly.

"The right side," Nick told him. "For as long as we can."

Dom's throat felt dry, his head spinning. He had no idea what these men were really doing, or with whom they might collaborate to do it. And he had just helped them block the men in the car from reaching Carin II. Had it been the right thing to do? How would he even know? Except he liked them. He liked how it felt to be one of them. He wanted them to be on the right side, wanted it more than he'd ever wanted an extra cannoli or another degree.

Nick tipped his head toward the restaurant. "Nothing more for us here. Besides, I think we got some seafood waiting for us." He grinned as they started walking. Dom wanted to glance back, his head twitching in that direction, but Nick never did, so he tamped down on the urge.

Strolling across the street, his limp barely noticeable, Nick said, "You know this joke, Dom? I'm on a seafood diet."

"Certo?" Dom said, confused.

"Yeah. I see food, I eat it."

Nick walked a few more steps, then waved Dom faster until he caught up and they entered the patio together. Tony already occupied their table, prying open a clam with his bare hands. No bruises, no blood, no sign he'd just been so drunk he started a street fight with a bunch of total strangers. "Shouldn't've got you mixed up with our business, Dominic. I'm sorry." He slurped the clam. "We'll get you back to Rome tomorrow. No hard feelings, okay?"

With a sharp gesture of negation, Dom said, "No, no. You need me."

"The fight was enough."

Nick tipped his hand one way and the other, such an Italian gesture that Dom felt a surge of his own power. "Not for that," Dom said. "Because the Mafia and the CIA. Those things you mention, oranges: sardines, cheese. The Mafia use them to smuggle for the CIA."

A second clam paused in the air on its way to Tony's lips, then he lowered it carefully. "What do you mean?"

"Wax oranges and fake seals on the tins. Even the cheese wheels, they are hollow and drugs go inside. Are you the CIA?"

"No." Tony regarded him, brow furrowed. "Look, Dominic, what happened tonight, what we did." Tony put down the clam and wiped his hands on a napkin. "Gets more dangerous from here on out. We were hoping it wouldn't, but it's already going south. I don't want you in trouble."

"I have the language. I have the history and the maps, the places--you need me." Dom stabbed the table with his finger. "For whatever this is." The job interview of his life.

"To get to Sicily? We'll manage."

"Maybe not Sicily." Dom's curls tossed against his shoulders as he shook his head.

"Where then?" Tony leaned over the table toward him.

"Maybe here, maybe there." Dom took a swig of his wine; this giddy sensation couldn't get much worse.

Nick laughed, a warm, low thunder of amusement. "The kid's good. Thinks fast."

"I am not a kid. I have twenty-seven years," Dom told him. "E grazie?" The second part, at least, sounded like a compliment.

Tony's mouth opened, then he sighed and picked up his clam. "Chief's not gonna like this."

"I give you even odds Dom won't either when the poop hits the fan."

Maybe he would, maybe he wouldn't, but for now, Dom was having the time of his life.
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When the phone rang, Valerio answered immediately. "Si?"

"Perdone, Centurion. Please forgive me, but we could not reach the boat. There was a fight, some drunken people at the dockside and the police were called. We had no way to avoid them without drawing more suspicion."

Valerio's brow furrowed. "More suspicion? What had you already drawn?" How worried did he need to be that his gladiators had attracted any notice at all?

"The police, they think we try to run over the crowd, they say somebody told them this, but they can't find this person. Another drunk who thinks he knows what he saw." The gladiator's frustration rang through.

A drunk? Could be. Or it could be that the Warden had more accomplices than he knew. "Return to base," he ordered, then severed the call and placed another one immediately. "Cosimo. The blade is drawn."

"Signore? E vero?" Cosimo's alert tone cheered Valerio immediately. "And the target?"

"The Warden's organization. I would prefer not to take against her personally. She still has much to offer." Valerio ruminated for a moment, then said, "I should arrange to talk with her under different circumstances. I suspect I might convince her to abandon her rash action. Use any other means to prevent her people from achieving their ends."

"Certo, Centurion. Do you know what they intend?"

"Not precisely, but her actions have already abused our trust." He had been entrusted with a great secret, a secret he did not even know, and they must not, at any cost, be allowed to breach his sacred charge. "To begin, we must track the boat." Saying this out loud caused a twinge of regret that he hadn't set up for such an action immediately, even in advance of her visit. He had been too trusting. It wouldn't happen again. "Activate the coastal squads and transmit my orders. How soon can you bring the helicopter?"

"Two hours at the most. I will pack the lockers."

"So be it." Two hours, and he would be on their scent, a coursing hound in service to the Lord. Dominican: Domini canus, the hound of God. "Cosimo--"he said before the man could ring off. "It's time we return to our foundation. Send the Decima."

Cosimo's voice warmed with excitement. "As you will."

Decima hadn't seen much action in a long time, but here was a mission for which she was perfectly suited. For now, Valerio would have enough time to go to church.
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D.A. stared at the photos decorating the walls of the motor yacht's dining room. Hitler shaking hands with Goering in front of an aircraft assembly line, Goering and his new bride in a motorcade of Nazi officials, Benito Mussolini enjoying the deck of the boat, Goering again behind an array of toy trains, smiling like a child.

"If I have to sleep on this thing, I'm gonna hurl," D.A. muttered, then she leaned in to examine the factory, and turned to Grant with a grin--half a snarl. "What do you want to bet those are concentration camp workers? You know they used to sabotage the planes if they could. Put rocks in the engines, that kind of thing."

"One of the keys to survival is never give up."

From the top of the spiral stairs, the Warden said, "I see you are admiring the photo collection." Completing the stairs, she walked slowly forward, indicating the oval table not far off. The yacht traveled smoothly for a craft of its age and size, but it must also cross open water and contend with the wakes of larger vessels. At this time of year, mostly cruise ships sailing the Mediterranean, heading to or from the port of Rome at Civitavechia.

"Maybe 'admiring' isn't quite the word for it." Grant crossed to join her at the table as she set down the bundle she was carrying.

"Please, be seated," she said, then aimed a stare at D.A. "You, too." She pushed the bundle across the table to Grant as he took a seat. A square of yellowed silk with double lines of stitching wrapped the parcel.

"Parachute." He indicated the fabric, and she gave a nod as he proceeded to open the fabric, with the care due to any artifact.

"The individual who made the bequest had been serving in Berlin, yes, quite a distance from Italy. I sent you nearly everything from the carton I received. This item, I withheld. It is too valuable to be allowed out of my keeping." She leveled her gaze at Grant. "I have not forgotten your acquisition of a certain diary I did not intend to share."

"You did share it," he murmured. "Just not in a timely fashion."

The book before him was considerably larger than the volumes from the Jewish library, a leather-bound codex clearly stored out of danger from moisture or insects. Inside, neat rows of names and numbers organized into columns. An inventory, and given the names on the list--Caravaggio, Cranach, Donatello, Rubens--the inventory of a museum or gallery, or perhaps a number of locations looted by the Nazis, whose bureaucratic tendencies resulted in reams of paperwork to document every theft.

"Like the books I sent you, many other items were removed from their locations for safety, including the contents of Berlin's own Kaiser Friedrich Museum, home to one of the finest collections of Renaissance art outside of the Vatican itself." She cut a glance at D.A. "All of it acquired through various gifts and purchases prior to the war. The collection was stored in one of the Flakturme, the flak towers intended as defensive facilities to shelter the public from Allied air raids and to provide a platform to fight back."

"Right," Grant said, sliding the book toward D.A and leaning back. "That particular tower was destroyed by a series of fires, as I recall. So you've got the inventory of a lost museum."

She carried on serenely. "Lost or looted. It has long been known that not all of the items from the museum were destroyed. From time to time, they're found in private hands. In attics or auctions after someone has passed."

"The Nazis were looting from their own stash? Seems right in character." D.A. examined the ledger closely while Grant kept his eye on their host.

"This is what you meant, that if we find anything from the Kaiser Friedrich, it returns to Germany," he said, keeping his tone warm and engaged, deflecting the Warden's attention from D.A.'s needling.

"Precisely."

A tall, well-muscled young man entered, incongruously carrying a tea tray, which he set down, then proceeded to serve out tea and cookies.

"Does this tub have Wi-Fi?" D.A. swiped a chocolate-dipped cookie from the plate and crunched it down.

"Of course. We are hardly uncivilized." The Warden allowed her man to serve her two cookies with a pair of silver tongs and a China plate. "Would you please supply wireless access to our guests?"

With a nod, he retreated, returning a moment later with a typed card showing the network and password. D.A. pulled a laptop from her duffel bag and got to work.

"Not much for social graces, is she." The Warden sipped her tea.

Grant raised his own cup. "I'd say this qualifies as a hostile work environment. What reason do you have to think any of these items are in the same place, anything that survived the fire?"

"Because the numbers don't add up," D.A. announced, taking another cookie. "Three Caravaggio's missing, four on the list. Ten Rubens, eight on the list, but some of the titles are the same. So some of the stuff on the inventory's from the museum, and some isn't, also not everything from the museum is here. Plus there were the books from Rome, backing up the idea that there's another stash, a place this guy knew about, but most people didn't."

"He may have been the last."

"Why not just go there himself? He'd either be a hero, if he went public with the discovery, or he'd be rich if he didn't."

"Or he'd be arrested for war crimes, depending on his position and role," D.A. pointed out. "Wait a minute, this statue--"she pointed to the inventory--"it's on display at a gallery in Spain."

Grant looked over the entry. A final column had been added to the end, with a date in the eighties. A few other entries had dates there as well. Nothing very high-profile, nothing on the same date. "He sold them. Let me guess. To fund Operation Gladio?"

"That is my presumption as well. Ah, Mr. Casey. You don't disappoint."

Unlike his associate, from the tone of her voice. "But you're not telling your Gladio friend what you're up to. Why not? So you can shut down his funding, or so that you can control it?"

"As for that, I shall let you guess." She smiled primly. "I don't believe such disclosures are required by our contract."

She liked to be the ringmaster. He'd bet on the second option. Grant scrubbed a hand over his face, his thumb lingering on the scar near his hairline from the beating he'd taken on the last mission where she was involved. D.A. caught the gesture, her expression strained, then her eyes dipped back to the computer. Grant said, "Undermining a clandestine paramilitary organization wasn't in the contract either. You know he had us followed, that he sent a car to the dock."

"A car that did not reach us. Yes, I noticed that as well. Purely coincidental, I'm sure, that the police were called at the same moment."

"Harbors can be rough places, Aufseherin."

"Then I am lucky I had you along." She settled back in her seat and raised her tea cup. "I do hope you'll stay."
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Clad in his full regalia, collar, sash and all, Valerio strode into the small stone church. The exterior crumbled slowly to match the dust all around, but the interior nurtured richly colored icons and a marble altar with inlays suggesting wealth some time in the past. At this off-hour, only a couple of grandmothers dressed all in black occupied the pews, and one younger woman. He genuflected, dabbed himself with holy water and continued up the aisle. The younger woman stirred, then gave a soft cry, and reached for his hand, kissing the ring he wore. "Prego, Father, your blessing? We are trying to have a child. We try so hard." She had a plain face, but an honest smile to match the wooden cross she wore.

Valerio beamed back at her, cupping his palm over her bowed head. "All things are possible, my child, with your faith in the Lord."

"Grazie, grazie," she whispered, sniffling a little as she sank to her knees, her hands pressed together. He withdrew his beneficent hand, and continued on his way.

To one side of the altar, a low door hid behind a thick pilaster supporting the arch overhead with the figure of the Redeemer held in esteem at its heart. Valerio crossed himself, gazing up for a moment at the figure's long face, then he proceeded through the side door without knocking.

"Ai!" The man inside startled, and a bottle fell on the table where he worked, his brown habit fluttering as he hurried to right the bottle.

With a sharp lunge, Valerio seized it before much of the wine could spill. As the friar stared at him, Valerio drew his back foot closer, and stood in a more decorous mode, setting the bottle very gently on the table. "If I did not know better, Brother, I should think you'd been using the sacramental wine for yourself."

"Signore." Brother Demian chuckled, mopping his brow. "I did not expect you."

Rather the point, but Valerio saw no need to say so. He swept a glance over the table, taking in the crystal decanter and humble plastic funnel alongside a bottle of water. Not drinking it then, watering it down. "What has it come to, when a church in Italy cannot afford its own wine?"

"What indeed?" Demian employed the funnel to top off the decanter, then carefully replaced its stopper before he likewise sealed the wine, then the water. "Our savior could transform water into wine. It should be a very useful skill for someone like me, eh?"

Demian used to have so many other skills, but he'd been spooked out of his former role, and embraced this new one with startling zeal. But perhaps, it shouldn't be startling for a dedicated holy warrior to become a friar.

"I shall be leaving the island shortly, and I may be gone for some time." Valerio appropriated the room's only chair. "I thought first I should ask if you wished to confess."

Demian blinked a few times, managing a smile. "Thank you for your consideration, Signore. I have the intent to visit the basilica on Sunday, so I think my spiritual needs will be addressed."

Expelling a long breath, Valerio gathered himself in the silence that fell between them. That was not what he meant by "confess", and Demian knew it. The pause gave Demian the opportunity to consider that Valerio knew that he knew.

"I c-can't, Signore. You know this." Demian moved around the table, pulling open a drawer and beginning to fold an altar cloth with exceeding attention.

"I am not asking you to break your vows, Demian," Valerio said, very softly. "I am sure divine inspiration might lead you to an alternative which would be pleasing both to the Lord and to me." Again, he waited, his fingers nested together in his lap as Demian replaced the folded altar cloth and took up a broom, briskly sweeping from the far corner of the little chamber.

"He did tell you something, did he not? My predecessor?"

The sweeping stuttered, then resumed. "Even to confirm such a thing would be wrong, Signore. Something has happened, hasn't it? More than just that unfortunate climbing accident."

As the friar spoke, Valerio rose to his feet. With each rustle of the broom across the stone floor, Valerio advanced a step, until the friar's bent form swept furiously backwards up to his superior's feet. Before Demian could react, Valerio seized him, one hand clamping the friar's mouth, the other arm wrapping his chest, pressing their bodies together, Demian's feet dangling a little off the floor, his eye rolling wildly, flashing the white. He had the discipline not to struggle, but hung limp, surrendering to Valerio's grip.

His voice an intimate whisper against the other man's ear, Valerio said, "Tell me nothing, Brother, but show me. Search your heart. Search your faith. The future of our cause is at risk. Would you deny me anything I require to save what we serve?"

Demian's heart thundered, his sweat beading along Valerio's hand. So easy, it would be to break his neck just now, but Valerio's faith was stronger than his impulse, and he refrained. Demian's eyes fluttered shut, his breath flaming from his nostrils along Valerio's fingers.

With one hand, the friar indicated the floor, his eyes open now and pleading.

As silently and gracefully as he had taken his prisoner, Valerio now replaced him, withdrawing first the arm around his chest, then the hand that stopped his voice. "Go on," he suggested.

Demian swallowed. He shook his head, his lips pressed shut, and, for a moment, Valerio thought he might be justified in sending the man to meet his maker and reckon there with a greater judgment. Then Demian's hands rose to the hood he wore, fumbling against the cowl and emerging with a slender chain. At the end of it dangled a key. Still wordless, Demian slipped the chain from his throat and held it out, letting it slither into Valerio's offered palm. The friar gave a helpless shrug, a spreading of his hands.

"He gave you this? But you don't know what it's for?"

The friar shrank into his habit, his hands coming together in prayer or pleading.

"Peace be with you, Brother." Valerio moved his hand in a gesture of blessing.

Demian cleared his throat. "And also with you."

As Valerio showed himself out, he heard the clink of glass. The unmistakable removal of a stopper from a glass decanter. The act of a weakened man. The key pressed into Valerio's palm as he strode away.
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On a hotel patio overlooking the harbor, Nick consulted his phone while Tony scanned the skies. "Get a lot of helicopters out here?"

Dom wasn't sure how to answer that question, or if he were meant to, as the barely audible sound of the rotors from the mainland grew louder. How had Tony even noticed it over the regular commotion of the harbor below? Better not to ask. Instead, he said, "Why do you ask about oranges and sardines?"

"Just a picture that doesn't make sense." Tony flicked a glance at Nick. "Gotta stop thinking out loud."

"That's on you," Nick muttered, then he smiled. "Clear."

"Yeah, maybe. Except for that." Tony pointed toward the sky as the helicopter flew over heading for the interior. "I hate coincidence. Do we have a destination?"

Nick shrugged, then hooked his thumb toward Dom.

"You hire me to help you, so let me help you." Dom spread his hands. "Already we help the Carin II escape those men. Already I see some things, and I wonder."

"Not a kid, not an idiot." Tony took a swallow from a can of beer. "How close do we bring him?"

"Close enough for sardines. Tell me the picture. Show me." When the men didn't reply, Dom said, "You know sardines also is the name for a movement against the right wing, just these last few years, si? Because of how the supporters pack in." He indicated getting closer with his hands.

"Chief's out ahead," Nick muttered. "Can't let that stand. He gets too far, we can't do what we have to."

Dom sat on a lounge chair near Tony. Whoever this chief might be, he wanted to know, but they didn't trust him that much yet. "Like start another fight? Let me help."

With a sigh, Tony leaned in and set aside the beer. He pulled out the tablet he'd been using to read Dom's books. All of them, Dom noticed on the home screen before Tony switched to another app, pressing his thumb to the screen, then tapping in a code. The sequence tweaked every conspiracy-hunting instinct Dom possessed, but he held back as Tony turned the device toward him, showing an image of a wall painting, faded with age, but clearly modern, even without the sardine can prominently displayed among the oranges. "I may?" He reached for the device, and Tony's brow furrowed.

"What do you want? I'll handle it."

"Si, certo. To make the zoom. Closer on the labels, the cheese and the can." Modern labels favored images and graphics. These relied on too many words, advertising blandishments, and statements of production. Dom pointed to the sardines. "Again."

Tony expanded the image, scrolling it slowly until Dom zeroed in on the details he wanted. "Spetta, spetta! Here, you see?" He hovered his fingertip over the address. "Campagna! This is in the mountains, not the sea. This is no sardines factory."

Tony grunted and frowned at the screen. "Not where they make the cans? The exporter, maybe?"

"No, no, no. Miles away. Why not Sicily, maybe Naples? This address, no." He cut off the possibility with one hand, then pulled out his own laptop and fired it up, his fingers flying over the keys. "These smugglers, these CIA, they have fake companies like World Commerce Corporation, these things. This place, here." He brought up a map, showing the named address on the outskirts of a mountainous town. "The history there, you wish to know?"

"Yeah, sure." Tony settled in for a story.

From the corner of his eye, Dom noticed Nick holding his cellphone loosely on his palm. He'd come closer as well, both men now rapt. And maybe recording.

"This region has the camps for the Ebrai--the Jews."

"Concentration camps," Tony supplied.

"Not really?" Dom turned his hand, trying to figure out how to explain. "As Mussolini and Hitler work together, he tells Italy, too, should take the Jews. But Italians, they are..."He paused. The national reputation for tangled bureaucracy, corruption or maybe sloth, depending who spoke about it, had actually served well in this instance. How to explain to these Americans, with their own expectations?

"We say, si, si, all the Jews and the foreigners, here, we have made the list. Si, si, we round them up. The police take care of this. Mezze-mezze. But what to do with them? Who builds a camp?" He shrugged broadly. "Monasteries, we have, and houses, apartments, all these things empty in the countryside. We keep a list, make papers and documents, all so official, and so the command is followed. We send the Jews from the cities."

"To monasteries?" Tony looked bewildered.

"Si, and these other places. They take their families and they go. Italians, we don't agree. Eh..." He searched the air for the right words.

"With Hitler, you mean, about the Jews? The Italians didn't cooperate."

"The Germans want, the government want, we don't give."

Tony gave one of his hoots of laughter. "Dang, but I wanna see D.A.'s face when she hears about this. The Jews of Italy, on vacation in the countryside, just because Hitler wanted them and the Italians didn't care to follow orders." Then he grew solemn. "Ironic, not really funny, given what happened in the rest of Europe. I don't want you to think I'm an ass."

"Everybody else does," Nick muttered.

The helicopter roared overhead, not returning the same direction it had come, lights on in the growing darkness. Both Americans glanced up, then at each other, and Nick tapped out a message on his phone.

"I don't see how this helps. We gotta get off this rock." Tony smashed his can flat between his palms. The helicopter made them edgy. "We can't follow the damn boat like this." He propped his elbows on his knees, hand cupped over fist and stared at Dom. "We're looking for something."

"Like a treasure? Something the Nazis buried?"

"Something like that. But do we look in Sicily or Campagna?"

"These things, the sardines and things--"Dom waved his hand at the picture--"these are not all the Mafia smuggles, and some they do without CIA to help. They steal supplies from the Army, the US, and then they resell to the cities where the fighting has passed." On his own screen, he indicated Naples and Salerno. "Campagna, it's the region, si?"

"Campagna it is, then."

"I'll make the call," Nick replied, and just like that, the adventure took flight.
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Grant moved silently through the sleeping vessel, pausing, counting, observing. It had berths for about fourteen, with ten occupied, the Warden's people keeping to themselves, maybe staying out of his view just as his own back-up were staying out of theirs. The captain stared at him as he glanced into the pilot house, then he turned back for the lounge and the deck beyond. D.A. stood looking out at the lights of the Italian coast. They'd been aiming south, toward Sicily, and now looped back north, getting closer to shore.

"No sign of a bird," she told him. "But I don't expect to see it. These guys have been underground for decades, they won't be that obvious."

"Agreed." Grant scanned the edge of land that grew steadily before them. "Just means we need to get some rest while we can."

"But not at the same time," she pointed out, shoulders hunched, leaning on the rail.

"You first." He propped one elbow next to her and waited.

With a sigh and a flick of the curls from her face, she met his eye. "How the hell am I supposed to sleep here? I'm only alive because my grandmother conned a guard into covering her escape while everyone she knew was being gassed or worked to death. I heard Nick's recording, about the Italian camps, but I find that hard to believe. Instead of concentration camps, they had summer camp? Sounds like defensive BS to me." She bit off her words and sighed more heavily. "And we're only here because I pushed for the job. I know."

"You didn't know what it would feel like. You couldn't know there'd be portraits of the Fuhrer in your berth. I've got an Old Master painting in mine. Pretty sure it's the real deal." What kind of wealth would it take to pack along a minor Dutch master landscape in a sea-going vessel? Setting his back to the rail, he scanned the opposite direction, the bobbing lights of other vessels, pleasure craft and fishing boats. "Do you want me to pull the plug? Break the contract?"

She shook her head. "We both saw that inventory. Thousands of works, not just the library, but all the rest of it."

"Some of which will fall into her hands."

"'Any work of unknown provenance.'" D.A. echoed the words of the contract. "She knows something we haven't picked up on yet. If we had a chance to analyze the inventory, to cross-reference with the lists of looted works. If she'd let the book out of her hands."

"How many museums, galleries and private collections did they ransack? We don't have the expertise or the hours for an operation like that," Grant said.

"Right. So we do what we do best--locate and defend, and let the authorities sort it out."

"I'll get Interpol on my speed dial." In the shifting shadows and swaying lights, something low to the water caught his attention. A raft? No. Not like him to doubt his own eyes and instincts, and yet... "All this talk about the war must be getting to me."

Instantly alert, D.A. said, "What do you mean?"

"Could've sworn I saw a snorkel. Not for a diver, a submarine."

Her eyebrows arched, and she glanced the direction he'd been scanning, but whatever he thought he'd seen had merged into the dancing chop of the ocean. "Maybe you're the one who needs more sleep, Chief."

The boat rocked more strongly, and both of them spun about as a smaller vessel roared up to the bow. Lights blazed over them and a loudspeaker shouted in Italian. The Warden's rear guard leapt up, shouting back, and two more of her men emerged from the staircases fore and aft as the captain killed the engine. The two boats bumped hard, jolting the deck as the Italians deployed long gaffes to pull them closer. Three black silhouettes stood on the deck with rifles poised.

Grant and D.A. put their hands up. "Gladio or Carabinieri?" she muttered. He shook his head. With the glaring lights, no way to see the boat's markings, or the uniforms of the men, if any.

Two more Germans emerged, and the captain spoke in a patient stream of Italian, coming out of the pilot house. Then the shooting started.
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Grant and D.A. dove apart as the first bullets raked the deck and shattered the windows of the lounge. One of the Germans screamed, and another gave a choked rattle as his body crashed to the deck at Grant's side.

Taking advantage of the light sweeping overhead, keeping the rail in darkness, Grant hunched and bolted toward the other boat. More automatic rounds, this time someone on the stern of the Carin II returning fire. He caught the nearest gaff and swung himself down into the gap formed by the vessels' bumpers. They rubbed together as the waves rose and fell, making more than enough noise to cover anything he might do, and leaving just enough space to do it in. Maybe.

Overhead, someone shouted, and a light beamed closer. Grant swung to the next gaff. A porthole glinted in the darkness below on a partial-displacement hull. Clearly not the usual patrol-issue speed boat. Lucky him. Also meant they weren't taking on the Italian authorities. No need to play nice when everybody's outside the law. He slammed his feet into the porthole. No dice.

"Hey, don't shoot!" D.A. shouted, "We're Americans." Hope to God she was behind cover as she made that play.

Drawing his pistol, Grant shot the porthole, shattering it in advance of another kick. Holstering the weapon, he stuck his hand through the enlarged hole and opened the catch, then dropped into the hold of the other boat. Up above, more shouting, more gunshots. A series of electronic lights illuminated the room around him, serious tracking and depth-monitoring equipment, not to mention radio and an open arms locker on the wall still containing a long gun. Don't mind if he did.

Grant slammed in a magazine and moved for the door, three steps up. Given the size of the vessel and the shape of the hold, this door should open onto a deck at the back, with a ladder to the elevated pilot house and upper deck. Slots for six weapons in the gun locker gave him a sense of the crew complement, the pilot likely managing the vessel rather than take up arms.

Popping the door open, Grant let it shield him as he opened fire. A body fell, and somebody shouted, followed by a splash. Bullets raked the wall as Grant swung away from his post, taking cover, but the shots weren't fired straight. The shooter was already injured. Raspy breath came toward him, someone stumbling, then a shot from outside, and the man slumped through the door, blood streaming down the steps. One of Grant's allies had taken him down. He'd bet on D.A.

The engines roared to life behind the bulkhead. Shit.

Three left, by his count, and he was about to be trapped with them as they made their getaway. The boat jolted into motion, bumpers squealing. Feet slid down the ladder outside and hit the deck, an automatic weapon already firing through the door. No way to shut it with a body across the threshold. Grant let off a burst of fire, then propped the weapon in the crook of the dead man's arm, aiming up as he jammed a wad of bloody clothing into the trigger. Open fire.

He raced for the porthole, and pulled himself out. Thought about diving in. Carin II idled not far away as their attacker fled through the night. Turning, Grant seized the rail over his head and clambered up, keeping low, flattened against the side of the pilot house. Two men inside, captain and guard. The gunfire died down, the weapon he had rigged running out of ammo. A voice shouting an order in Italian, demanding that he show himself. Grant obeyed, but not in the way they expected.

He stood up, pistol in hand, and fired through the open back of the pilot house. A little low, caught the guard in the throat. Choking on blood, the man staggered. The captain turned, startled. The gunman on the deck swiveled to find the source of the gunshot and Grant's bullet took him in in the chest, then head. The boat swung wildly and the gunman pitched overboard. They hit a wake and the bump rocked him, sinking down.

Grant stayed low, launching around the corner. The guard's blood provided a handy slipway, and Grant fired up toward the pilot. A knife swished past his head to thud into the deck behind, then Grant was up on one knee. The captain bent over his yoke, gulping for breath. Looked like Grant's shot struck him low in the back, probable exit wound through the ribcage.

Covering him with the pistol, Grant ordered, "Fermare la boata. I'll get you to a doctor."

Lurching to the side, the boat responding to the wild movement, the captain grinned through bloody teeth. "Silendo liberatem servo." He let go the yoke and stumbled toward Grant, who dodged as the man plunged into the sea.

Holstering his pistol, Grant leapt for the yoke, dropping speed fast, turning hard to avoid ramming the Carin II. He caught a glimpse of Adolph's startled face, even more pale than usual as Grant came about, flicking a salute. He killed the engine completely as his craft came astern, the bumpers rubbing again, but with the boats facing opposite directions. Grant froze as the barrel of a gun aimed down at him.

"Chief!" D.A. pulled back, replacing her weapon and grabbing a rope to secure the two vessels. "I don't think they'll renew your license if you keep driving like that." She cleared the way as he climbed aboard.

"How many did we lose?"

"Five including the captain." She gestured toward the lounge. "Another one injured."

On the floor by the oval table, a man groaned, curled around his chest or arm. Adolph entered through the forward door and squatted by his companion, his stare still fixed on Grant.

Grant dropped his voice. "Need you to do a bug check on our new ride. Anything that could be used to track us goes overboard."

"I copy." She sprang aboard the captured vessel.

From the pilot house came a low stream of German invective, a woman's voice. Grant cut outside, leaving Adolph to tend to the wounded man.

A German with a long gun swiveled to confront him, then let him pass. He glimpsed another man lying low along the bow. Grant mounted the steps to the pilot house where the Warden wrestled with the wheel, flicking down some of the levers on the panel. She broke off, twitching away as he entered, a gleam of white at her eyes. Dressed in a night cap and long gown she looked like Red Riding Hood's grandmother, but Grant knew she was already the wolf.

"Ah, Mr. Casey. I feared you had jumped ship for the other side."

He offered a smile and a nod. "Glad to see you well, Aufseherin."

"Are you really." She clutched the wheel as if it were supporting her. The body of the captain sprawled at her feet, and blood lapped the heels of her slippers.

"You've lost five, and one needs a hospital."

"My men are checking the engines and hull for damage. Or at least they were until your unexpected arrival. We should be underway shortly."

"Negative. We abandon ship: I already got us a new ride. Should bring us into port, if nothing else. This boat's too obvious, even before the bullet holes, and too slow. If the Carin II is seaworthy, leave one of your men to get it to a safe harbor, and maybe throw them off the scent a little while, then leave it. That was a warning: they'll be back, and there'll be more of them."

She stiffened. "A warning? They slew five of my crew."

"And broke off under heavy response. They were testing our defenses. My guess is, they'll make this a war of attrition, whittling away your people until you're vulnerable. Given your long-standing relationship with the Gladio, they may prefer to take you alive. They don't want to kill the golden goose, just get you to give up the quest."

"I resent being called a goose," she replied. With a flick of her hand, she directed her guard to remove the captain's body.

"How many lives is it worth, whatever you want out of this?" The same question Nick asked of D.A. not that long ago.

"You see me here in my nightie and presume that I lack resolve. You think me vulnerable, perhaps you think I am suddenly showing my age in the face of mortal doom." As she spoke, her stance firmed, her face in the low light taking on the sharp features of a statue. "You know nothing, Mr. Casey. If this puts you off, then be gone, and I shall find a stronger huntsman."

"No, ma'am." He flashed her a grin. "In case you hadn't noticed, the contract has a bonus for firefights."

"What happens if you lose?" she asked lightly.

He caught the hint of her smile. "Then it's double or nothing."


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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Valerio sat with his head bowed, turning the mysterious key in his fingers as he listened to the bursts of radio contact.

Decima: Target acquired. Mark and bearing. Followed by a string of numbers.

Proxima: Copy that.

He stared at the key, as if he'd not already memorized its contours. It was small, with a round shaft like a skeleton key. Perhaps for a locker or a cabinet?

After a few minutes, Proxima: Lights and sirens, moving to engage.

Decima: Proxima under heavy fire, and returning. Confirmed casualties on target.

He picked up the radio and clicked on. "Proxima, break off. Message delivered."

Proxima: Copy, Centurion. Then a moment later, We've been boarded! Clearing now.

Valerio stared at the radio. Boarded? The two vessels were only in contact for moments. "Proxima? Please respond."

Nothing.

Decima: Proxima charging. No. Breaking off to come alongside. Losing visual contact due to drift. Centurion, should we re-engage engines?

Massaging the bridge of his nose, Valerio considered, then answered. "No. Not while they're dead in the water." The disturbance would be too conspicuous.

Decima: Copy, Centurion. After a pause, Engines detected. Proxima is away.

Apparently leaving Carin II disabled? This made sense, in keeping with his orders, but why charge then pull away?. "Proxima? Please respond." Nothing but static on that channel.

"Centurion." Cosimo drew his attention to the tracking map showing the locations of all three vessels, none of them moving. "Perhaps they've taken damage? Lost the radio?"

Or perhaps the boarding party had been successful, in spite of his unit's preparedness. A moment later, Carin II started moving as well, slowly and in the opposite direction, and Decima confirmed, waiting for orders. What did it mean? Valerio believed that he knew, and the answer made him edgy. He clutched the radio handset, then he said, "Decima. Pursue Proxima, but don't engage. We need to know where they're going. That's not our people any more."

"You think so?" Cosimo asked. "They abandon their own vessel? Or they have both, perhaps, with a skeleton crew for the Carin."

"I don't know," he growled, tossing the handset back onto the desk. It was hard to imagine that the Warden would let go of the lovingly restored relic of her past, but if she were determined to carry out her scheme, she might send it away and adopt the faster vessel. Meaning that Valerio's unit of gladiators had been destroyed. "We need her alone, to find out what she wants, whether she should be preserved for the good of the Gladio, or released to the Lord, to let Him judge. Wherever they come to port, we must know, our people must be there, but be careful. Don't be seen, don't be revealed by word or action. Let them work on their puzzle, and we'll make a trap when the time is ripe."

"Very good, signore."

Besides, the Warden and her people must have other clues or information, something to point them the right direction. Someplace he might employ the key, and locate the treasure left in his keeping. In the meantime, he considered how to entertain his guest, once he had acquired her. What sort of treatment would motivate such a one? His graciousness, his trust had not earned her own. So, basta. Enough of that. He must find a different approach, one perfectly suited to the Warden, one to show her the error of her ways and encourage good behavior in the future. Along with, perhaps, shaking loose some revelations for the present. How to take hold of the purse strings she used to manipulate so many.

This Gladio outpost occupied a concrete bunker used first by the Germans, then by the Allies to keep watch over the harbor and coastal approaches. Built by the friends of Italy when they were strong, before the winds changed and Italy joined its purported liberators against the fascists who once ruled so much, who imagined they might rule the world. Did they not know it was the meek who should inherit the earth? Those who toiled in silence to their purpose. Look at the Jews, the first people to whom the Nazis turned their power. Now it was the Nazis who must be in hiding, and the Jews who dwelt in the sun. Well, aside from a few Nazis in particular.

Valerio crossed himself and pressed his palms together as he felt the stirring of divine inspiration. He knew exactly what to do with the Warden when she was the prisoner.
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The big American hurtled their tiny car around another curve, climbing steadily into the mountains. Clinging to the handle over his head to avoid ending up in Tony's lap, Dom sat wedged into the passenger seat, pushed as far forward as possible to give the even bigger American in the back a little more space. The sun had barely risen. Rather say, it was still rising, stretching golden fingers between the forest slopes and occasional villas or little towns that whipped by almost before Dom could spot them.

A road sign pointed toward the heavens, as if trying to get out of their way.

"Turn here! Turn!" Dom said, then instantly regretted it. He'd forgotten exactly how fast Tony's reflexes responded. The car squealed and spun, drifting around the corner as Tony changed gears and dove the Fiat up the new road, leaving Dom's heart and stomach back at the intersection for a long moment. Next time, let the turn pass and have him turn back for it at a safer angle.

"Is this two ways?" Tony called over the grumble of the engine.

"Si, si." Dom winced, starting to feel like his breakfast might be two ways as well.

"We're not in a video game," Nick said from the back. He sat serenely sideways, one leg bent onto the seat, the other one...loose in his hand from the knee down. Noticing Dom's gaze, he waved the prosthetic and shrugged. "You'd be bound to pick up on it eventually. I was saying, Gooney, there's no prize for first place, and we don't automatically get a better car just for crossing the finish line."

"Dang, man, you never let me have any fun. Better car would be nice, though." Tony slowed a bit as they came alongside a ruined church, then he punched the car forward again. Nick dropped his leg into his lap and Dom's head rapped Tony's shoulder as the driver's laughter echoed in the cramped vehicle.

"Your faces--wish you could've seen."

"Another such turn and maybe it is my coffee you see." Dom straightened and tried to focus out the window at the scenery that rushed past.

Nick chuckled. "I don't think we get our deposit back if they need to clean up vomit."

"All right, all right. But at this point, I'll do flippin' anything to convince Dom here that he needs to go home." Tony shot him a look.

Dom had no idea what had changed between last night and this morning, between Sardinia, where they roused a charter pilot and took off in the dead of night, and Naples where they had a room for a few hours, and he was the only one who slept. The men's faces had gone from alert to intense, their senses heightened in a way that made Dom get a little twitchy himself. "Except you run us off the road down the mountainside, I do not go home for now."

Shoulders slumping, Tony slowed again, and this time he stayed at a more reasonable pace. "Do you know of more Gladio bases? Anyplace around here?"

"Only those the government already has revealed and broken. I am sure others remain."

"Sure because you've got solid sources, or because you're into conspiracies and you're just hoping?" Nick inquired casually.

The question made Dom squirm a little, as if the American had seen something inside his skull. Not the first time he'd felt that way, traveling with these men. "Some each way, I think," he admitted. "These caches are of weapons and bomb materials, things they will need against the communists, and also some safe houses, place where the Gladio can meet or train. Sometimes, they are under disguise of the Masons, you know this?"

Tony snorted. "Sounds like another conspiracy theory to me."

"No, no. Because they are private organization, they can be safe, and can meet in secret. It is not all the Masons, no. But mostly in the north, and because they are repressed by the fascists, so maybe they feel a kindred, si? And also, there is different kinds of Freemasonry, the Grand Orient, and the Scottish."

The car fell briefly silent, and Dom found Tony's sharp green gaze on him before it flicked back to the road. "Sometimes, I wonder if you're making stuff up on the spot. Those books, they are non-fiction, right?"

"Si, certo." Dom pulled himself up and pushed the other direction to face Tony. "I work very hard on these books, to finding everything, all the informations."

"Your English declines when you're flustered," Nick observed, as if to himself.

Dom's face heated, and he turned away.

"This would be a bummer of a time to learn you're pulling our leg on all this stuff."

"Si," Dom muttered. "I pull Nick's leg, it comes right off."

"Ha!" said Tony. "Got you there. What's our ETA?"

"We're converging with prime," Nick replied, messing with his phone. "And the sardine address should be about a mile and a half up, right-hand side of the piazza when we come into town. May have to park. Prime isn't moving, looks like...a hotel, maybe a restaurant."

"Yep. Chief's hanging with the client over a cappuccino while we do the driving."

"Is that what you call this?"

They swung sharply around a stone wall curving up into town. Stone houses packed close down one side, with a steep drop-off on the other, barely defended by a crumbling wall. A few olive groves spanned the terraces below, marching in ordered lines in spite of their tangled limbs, silvery leaves fluttering. Umbrella pines towered, looking like a child's drawing of trees with their straight trunks and mounds of foliage at the top. Another town capped the opposite hill, overlooking a landscape of mixed greens and browns.

Dom hadn't been in these mountains since he was a child, visiting for the summer with his grandparents in Naples, and taking excursions to the countryside to escape the city's heat and tourists. Even then, it was the ruins and old buildings he haunted rather than the forest trails.

Grazie a Dio, Tony crept their Fiat into the piazza, showing patience with the strolling of a few families and tourists as he sniffed out a parking place, squeezing their vehicle between a lamp post and the stone wall that prevented people falling into the river. As they stepped out of the car, the sound of rushing water dominated. The river wound through the heart of town, with medieval buildings backed up to it in some places. In other places, a walkway with lots of staircases allowed tourists to get close to the water. Clumps of trees provided some shade, while red umbrellas guarded cafe tables. Already, waitresses bustled among them.

"Here, the address should be this way." Dom turned from the water, orienting himself promptly, and the three walked uphill a short distance as he scanned the buildings and Nick studied the map on his phone. Nick made a curious noise at the same time that Dom turned back, triangulating on an alley between a pharmacy and a hostel.

"Spetta, spetta." Dom waved them to stillness and darted into the pharmacy where a quick conversation confirmed his suspicion. He emerged again with palms raised. "It is not. No such address." Not an office or a business, no sign that anything had ever been there. In fact, the alley must be as old as its surroundings, far pre-dating the war or any damage that might have destroyed a previous structure.

Stalking into the alley, Tony's gaze scoured the walls and paving, then his hand shot out, pointing. An unobtrusive plaque embedded on the wall of the hostel commemorated the seventeen victims, not of the war or any such thing, but of an earthquake in 1962, with a single name, Aurelian Petrowski--apparently Polish not even Italian or German. Earthquakes were common in the region, so much so that he wasn't even sure which one the plaque commemorated, much less why this Polish man would want to memorialize it.

Dom's heart fell. So much for his insights. He had led them straight to a dead end.
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Grant climbed a staircase alongside the river where the roaring water would cover his end of the conversation, but he had line-of-sight back to the boutique hotel the Warden had selected. In spite of their rough night, she had strolled into the lobby after midnight, Adolph trailing behind her carrying a precious bundle of the photos and artworks they had removed from the Carin II. Confirmed his suspicion about that painting in his berth if nothing else. As they unscrewed the frames of Nazi photos from the boat's lounge area, D.A. had given him a dark look and said, "If those pictures count as 'cultural artifacts' we're meant to protect, you can count me out."

The hotel staff bowed and scraped appropriately, despite the late hour, and now the Warden slept in while her people kept an eye on the surroundings. Gladio would find them, only a matter of time, especially if the network were as extensive as Gooney's source made it out to be. They'd certainly mustered a boatload of nasty in short order last night.

Satisfied he had a good view of the area, including the Warden's rooftop sniper, Grant jabbed Nick's number. Ring twice, hang up, ring again. "Talk to me."

"The address leads to an alley, nothing there but a plaque about a local earthquake, apparently dedicated by a Polish guy, no idea why. I'm uploading a photo so you've got all the deets. Dom's pretty discouraged, thinks he's let us down because we came up empty. Well, empty-ish."

"So the plaque doesn't ring any bells for him? That mural brought us here for a reason, we just need to tease it out."

"Yeah, I hear you. Dom needs some time, maybe some brainstorming, that kind of thing. We can sic D.A. on the name, maybe it's not meaningless."

Grant considered the shadows of the old buildings as they slowly stretched into the morning, including the fact that the sniper wasn't as well-hidden as he believed: his silhouette added to the roofline like a gargoyle with a gun. These people were thugs, trained in defense and intimidation, not the kind of finesse a real operation required.

Somewhere behind him, a church bell began to ring, then a dozen all around the valley, near and far, summoning the faithful. "What if we put them together? Dom and D.A. See if they can shake something out."

Nick considered that for a moment. "Good thought. Dom already knows there's an advance party, just doesn't know who or how many. What do you want us to do?"

"You two stay in the background. I need your ears and eyes. Those Gladio guys are bound to be hunting for us, especially when they find their boat, it's just a matter of when. D.A. would be just as happy to get away from the Warden for a little while."

"Mmm. Yeah, I can see that. Dom's been excited about some local museum he says would prove his point about the Italian camps. Something about memory and peace?"

"Get a time, give her the message."

"Will do. What's your angle, then? Working the client?"

Grant turned away from the hotel. "I'm going to church." He rang off and mounted the steps.

The Warden didn't hire him for personal security, but to track down the stash. Let her people handle the surveillance for now, with Gooney and Nick in the shadows. The river cooled its channel and he walked among towering thirteenth century stone houses and shops. Up ahead, a bell tower fell silent, its voice still hanging in the air for a long moment as Grant left the channel and cut back into town alongside an arched bridge. Ditching his white suit--the blood wouldn't come out in any case--in favor of his customary dark slacks and shirt, Grant looked appropriately somber for the parochial church-goers on a weekday morning. Regardless, he stood out for his height and gender, attracting the glances of the mostly older women who filed into the small church.

Grant went through the motions with them, genuflecting, dabbing himself with holy water, taking a pew to one side, but making sure he stayed close to a few of the women, including one who couldn't stop eying him. Grant returned the gaze. He'd give her the chance to satisfy her curiosity soon enough.

When the Monuments Men arrived in Italy during the latter half of the war, charged with locating, documenting and protecting cultural treasures, they often used moments like this to earn the trust of the local civilians. Leery of the Allies, whose bombs had destroyed icons like San Lorenzo in Rome and the monastery at Monte Cassino, the wartime Italians remained tight-lipped about what artworks they had and where to find them. Sometimes, the human touch made all the difference.

This church, small and local, held few artworks of any kind. It felt cold and slightly damp, with statues of the Virgin and Child, Christ on the Cross, and a chapel to the local patron, San Gennaro. Regardless, he admired the place openly, keeping his eyes wide, and a smile that played about his lips as if he could hardly contain his delight.

A priest occupied the church's apse, going through the ritual motions, then mumbling a short sermon, inviting them when to stand or kneel. Grant's rapid Italian lessons had been geared toward more practical matters, but he followed along with the old ladies, considering that, for most of his military career, he'd attended many more Islamic services than Christian. In fact, last time he'd been in a church was in Arizona where he was impersonating a priest, an act unlikely to be welcomed by any of those present.

The priest raised his hand in blessing, then dismissed the small congregation with the customary wish for peace. Each of the congregants turned to those around them, with a gentle clasp of the hand, and the word, "Pace." Grant met their eyes as he took each hand, adding a slight bow of his head in recognition of their age.

The final one, the woman who'd been staring at him, kept his hand at the end of the greeting. "Sei un turista?"

"Si, nonna. La mia famiglia eh..." he moved his hand to indicate the area and added a shrug. "Sorry, I don't have the words."

"Ah, sei Americano, si?" She smiled, a lifting of her wrinkles that pinched her eyes. "I guess this." She tapped her nose, clearly pleased with herself.

"You speak English?" He moved to release her hand, but she kept hold of him, placing her other hand atop his.

"Si, si! I have been many year a teacher, and learning also."

"That's great." He furrowed his brow a little, and bent toward her. "Maybe you can help me with something?"

A few of the other congregants aimed hard stares at them, and she pulled him along. "Vieni qui! To the sun."

Outside, they ambled up one of the narrow streets, and she said, "I think you should meet my grand-daughter. She also like travel, is a very good girl. A good cook!"

Grant laughed. Good-looking, church-going, rich enough to travel: he should've known why she had her eye on him. "Prego, nonna, but I'm already married."

She sighed and rolled her eyes, then waggled his hand to and fro. "But no ring! Maybe you want a local girl, want nobody to know, eh?"

He shook his head. "I can't explain. It's complicated." Understatement of the century.

"Look, the castle!" She pulled him along at a steady pace. "Here, you ask for help. What you want?"

"I have an aunt who recently passed--"he crossed himself, and she did likewise, with a sympathetic clucking of her tongue. "I know she came from this region, but I'm not sure where. She moved because of the earthquake, before I was born, emigrated to America to join the rest of the family."

"From Livorno, then, or no, they have the earthquakes all the time, is normal, and several since you, I think." She paused and frowned. "Apice Vecchia. But is a little further. Just the one earthquake, but strong, and everybody have to leave town. Some, they make new houses, and some not. All the old houses, they are still up, but--" She made a gesture to ward off ghosts.

That sounded promising. "She said some people died, but she didn't like to talk about it."

"Seventeen dead," the old woman confirmed, and they both crossed themselves again, Grant matching her pace in all things. She smiled up at him, but not with the full vigor of the first time. "You're a good boy to honor your family. You sure you don't meet my grand-daughter?"

"Your offer warms my heart, but I have to say no." He touched his breast, with another slight bow, and she giggled, finally letting go of his hand.

They spoke for a few more minutes about Apice Vecchio, now abandoned, about Campagna and Grant's fictional aunt's excellent ragu, but surely not as good as Violetta's. The woman proclaimed her own superiority in all matters pasta, and Grant was cajoled into agreeing that he'd stop by her house for a meal if he had time during his visit. Maybe after the long ride to Apice, si?

Violetta gestured at the castle walls around them, and the tower now at their back. "Look, you. And see Campagna, how beautiful it is. You decide to stay, you tell me, eh? Arrivederci. Don't forget the pasta! I make special. Or maybe my Lucia, she make for you, eh?" With a brisk wave, she set off into her town, not looking back.
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"Prego!" Valerio barked into the phone.

"The Americans have split up. She went to the museum, he talked with some old lady at the church. After that, he bartered for a motorcycle. Now he's heading south," said Cosimo on the other end, "out of town." An unnecessary addendum for a town locked in by mountains to all other sides.

Neither of them staying with their employer. Maybe they really were like tourists? But after the slaughter of several of theirs and six of his, they must be on the alert. So, if this man and woman were viewing the sights, they must be looking for something. "I'll take him. The woman seems of little consequence, but send your secundo to the museum also. We need to know what they look at, what questions they ask. When the trap springs, kill her. What of the others?"

"They have guns, men on the roof, and the Warden hasn't come out."

"Have they identified you?"

"No, signore, and I've already made about twenty euro in tips."

"Stay at your post and call in the Quarto. Have you alerted the Campagna units about this man on the motorcycle? I need to know where he turns off."

"Si, certo. I've already sent the photos." Cosimo sounded a bit too cocky. Maybe cleaning tables would bring him down a little. On second thought...

"Cosimo, how's your German?"

"Ich spreche Deutsch."

Not bad, though he did have an Italian accent. "Trade with Alfonso. You check in at the hotel. Pretend to be Austrian." That could account for the accent. "Insinuate yourself with the Germans, act as if you have information, secret knowledge--then insist on speaking with the employer, alone. When the Quarto arrives you take the Warden. Nobody else matters, capisce?"

"Capisco." He rang off.

So the American headed out of town. Perhaps to where Valerio's key might fit an unknown lock? He would be there to find out. From the arsenal, he took a few things he might need, and the keys to an ordinary black sedan with a Ferrari engine under the hood. A newer gladiator named Giovanna took the passenger seat as his secundo, letting her luxurious blond curls twine about her shoulders, the better to distract from the twin pistols she wore under her leather jacket. Just a happy couple, out for a drive. If Valerio did not already owe his allegiance to God, she might be a temptation for him.

Giovanna flashed him the photos of the man on the motorcycle, and Valerio acknowledged with a nod. An older bike, dull red, the man wore a helmet and dark clothes. In one of the photos, he picked up speed around a corner, giving a glimpse of a pistol holstered beneath his own jacket. No surprise. What else might he have?

They drove from the coastal outpost steadily uphill, putting houses and hotels behind them.

Valerio's phone rang, and Giovanna answered. "Si?" She listened for a moment, then rang off. "He takes the road for Salerno." She smiled. He was heading straight for them, just a few minutes ahead, grazie a the narrow mountain roads he must follow to get that far. The sun shone on Valerio and all of his endeavors, for he was righteous in the eyes of God, and the blood he would spill would be to the greater glory.
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The Museum of Memory and Peace occupied an imposing former convent facing a narrow road, and backed by the lush forests and rising slopes of the national park. Dom paid his entrance fee and stepped inside as the attendant instructed him how best to view the exhibits, the timing of the videos, and wanted to know about his Jewish heritage. "Non sono Ebrai," he answered with a shrug to the attendant's obvious confusion.

The attendant shrugged as well, and Dom asked, "Is there an archive where I may do some research? With wi-fi, perhaps?"

"I can open a study room off the archive, yes, on the second floor. The passwords are there. But you are not Jewish?" The attendant sorted through a key ring.

"I'm an author of books about the War."

The attendant's eyebrows edged up, making his rheumy eyes swim in wider pools. "Well. I'll open the room in a little while. We just opened for the day, so I have to make the circuit." He indicated the key ring. "You turn out the lights when you finish, and you sign the register. There is no drinking, no eating, no smoking." He enumerated each point by stabbing his finger against the desk.

"Certo, e grazie." Dom smiled and nodded, then moved past, in defiance of the suggested route, toward the cloister garden, the Garden of Human Justice.

He'd known about the place, and the institute it sheltered named for Giovanni Palatucci, but more as a footnote to his other interests in the period. Well, to be perfectly honest with himself, to the stories he expected to pay better on the international market. For today's purposes, a clandestine meeting straight out of one of his own works, the museum was a fine location, full of passages and chambers, empty of people, aside from the attendant. Likely some of the tourists would make it this far, if only because no other building in town bore the appellation "museo" which tended to attract them. He shifted his messenger bag.

The grand door shifted open again, and the attendant hustled past along the cloister, returning to his post to quote the admission price. "Sei Ebrai?" he inquired, just as for Dom, but got the opposite answer, after a long pause, a woman's voice, in the affirmative.

Dom moved a step back and caught his first glimpse of the woman Tony called "D.A."

Compact, with a scarf to bind back her hair, she swept the entry hall with a gaze almost imperious, as if the place offended her in some way. Tony hadn't mentioned her religion, or was it her culture? Both, really.

"Then you are here because of family connections? That's what brings many of our visitors."

"No," she answered shortly, and the attendant withdrew. She might look unimposing, but her manner suggested otherwise. She clearly understood Italian, but hadn't said enough to give Dom a sense of her fluency.

"Well, have a good visit. Ask if you have any questions." He fumbled with the keys. "I have to..." A vague gesture finished the thought, then he moved quickly back to his task.

D.A. stalked along the corridor through the open door into the cloister, but her glance flicked down each junction, up toward the open roof, seeming to take in every window overlooking the garden. Finally, she followed the same course as the attendant, then said, "Dominic DiMarzio?"

Dom found her paused beside one of the heavy columns. "Si. You may call me Dom." He walked toward her, hand extended. "Piacere."

"This place feels exposed." She took his hand, smiling as she spoke, clearly for the benefit of somebody else--or anybody else, really.

He nodded, swallowing. "I have request a private room, for research, but the man needs to open everything." He smiled back at her, finishing the handshake, then extending an invitation to enter the building proper. "If we see the first part, then he has time to be ready for us, no?"

She preceded him with an efficiency of movement that reminded him of his two American companions. "So this is one of these monasteries where the Jews were imprisoned?"

"Mezze-mezze. 'Imprison' is not the right word. They were sent here, yes, sometimes families broken up, but then also they can ask for permission to visit the other camps, other towns." He pointed to a display showing some of these permissions, showing family gatherings for holidays, women in dresses, men in suits.

D.A. drank them in. "I don't even know what to say." She moved a little more slowly to the next display. "I had family in Czechoslovakia. Key word: had. About eighty-six percent of the Jews there died."

Dom's throat felt dry. She moved on down the hall, stepping through into another room, this one made up like a bedroom from the period, with suitcases, suits hanging on hooks, newspapers. All very ordinary. "In Italy, about eighty percent survived," he said softly. "Palatucci? His name is over the door here, si? He is like the Schindler of Italy, working in the north where things were much worse for the Jews."

"Because the Nazis got there first." She gazed up at the ordinary clothes, then to the photos on the walls, illustrating ordinary lives, camp internees having coffee in the piazzas, celebrating weddings and births.

"He was caught and sent to...a different kind of camp. Even here, the orders came, but the Italians," he turned his hand. "Eh, we're not so much with the orders, not from Germany." Dom's smile felt crooked. "Even the policeman here, he escorts people to safety and gives false papers to show they are Italians first."

"And yet, we think of Italy as a backwater, left behind since the Renaissance."

He stood a little taller than she, and their eyes met. "All just people," Dom said. "You, me, your friend Nick. So many people. This is how you treat them. Give them a nice room, a cup of coffee."

Her blue glance shifted away as she blinked, her eyes glossy. Outside, a shadow passed the window, and D.A. said, "Looks like the attendant's back on duty. Let's check the study room."

Following her down the corridor, reading the signs, Dom jiggled his shoulders to try to relax. The ferocity of her attention unnerved him, even when it wasn't directed at him. Grazie a Dio, it never would be. Passing through the archive, she again swept the place with that gaze, noting the windows, the doors, the small room standing open to receive them. Another room still locked--she checked the handle. Inside stood a wooden table and a few chairs, one of them broken and set aside, with more file cabinets like the ones in the main room. A handwritten card on the table reported the access they needed. Almost in the same moment, each of them swung their shoulder bag up to the table and pulled out a laptop.

For the first time, D.A. cracked a grin. "Gooney said we'd hit it off."

"You and Nick call him Gooney--why is this? He tell me his name is Tony."

"Close enough. What've we got?" Her machine booted almost instantaneously, and he felt a twinge of envy as he waited through the loading screen. Maybe next month's royalties would be enough for a new one. Likely not, but one could hope.

They sat on a corner to each other, and he brought up the image of the plaque. "This name, Polish, I think, but it carries no meaning for me. I think...maybe I am wrong about the place," he said this tentatively, getting it out where they both knew it. Tony and Nick had taken the setback well, from what he saw, but he couldn't conceal the lack of information for long.

A shake of her head. "I did a records scan. That address on the sardine can never existed, so you're right, it's a clue to something. Chief thinks he's got a line on the earthquake. Are there any period-appropriate connections here or with Poland in general?" Her fingers danced over the keyboard.

Dom tapped away on his side, entering the name, and asking casually, "Do you think someday I will meet this mysterious Chief of yours?"

"Plenty of hits, mostly in Polish," she grumbled. "I dunno, Dom. You're already closer to this thing than we'd like you to be. Gooney--Tony--says he keeps trying to get you to go home, but you won't. Why's that?"

"I don't want a cut of the treasure," he blurted, then swallowed, taking in her upraised brows. "You are looking for something, searching. Maybe not treasure, maybe a Gladio cache, something like that. Something lost, si?"

With a slow nod, she returned to her screen. "So. Not a cut. What do you want, then?"

"Book rights. To publish the story."

Her face quirked with near-silent laughter. "Okay, wasn't expecting that. As long as you don't use our names." She frowned then. "Speaking of...our man, Aurelian Petrowski, his name's on the list for the Polish cemetery at Monte Cassino. There's literally no other hits."

"No, no. Monte Cassino, the battle is 1944, and the earthquake at Apice Vecchio is 1962, if your Chief is right about the one. Monte Cassino is very long battle, very much damage. The monastery is all booby-traps, and the Germans have the hill, with gun emplacements, so the Allies bomb it, the whole thing. The monastery and the church are rubble. Smithereens. You know what this is? I have seen the photos, before and after." He shuddered. "Many Italians have trouble to forgive this."

"Yeah, I guess they would." She kept tapping. "Maybe this was his father? Maybe after he died in the assault?"

"Then his father, you think, makes a plaque for an earthquake twenty years later and a hundred miles away?"

"Yeah, no. Huh." She leaned back. "That's where they evacuated a lot of the art from Naples, to Monte Cassino." Then her head jerked up, and she held up her hand. The other hand dropped to her bag, and every hair on Dom's body felt suddenly alert.

The knock on the door nearly toppled him from his chair. He didn't need to see it, he could feel the gun in her hand, her finger alongside the trigger, waiting.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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The forested mountains surrounded Grant as he rode ever higher, the bike sputtering from time to time, but, as the eager young owner had told him, una bella macchina. Gooney's last message stated that he'd like to flirt with old ladies and choose his own ride next time. Grant told him to stay on the prime, their client. He'd brought Nick and Gooney as a counterweight against a possible betrayal by the Warden herself, but with the activities of the last night, they had a more immediate source of danger. Small towns grew out of wide patches in the road, and he slowed for a herd of goats to cross. A few cars went the other direction, a few others climbed the road behind him--he caught glimpses on the switchbacks. The downside of this mode of transport was the limited chance to see if he'd picked up a tail.

The occasional castle sprouted from a distant slope, and it would be so easy, too easy, to relax into his drive like any other tourist enjoying the countryside. He wanted to find Apice and reconnoiter, returning as soon as possible to Campagna, and hoping those he left behind could manage whatever happened there in his absence. Adolph managed the Warden's schedule, offering Grant a blank stare when he relayed his plan. Confidence didn't always equal competence in Grant's experience. He wondered what happened to her former lead guardian, Roger, and suspected the man had a nasty end after a long drop in Sardinia.

Violetta's directions, confirmed by GPS, consisted mainly of town names, for the tangle of streets bore few markers and no names or numbers that he could spy. Twice, when the landscape allowed, he overshot his intended turn and doubled back, in case of trackers. The bike hadn't been out of his sight since its rental, so the enemy had no chance to tag it. Apice Nuovo hunkered into view around him, notable for its contemporary cement, cinder block and railings. The town that the survivors built when forced to vacate their homes. Beyond this, a low castle hulked on the hilltop, clearly restored with fresh stucco and festooned with strings of lights for the twilight. Weddings and special occasions! The signs advertised.

Grant drove by it, continuing for now toward the next town, then taking a sudden turn back and killing his motor. Looked like a staff parking lot, with a number of other bikes and a few cars. His ride became one among many, his helmet tucked beside a shadowed stone. Deploying his sunglasses and hitting record on the internal camera, Grant listened to the sound of an engine, and a dark car drove by on the same route he'd been following. He waited a little longer. Nothing.

Mounting the stairs to bypass the castle, Grant moved efficiently toward the old part of town, where clean lines and fresh paint gave way quickly to graffiti and "vietato!" signs warning him to stay out.

Two-story buildings loomed over streets narrowed by grass and trees. Wide cracks ran up the facades, and into the stone work. Windows hung loose of frames as if they clung for dear life. Ragged linens dangled from a line and birds chattered through the open roof of an old cafe.

Grant picked his way among the shattered remnants of the ruined town, peering into old windows to find broken televisions, more graffiti and makeshift beds that showed where squatters had taken over. In a garage without a door, a van stared back at him with vacant sockets where the headlights should be.

Everywhere around him, the stuff of life moldered into an untimely death. Old metal and wood groaned in the breeze and his most cautious footsteps rattled and crunched among the debris. How would he even know what he was looking for, assuming he'd come to the right place? It matched the clue on the mysterious plaque, and the town wasn't large, but he wouldn't have minded an extra set of eyes.

An outside staircase, leaning toward the piazza below, caught his attention. He climbed carefully, loose rubble and fresh weeds shifting under his feet. From this elevation, he scanned the remains. Many roofs remained intact, their tiles tilting, but unbroken. A few of those toward the castle showed similar restoration efforts and even had restaurant signs. A few people moved on the castle's patio or in the newer part of town. In the other direction, the town narrowed, with masonry squares full of trees where people's homes had been. Cars with shattered windows and tufted upholstery occupied the same parking places they'd taken for the last sixty years. And there, on the fringe of the haunted village, a low building canted a bit sideways, with the sardine company logo weathering away on the side door.

Grant descended, balancing against the inside wall, gravel rattling from his shoes, until he achieved solid ground, or at least, what passed for it in this topsy-turvy neighborhood. Moving along the row of buildings, he reached the end of the street, looking and listening. Nothing stuck out from the soundscape. Go for it.

He dodged brush and tall grasses to reach the sardine company building, a small warehouse with a rusting metal roof, built partially into the slope of the hill--maybe what had saved it from earthquake damage. The side door had a padlock as rusty as the rest, but still solid. Behind another "vietato" sign, the larger vehicle doors hung slightly askew, leaving a gap at the bottom leading into the darkness. Grant dropped down and squeezed inside, crouching as his eyes adjusted to the gloom. A few small windows high up provided some illumination, but these were green with age, and two had vines creeping through their cracks.

A pair of cement tracks cut slightly uphill into the dirt floor in front of him, leading from the doors to the building's central feature: a hulking pale-green truck, vintage 1940's, resting on six deflated tires, but otherwise strikingly intact, even to the canvas that wrapped the bars of its cargo area above low wooden slats. No way this thing had been here during the earthquake and survived in this condition, compared with the other vehicles he'd seen around town. Seemed likely the man who made the plaque, who designed this particular treasure hunt, took advantage of the ruined and condemned village to stash the truck and whatever it contained.

As he made his way around the cab to see the large white star painted on the side, the piece slid into place. Smuggling, but not just drugs to America, black market goods stolen from US army bases for sale at exorbitant prices to the Italian citizens after their years of deprivation under Nazi rule and Allied barricade. So much for Italian/ American cooperation. Maybe the Army should vet their volunteers a little more thoroughly.

Outside, more rattling, and a crunch that could be footfalls or just the regular decay of the structures around him. Glasses recording, Grant walked a circuit around the truck, peering high and low, into the empty bed, then finally tried the handle of the passenger door. It let out a metallic groan that echoed in the building, and he briefly froze. The place was a ninja's nightmare.

Gritting his teeth against the inevitable protest of metal, he pulled the door open the rest of the way, leaving it wide as he climbed into the cab. His foot nudged something on the floor, and he pulled it out. A thick, locked satchel of the sort that might have been used to transport secure documents. In front of him, a knob ivoried with age opened a flap to reveal a small compartment in the metal containing a few papers. He pulled them out and tucked them in an inside pocket of his jacket. Nothing out of place, nothing hidden in the fold of the seat or around the dash. Grant turned and hopped out of the cab, satchel tucked under his arm, then he heard the trigger cocked behind him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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D.A. turned her computer toward Dom, bearing the message, "You don't know me. You just translated. THAT'S IT."

All capitol letters, silently shouting at him in the archive. All a little bit silly, in fact. This was probably the attendant, checking in with Dom to make sure he wasn't leaning back in a chair with soda and a cigarette.

D.A.'s hard expression invited no discussion.

Dom slid his computer further away from the woman, and hitched from his chair to the further one. Overreacting or not, he didn't want to irritate her by raising his doubts.

"Yes? Ah, come in?" D.A. said.

The door swung open revealing a young man about Dom's age. "Ah, scusa, I am just looking for the record, yes?" He indicated the file drawers lining the room.

"Oh, sure." D.A. scraped her chair out of the man's way, awkwardly because she still hadn't revealed the hand in her bag.

"Che cosa vuoi?" Dom asked. "Maybe I can help?" And get the man out of here before the American's trigger finger got itchy.

"No, no, don't let me interrupt." The man's nervous grin bounced from Dom to D.A. and back. "You're not American?"

"Non sono io. E lei?" Dom shrugged. "Already too many interruptions." He cast her a dark look. Was he trying too hard?

The man bobbed his head.

Dom sat down, pulling his computer closer, and went back to a search. In case the intruder had seen his page on Monte Cassino, Dom carried on with a related search, looking for Jewish connections to the battle, trying to craft a link that might explain his presence in the museum.

"Sorry I've been bothering you," D.A. said. "Thanks for the help though."

"Va bene," Dom mumbled, not looking up.

The intruder busied himself pulling open a drawer and thumbing through the files, muttering the names to himself. Just like a lost graduate student who didn't really know what to look for.

"Back in a minute," D.A. announced suddenly, swinging her bag over her shoulder and walking from the room, leaving her laptop on the table.

"Americani, eh?" the stranger said.

Dom ignored him. The stranger closed the drawer, and turned aside, a little too sharply, jostling the table. He lunged and grabbed D.A.'s computer, saving it from the floor. Apparently. "Che idiota!" He chuckled at himself and carefully set the machine back down. A sequence of actions that would cause a sleeping computer to reopen, perhaps revealing the last open page?

D.A. swung around the door, gun drawn and aimed at the stranger. "Who are you?"

Dom jerked back from the table, his chair clattering to the floor, his surprise completely unfeigned. "Cosa stai facendo?"

"Stay out of this," she ordered, keeping full focus on the stranger. He had flinched, sure, but his first movement was toward his waist, not for the sky. Overreacting or not, she wasn't wrong. "Just tell me who you are and what you want, and you walk out of here."

The stranger chuckled again, shifting position as if he were nervous. Coincidentally shifting his weapon closer to his hand. "It's not an action movie. Just I need some information." He pointed, reaching.

Dom lurched in front of him, hands up. "Don't shoot, pazzo Americano!" He collided with the intruder, and they grappled as they tried to stand up.

"I told you to stay out of it," D.A. growled.

Both men tumbled to the floor, and Dom grabbed for the other man's lapels. "Vai via! Velocomente!"

The stranger tossed him off, scrambling to his feet and racing for the door, leaving Dom on his knees between the toppled chairs concealing a little something with his hands. The man didn't run like a student, unless his research topic were sprinting. D.A. growled and raced after him.

In the sudden quiet, Dom picked himself up, setting his prize on the table, then he righted the chairs. By the time she returned, he had resumed his place.

"Also, there is a Polish war memorial in Berlin. Interesante."

"The only thing I'm interested in, Dominic, is why you got in the middle of that. We lost a source, and you could've been shot."

"You think he would give you information? I think he won't." He shrugged, trying to suppress his own satisfaction. "Besides, I have taken a source." He tipped his head toward the table, where the stranger's cellphone sat waiting for D.A.'s return. Her eyes lit, and she grinned, replacing her gun as she resumed her own seat and drew the phone toward her with an extended pencil. "I don't know if you're a genius or an idiot, but I can see why Gooney likes you."

"Grazie?" Another half-compliment.

She tilted her head to examine the phone, still not touching it. "The pattern of the smear gives me the numbers for his code, but not the order, and if I can lift a clear print, we can use that for access if we need to."

A phone buzzed, and they both flinched, looking at the stranger's device, though it remained inert. D.A. stuck a hand in her bag and pulled out her own phone, pressing a thumb to it, then frowning. Her lips parted as if, like him sometimes, she suddenly couldn't breathe.

"What happened? There is a problem?"

She shook her head, tossed it, more like, as if to dispel whatever her phone revealed. "Chief's gone dark."

"Very bad?"

"No, of course not. Wouldn't be the first time." She shoved her own phone away, but her troubled gaze lingered.

The stranger's phone vibrated suddenly, and a message appeared on the screen, then faded to just the icon showing it had been received.

D.A. turned back immediately to the task at hand. "Damn it, what did it say?" She loomed over the device as if she could magically bring back the words with the force of her stare.

"Quarto impegnato. Chiusa il trappato." He frowned. "Quarto engaged, close the trap." Then he bolted to his feet, snapping shut his computer. "Quarto, that's a Gladio unit. What is the trap?"

"Shit. And Chief's off-line. Can't be a coincidence." She slammed her own machine, stuffing it into her bag. "Call Gooney--Tony--tell him it's a go--they're after the Warden!" She launched toward the door, then spun about, jabbing her finger at him even as he moved to follow. "And this time, stay the hell out of it!"

Stay here. Stay safe from...whatever. Don't fall in the trap. In the wake of her departure, he collected his own computer, carefully swaddled the stranger's phone in a tissue, stuffing them into his messenger bag, and swinging it over his shoulder. Italians, as he kept telling them, were not so good with following orders.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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Ablond woman in dark clothes stood near the large doors, covering him with a handgun. "Sie Italiano?"

Grant shook his head. He didn't move, kept his hands visible, aside from holding the satchel. He smiled faintly. "Sorry, I'm a history buff. I found this place on Atlas Obscura, and I couldn't resist."

"You know what it means, vietato? It means forbidden." She sounded cool and commanding, but her gaze swept over him, lingering here and there.

"Should've guessed. Are you security?" Right now, he had the door between them, providing partial cover. He could dive into the cab and get the engine block on his side, maybe fire through the windshield. The idea of damaging the nearly pristine truck wasn't quite as painful as the idea of dying alongside it.

"In a way. What is that? You found it inside?" She tipped her chin at the parcel he carried.

"Just being nosy. Curious," he expanded. "You want to look at it together?"

A bit of skin pinched between her eyes, and her gaze flicked away briefly, then she said, "I don't put away the gun."

Grant's smile widened. "Of course not. I'd expect no less. Just doing your job, after all."

The move away from the door was calculated to make him seem vulnerable, to draw her closer. Indeed, she walked a few steps as he put the satchel on the hood of the truck, then he jiggled the lock and shook his head. "Locked." He let his gaze trail over her. "Do you happen to have a nail file or something? Hair pin maybe? Something we could use to pick the lock." He kept his hand on it, toying with the edge of the flap.

About five feet between them now, mostly occupied by the hood of the truck. "You didn't find a key?"

"Driver probably took it with him. It's been there a while."

"Strange not to take the bag."

"Maybe he thought he'd be back."

She pursed her lips. "Did you find anything else?" The question sounded a bit pointed, then she added, "You can't walk in and take things. These are people's houses."

He indicated the truck and the metal roof. "Not this one. Besides, the truck is US Army. I should confiscate it, along with the contents, on behalf of my country."

The woman glowered. "I should search your pockets, be sure that's the only thing."

"Be my guest." He invited her closer with a curl of his hand.

Again, that flick of a glance. Her weight shifted, as if she might accept his invitation. "Why do you really come here?"

"Just exploring." He lifted the satchel in his hand. "Why not take this someplace more comfortable, and take a look at it together?"

She tracked it with her eyes, wanted it. Or maybe her accomplice did. Grant dropped his weight and pivoted hard, hurling the satchel like a discus straight at her core.

Her shot pinged off the cab as the impact struck and she folded, stumbling backward. Grant dove toward her, catching her extended arm and forcing the gun back. Another shot, this time at the ceiling. He grabbed the satchel and smacked the gun away with it.

She brought a knee toward his crotch, but he was already turning away, flipping her down with a fast release and staying low. Her partner's shot slammed into the hood of the truck. Hostage time?

Before he could shift his grip, the woman rolled, a second gun rising in her left hand. Very nice.

Grant twisted away and the bullet whistled past him, stinging the side of his face. Too close. Both of them on their knees now, he shoved her arm back and slammed the door on her wrist.

Her jaw knotted, but she didn't even curse as blood streaked down her arm. Instead, the other hand grabbed his throat. Grant slammed his forehead into hers, and her skull rebounded from the cab. The hand clawing at his throat slumped away.

Unfortunately, the only way out was the way he came in, unless something changed. Even the lock holding the side door was on the outside. Grant rolled the fallen woman out of the way to clear the truck and she groaned a little.

Keeping low, Grant climbed into the cab, and another shot ricocheted from the upper side window. Her partner looking for a clear target, taking his time. Because he knew he could cover the exit. Grant pressed the satchel under his arm and released the truck's handbrake. The vehicle gave a metallic ping and grumble. Back the way he'd come, on his belly, then he shoved at the open door, trying to overcome sixty years of inertia. The truck lurched. Finally, the Italian hills would work in Grant's favor.

He crouch-ran to the back of the truck and shoved harder. With a rising groan of old metal, the truck rocked forward. Grant pushed harder, using it as a ram to bust through the big doors, dodging the fallen woman's body as he moved with the vehicle. Once outside, his chances would escalate.

He was only halfway there when something arced inside and rolled under the front end. Grenade!

Grant's world exploded in a burst of flame and thunder.


CHAPTER THIRTY
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Valerio flicked aside the pin he'd pulled, standing clear of the broken doors as the truck pitched on its side, protruding through the opening, with a catastrophic crashing of metal and snapping of wood.

The building shuddered with the triple impact: truck, then grenade, then truck again, this time smashed sideways against the wall. A cloud of dust spun through the air, but he stifled his cough, waiting patiently. The occupants of the lower town, and the owners of the local businesses must be used to the occasional collapse, even after all this time. The mayor had condemned this place for a reason after God's hand brought it low. No wonder, then, that locals avoided it, leaving it to the addicts and drifters who sought such ruins to reflect the ruin of themselves.

When he did advance, Valerio stalked at the near edge of the doorway, holding his weapon again, ready for anything, including the American's miraculous survival, though he trusted that God had delivered the victory. Pity about Giovanna.

Her body lay twisted with a smear of blood near the truck's rear tires. She coughed a weak spasm of blood. If there had been any hospital nearby, and if someone could lift the truck from her broken form...no, even then, she would most likely die, or survive only in a wreck she and her fellow Gladiators would despise for its weakness.

No other sign of movement, no sound. The satchel at the center of the question lay not far from her corpse, streaked now with dirt and blood.

Which meant the American should be...where? Pinned between the bed of the truck and the ground or the wall, another smear of blood and flesh, dust to dust, like Giovanna.

She coughed again and murmured, her eyelids fluttering. Valerio approached, still cautious, and spoke over her, "In nomine patris, et filii, et spiritus sancti." He made the sign of the cross and withdrew.

"Signore," she breathed. Or maybe he just imagined she did, given the state of her injuries. "Una lettera..."

Every gladiator knew what they signed on for. She made as if to speak again, but he shook his head, moving away. Why resist the will of God? It was time for her to surrender.

Her gaze, gleaming with tears, followed him as he retrieved the satchel, stopping again to examine the truck from another vantage. A pair of sunglasses lay nearby, their frame snapped. When the grenade tossed the truck against the wall, wood cracked and the canvas tore. Perhaps, if a man were strong and determined, and not badly injured, he might have climbed up through the wreckage, concealed by the cloud of dust, and found safety. Valerio fired off three rapid shots toward the top of the truck, where it jammed the door frame.

The metal roof overhead rattled as someone scrambled across it. Eccola!

Assume the man is armed, and battered, but unhurt. Valerio ducked beneath the broken truck, then leaned and slipped outside, letting the slope of the hill carry him further. A bullet struck a nearby pine tree, showering him with needles. Dodging into the thicket, Valerio re-oriented, quickly scanning the garage, but he had no view to the roof from here.

"Come out and play why don't you?" he called, his gun resting light and ready in his hand.

"Why don't you?" The American sounded strained, perhaps more injured than Valerio dared hope.

"Eh. Why finish you now? I don't know you well enough to make it fun."

Valerio started working his way along the road, keeping to the thickets. A slight rumble alerted him, and he dove behind a tree as a bullet flicked into the wood where his head had been a moment before. Too close. Valerio narrowed his eyes. The man was trouble. He considered, for a long moment, taking the risk of returning, doubling back somehow to finish off this American. But why risk himself and his prize for this one defeated foe? In a few more yards, he'd be out of range, even for a marksman in top condition. "Ci vediamo, morto! Should you live so long."

He had the lock to fit his key, and his true enemy within his grasp. A beautiful day indeed. As he walked away, Valerio started whistling.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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The trap was closing, against someone called the Warden. Somehow Tony was involved. Dom walked as fast as he could back toward the center of town. Couldn't be Tony's trap--he'd hung up the moment Dom conveyed his message, reiterating the command that Dom stay put. He didn't plan to walk straight into a firefight, if that's what this was. No, a treasure hunt, or so he thought, and D.A. hadn't tried to convince him otherwise. Maybe because she wanted him to think that, when in fact, this...mess, this puttanaio, was something much deeper than a hunt, bigger than a treasure.

Something clattered nearby, and Dom stopped short. He'd almost walked straight into the piazza without even noticing. Someday, his mother said, he'd fly off, he spent so much time with his head in the clouds.

A child playing with toy trucks in the fenced garden nearby picked up his truck and stared at Dom, wide-eyed. Dom gave a little wave, then adjusted his bag strap and kept moving.

He had to think like one of them if he weren't just to get in the way. He'd done it twice now, with the police, and also getting the stranger's cell phone. Each time a surge of power rushed through him, a lightning bolt from another life, a life he'd never known he wanted.

Already, the tumble of the river grew in his ears. Where was this trap to be set? Not too far from their Fiat, and also not too close. He knew they were shadowing someone, Prime, or Chief, or they were the same. Sometimes. In any case, Tony wanted to not be seen, and also to be able to see. Chief took him from Dom and gave him this other job. The last thing Dom wanted to do was blow their cover, as the films would put it. He must be just as careful as they were.

Dom turned aside from his original, direct course, and moved instead along the river, not crossing yet. Where the town backed up to the mountain was no place else to go. If he began there, and moved deliberately, he might narrow the locations for this encounter, and find a place to watch safely. That was enough, certo, to satisfy both Tony and D.A. These people they shadowed, though, they would also be foreigners, no?

Dom strolled toward the main piazza, and found a woman in her yard beating out a rug. "Scusa!" He called out, and she paused, squinting at him. "Which is the best hotel?"

She gave him a dubious examination, then said, "The old one! At the top of the river, but it's--"she rubbed her fingers together, indicating the cost.

"Grazie!" He waved cheerfully and continued along his side of the river. The boutique hotel, tucked in among other buildings, stood out for its lettered signs and balconies, with two different outdoor decks. A few people moved on these. It was too early for lunch, a little late for coffee. Still, a neighboring restaurant had a deck of its own with a few umbrellas, and a decent view toward the hotel. Maybe it worked out, maybe it didn't. Should keep him far enough from the danger. As he entered, requesting a table at the top, Dom considered that he wasn't sure how far out of danger he wanted to be. How close could he come to the action without getting hurt, or--dio non voglia!--getting someone else hurt. D.A. didn't even want him identified with the group, much less in the middle of things. E basta. He wouldn't be. Simplicio.

He chose his own table, in spite of the waiter, and ordered a cappuccino and a pastry, his stomach rumbling as he considered them. Someone moved furtively in the shadows below, near the post office. On the road past the hotel, a tiny trash truck rumbled to a halt, beeping its feeble horn at a woman with a stroller who barely picked up her pace. Someone else lay along the roof of the hotel. Maybe an employee on an illicit break, smoking a cigarette? Certainly a little drift of smoke from that corner.

A few tourists moved through the larger piazza below him. Voices drifted up along with the scent of the coffee, and always, below it all, the rumble of the river. A very pale man, in a pale suit stood by the door of the hotel, poking at a phone. He glanced up, frowning at something out of Dom's line of sight, then back to his phone. Maybe.

The smoker on the roof hadn't moved, and the smoke drifted off. Something about the smell...

His cappuccino arrived, and Dom smiled at the waiter, then took a sip. The pastry clattered down alongside. Maybe the waiter was new. A lean man like a blade, without the good cheer needed for a service job.

At the back of the hotel, a door opened onto a balcony. Dom couldn't see the whole thing, given the angle of the river and the two-story wall at the back of the building. A man stepped through, then a woman with a sunhat. Wise.

In the piazza below, a brief commotion as a Fiat somehow squeezed into a narrow parking place, not even a place, if he were honest, just a wedge of unoccupied paving stones. Their Fiat. Dom's heart quickened. A man walked fast away from the hotel, sliding his hand along his jacket. The stranger from the museum, probably looking for his missing phone, perhaps making the connection to where he'd lost it, but hopefully not how. No driver yet emerged from the Fiat, and Dom couldn't see who was behind the wheel. Another sip and a bite of pastry. Delicioso! Crisp on the outside, creamy inside. Truly, somebody should've staked out the cafe where he was seated. He had an excellent view, as well as a tasty merenda.

Shadows on the hotel roof near the chimney. Sudden movement on the balcony below. The sun hat tumbled, drifting on a breeze toward the river below, spinning as it fell. The smoker still hadn't moved, but lay along the tiles and his shadow lengthened though the sun hadn't moved. No, not his shadow. Merda! Dom felt ill.

Dom fumbled his phone out of his pocket and jabbed the number. "On the roof, Tony, they're on the roof!"

The waiter, who had been sweeping off a table near the edge spun about, eyes narrowed, and Dom's racing heart skipped a beat. The man swiped a tiny gun, its barrel too long for its size, from his apron as Dom lashed out, kicking over his table. His little cup went flying, his wonderful pastry twirling through the air before it splatted on the ground. The shot gave no more sound than a spit across the rooftop; must be using a silencer, Dom realized.

He floundered down the stairs as the waiter barked into a phone of his own. It seemed the entire street erupted into motion with shouts and another bullet louder this time, from the outside.

Dom's clumsiness saved him as he fell into the corner and the waiter's next shot chipped plaster over his head. Clinging to his glasses, making sure he didn't lose them, he reached the ground floor. Stumbling out the door, he turned blindly, and glimpsed Nick leaping from an apartment balcony to the back of the hotel, wrestling with someone. A limp white bundle whizzed upward away from them, pulled on ropes, and captured by waiting arms above. Rushing feet behind him. Dom spun and fell sidelong, nearly over the wall that defended the river beyond.

A bullet whizzed over Dom's head to rap the stone beyond, and his pursuer halted, backing fast. A cellphone vibrated near Dom's head, inside his bag. At the same time, the waiter/gunman did an about face and vanished into the shadowy street.

Dom mastered his shaky legs and started to rise.

"Shit!" and a splash, larger than a rock.

Leaning over the wall, Dom saw Nick tumbling in the water down the stream, over a low waterfall. He struggled to get hold of something, but algae coated most of the concrete. Dom stayed low, leaning, reaching out. "Nick! Quaggiu!"

Nick's eyes flared, his head briefly above water, then his dark hand reached up. Dom leaned further. Their hands grappled, the weight yanking Dom against the wall with a crushing force, tugging at his shoulder so it ached. Somehow, he held on.

Nick pushed against the stone below, and his other hand clawed for purchase, then gripped the top of the wall. Dom sank lower, anchoring Nick's scramble up and over. Nick gave himself a violent shake, then ran down the alley. He whirled around, scooping the air with his arm. "Come on!"

And just like that, Dom was one of them.

Staggering to his feet, accepting Nick's hand in return, he ran with the big American. With a squeal of tires, the Fiat appeared at the end of the alley and Tony leaned across, flinging the door open. "Too much heat! Let's go!"

Dom dove into the backseat while Nick hunched into the front, their doors barely closed before the Fiat took off, wildly dodging pedestrians just as eager to be out of their way.

"Did they make you!" Tony shouted.

"No," Nick said. "Took out the one on the balcony, but the package was already delivered." He swept both hands over his face, slicking away the water.

"Dom, you?"

Bewildered, Dom shook his head. "Me, what?"

"Did they make you? Would they recognize you?"

"Si. Yes. When I make the call, the waiter, he's with them." He gasped with every phrase, trying to control himself and failing. His lungs burned, squeezing with every breath. Where was his bag? Right there.

"Guy took a shot at him," Nick supplied. "I got him to back off before I took the plunge."

"Shit!" Tony's fist rammed the ceiling.

"Qual cosa--what I do? Should I have--" Dom fought for breath. He flopped on his back on the seat, clutching his bag, his knees pulled up as they lurched down the road.

"Easy, easy," Nick murmured, then his hand clasped over Dom's knee. "You were improvising. It's okay."

"Yeah, right. We gotta talk about that," Tony snapped. "Speaking of improvising." He spun the wheel, and the car swerved hard. "What the hell do we do now? Don't know what the fuck happened to the chief, and we're supposed to be on the prime. They snatched her from the roof, didn't come down on this side, and I can't even figure out the goddamn blocks to see where they went."

"You spotted the kidnappers, Dom," Nick murmured, his voice rich and soothing. "Don't suppose you saw anything else from up there? Anything maybe large enough to smuggle a woman out of town?"

Tony snorted. "Jesus, man, we can barely fit a duffel bag in this trunk."

Dom shut his eyes, and Nick sighed. "It's okay, man. Just take a break."

Frowning, Dom didn't stop to explain. Instead, he scrolled back through his vision. The amount on the bill he hadn't paid, the scar on the waiter's hand, the woman with the stroller, angry at the--"Spazzatura," he said, popping his eyes open. "A trash truck."

Tony's shout of triumph echoed in the tiny car, and Dom slumped into the rough ride he knew was coming.
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Grant lay back on the corrugated roof, struggling to catch his breath and recalibrate his senses. Taking the parting shot had been a mistake. His ribs ached, and his left leg throbbed where the truck knocked him aside. His ears pulsed with the echoing explosion and his eyes felt gritty. Dust and blood, his own as well as his assailant's smeared his face. He wiped it clean with what remained of his sleeve.

He felt tremors along his arm and refused to let them show, balling his hand into a fist. Did that count--was he now in double or nothing? He'd lost the objective, and let the antagonist walk away. If Valerio decided to stand his ground, would Grant have had it in him to take the man down? Instead, Valerio, of his mercy, let Grant alone, presumably to torture him later. Wonderful.

He coughed hard. Every breath flamed over his dry lips as the sun added insult to his scraped face. He could still go for the satchel. Catch up with Valerio, shoot him in the back, maybe. If just getting up here hadn't felt like running an Ironman.

Grant rolled over and crawled to the edge of the roof, scanning the distance, his vision fuzzy, then coming clear. A small figure, just at the turn. Tough shot with a pistol at the best of times. And this wasn't. Easiest way down was still the broken truck. He let himself down slowly, every movement finding a new bruise. The old truck protested his shifting weight, until he eased himself to the ground, bowed for a moment to clear his vision.

From the shadowed building, a soft human sound caught his attention, and Grant whirled, instantly alert, gun in hand, arm steady. He sank down, studying the gap where Valerio had escaped.

The woman lay pinned under the rear tires, staring back at him, her face pinched with sudden fear. Shit. She was alive. She tried to kill him, sure, but you didn't just leave somebody like that. Anybody. Sure as hell not a member of your own squad.

Grant slipped back inside the building, holstered the gun, and took a knee beside her head. He held up his hands to show his good intent, and her expression melted back from terror to pain. He wiped the hair from her face, then scanned her injuries.

The angle of her lower body and the condition of her ribcage, the bubbles in the blood told him a terrible truth. When he set the truck in motion, he did his best to clear her from the path of the vehicle, but he didn't predict that her boss would toss a grenade, not caring who got hurt. Grant could maybe shift the truck. Maybe. And leave her no better than now: that wasn't the kind of injury someone survived. "I'm sorry," he said. "Non c'e niente..."

"Si," she whispered, a rasp of blood. "Capisco. Mio marito." One hand crept the dirt, struggling to reach--what?

He jacket lay open, exposing the twin holsters and a pair of extra clips...and the corner of something pale in a small pocket in the lining. Grant reached down and drew it forth. A letter, small and neatly addressed, already stamped. The kind of thing you carried into battle when you might not make it home. He held it up where she could see, and that faint smile returned as her gaze softened, her eyes losing both light and focus as she breathed her last. She had tried to work him, to cajole more information out of him, then moved to enforce her demands. No less than he would've done himself.

With a gentle hand, Grant closed the woman's eyes, one warrior to another.

At the moment, he would give anything to lie down as well, and get some rest, just for a little while, but he had work to do. Valerio had already spoken a blessing over her, for what that was worth, then left her to bleed out in agony under the mess he'd made. His parting words to Grant amounted to the same thing, for someone who believed in heaven: See you later, dead man.

He slipped the letter away with the documents he'd found earlier, then reached out, wincing, and reclaimed his sunglasses. Who knew how much he'd captured? Probably need a replacement pair.

Clamber back out of the garage and limp toward the lot where he'd left the bike. If it weren't there, maybe he'd just take Violetta up on her offer. Marry her grand-daughter, live quietly in the mountains, and take up herding goats. Beneath a sky the color of the dead woman's eyes. In a garden overrun with flowers, Grant found an external faucet and did his best to wash away the dirt and blood, then drink a long draught. The phone in his thigh pocket vibrated. Right. Back to work.

Nick: Chief--you read me? Your picture went dark.

Grant mastered his thumbs. Still here. Incoming. ETA: too damn long. He thought it over. Gladio, Valerio, would be expecting him to backtrack. Even if Valerio wanted him around to gloat over, no telling what orders his subordinates had received. Should take the other route, the longer half of the circle, not in distance, but in time, given the marginal condition of the roads Violetta described. ETA: 2 hours. Give or take his ability to stay in the saddle. Best not to sit still for too long, or he'd take forever getting back up again. Gritting his teeth, Grant picked himself up and got moving.
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From his cramped position, reclining in the backseat, Dom couldn't see the scenery, but imagined it flying by, even faster than the last time.

"Got it," Tony whispered, as if the other driver could overhear, but at least the car slowed its precipitous descent. "Two cars ahead. Turning for Salerno. That's the biggest town around here, right?"

Renowned for its medieval school of medicine, and now as a vacation cove. Dom didn't answer. Couldn't answer. He mustered the strength to grope through his bag. A few pairs of underwear, an extra shirt, an inhaler. He clutched it like the Holy Grail, and brought it to his lips, sucking in a breath of medicine and holding it for a long moment.

"You're asthmatic," Nick observed.

Dom levered his eyes open. Nick's face loomed over him like an EMT in an ambulance. Not the first time Dom had a similar view. Why did he think this was a good idea, any of this?

"Shit," Tony mumbled in the front seat. "Don't die on me, kid."

"Kid, nothing. Dom here's our secret weapon." Nick winked. "Photographic memory, am I right?"

"Like a picture, si." Dom's voice felt very small, and he took another hit from his inhaler. "It helps with school, with research."

"I'll bet it does. Certainly helped us."

"What's the play, Nick? I can't run them off a road like this, we'd all end up in the morgue," Tony muttered.

"Not to mention this thing wouldn't be more than a speedbump to them. Can't shoot out a tire, same problem."

"Follow and transmit I guess. We'll take a chance when we find one. Anything from the chief?"

A moment of silence, then Nick blew out a breath of relief. "Yeah, but he's two hours away from where we've already left. Also, can't talk, he's riding. Something happened, but he didn't say what. The Germans are re-grouping. I don't know how many they lost. At least one in the room."

"Somebody died on the roof," Dom said, "the lookout. I thought he was smoking, but the smoke...blows off. And his shadow is blood." Even as he said it, Dom realized that would be a great title for a book. What did it say about him that he could be repulsed by the blood, terrified by the violence, and inspired by it at the same time?

"Two, then, at least."

"And five last night," Tony supplied.

Last night? At least seven people dead so far in this puttanoio. No wonder they'd been on edge all day. What was he thinking getting involved, now staying involved with these people? Nick said they were the right side, but wouldn't the other side say the same thing? Here he was, recovering from an asthma attack in the back of a Fiat being driven by a crazy man after getting shot at then skipping the bill for his merenda. Dom laughed to himself. As if that were the most important thing. The flickers of light across the ceiling changed character, growing more distinct. The car slowed, and turned.

"The roads around here are so damn narrow, I don't know if I can overtake. Should've run em off the highway."

"Cut 'em off?" Nick suggested, peering ahead.

Awkwardly, Dom worked his way to sitting, still hugging his bag. The Fiat rumbled through a network of newer buildings, with an increasing number of old stone and stucco mixed in. "This is to the harbor, only, unless they don't leave town. Otherwise, they stay on the highway, or they go the other direction, si?"

"Can't imagine they can stay. They'll know the Germans are after them at least, even if they don't know about us."

"They kidnap someone, si?" Dom inquired, tentatively. "Why we don't call the police?"

Tony and Nick exchanged a look. Nick turned in his seat, adopting a conversational mode. "How do you feel about the Italian police? Do you find them to be driven by justice and open to fact-finding?"

Dom swallowed. "But we are still the right side, si?"

"They kidnapped someone. We tried to stop it, now we're trying to get her back."

"For now, si. The right side."

Nick's grin flashed across his face. "For now. You're catching on."

"Turn there, by the fish market" Dom said. "Is a smaller street they cannot take. We see the truck as we follow."

"Now you're talking!" Tony jolted the car off onto the side road, a one-way track originally meant for pedestrians a thousand years ago. Between the low buildings and cafes of the waterfront, Dom caught glimpses of the trash truck, a compact white model with a squared off cargo area, two men in the cab, dressed in the typical caps and uniforms, from what he could tell.

"Shit!"

The car slammed to a stop, then flipped into reverse, Tony twisting over his shoulder trying to stay on the road. Ahead of them, a black sedan barreled the wrong way down the street. Another pazzo! Dom's stomach lurched at the sudden change of direction.

"Bailing!" Nick shouted, then he jumped out his door, rolling across the sidewalk and fetching up against a fish processing counter. He was already in a shooting stance, aiming at the black car as it rushed past him. Meanwhile, the garbage truck was getting away.

Dom was their secret weapon, Nick said so himself. "Bailing, too!" Dom fumbled with the door handle as Tony jolted the car over a curb and straightened out. The door flew open and Dom tumbled into the street.

A bullet cracked, and the black car swerved, nearly taking of Dom's legs. He scrambled up, getting himself together and ran for the waterfront, dodging among the fisherman and tourists, his messenger bag banging against his back. Nick stayed down, using the fish cart as cover while the fishmonger screamed obscenities. Already, the trash truck backed down an alley to the dock. Which boat was theirs? Where were they going? The back hatch sprang open, and another uniformed man jumped out, then stood around as if it were perfectly ordinary to ride with the rubbish.

Somewhere behind, another shot fired. Dom flinched and ducked behind a food stand, stumbling over the refuse of the business and trying to keep his eye on the truck. He quickly scanned the boats that he could see, so he might identify them later. This particular dock was half-empty, with large gaps. Should make it easy. Already, his lungs screamed. Too much excitement. To great exertion. He would drop dead in a pile of fish guts, a more ignominious end than even his uncle envisioned for him.

One of the trash men retrieved a large wheeled cart meant for bringing gear down the dock, and loaded a heap of something white, heavy by the way he moved, and requiring careful handling. The driver remained with his vehicle as the passenger got the cart moving.

Dom worked his way closer, stopping by a trash can, hoping they wouldn't get the idea to pick-up the trash. From this vantage, he saw the driver holding a long gun casually across his lap, ready to use it. Hearth thundering, Dom crept a little nearer, ducking down.

"Cosa stai facendo?" A large man in a smeared apron emerged from the back of a building waving Dom off with one meaty hand.

"Scusa, scusa." Dom slithered down a gravel slope into the dock area proper, feeling exposed. Cars cluttered the access, and Dom went toward one of them, using a deliberate pace, tempted to whistle as if he'd no concerns whatsoever. Certainly not being 'made' by a garbage man with a rifle. The car had tinted windows, giving him a dark reflection of what was happening as he patted his pockets, then frowned at his bag in a search for keys he did not have.

The cart trundled down the dock, and Dom eliminated boats from his image one by one as the kidnapper failed to board. The water boiled at the end of the dock in one of the large gaps, distracting him. He brought his attention back to the cart. The man moved faster. Tires squealed, and Dom glanced up, hoping to see the Fiat, the one carrying his own pazzi. Instead, the black sedan roared up alongside the trash truck. A smaller car stopped abruptly, the driver yelling out her window. Whatever she saw in the men's demeanor, she broke off her tirade and drove away again as fast as conditions allowed. What happened to Tony and Nick?

The bubbling water topped off and rushed away. Dom forgot to breathe. He barely remembered his cellphone, jabbing the camera, tapping video with a shaky finger as the unmistakable superstructure of a small submarine broke the surface of the water.

Even before the sea settled, a hatch popped open. The trash man shoved his plastic cart right off the end. It splashed down, bobbing like a little boat of its own. A man from the submarine snared it with a hook, pulling it over.

"Basta! No filming!" A voice shouted.

Dom dropped his phone, watching helplessly as it skittered under a parked car. "Mi diaspace!"

A large man, not tall, but imposing. "It's the harbor rules," he said. "Because of terrorists. Are you a terrorist?"

"Ma, che una--" Dom glanced over but the submarine was already vanishing, a trim wake above the surface to rock the bobbing plastic bin.

"Ai! Sbrigati! L'auto, per favore!" Tony stood up the bank, arms raised, as if in a fury. "What a piece of work, eh? Look--my son can't even--" He broke off, shaking his head as he revealed a set of keys. The other man stalked away, casting a glance at where the phone had vanished. The trash truck was already gone, the black sedan jetting off up hill toward the highway.

"Mi diaspace, Papa," Dom mumbled as Tony came down to him. Tony caught his arm in a firm grip, supporting him, and their eyes met.

"They have a fucking submarine," Tony said.

A fucking submarine. Si. Dom dug out his inhaler and took a powerful hit.
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Valerio arrived in the north in high spirits, prepared for an exciting evening, once his guest arrived. He descended through a series of passages to a row of offices full of the echo of waves. Four terraces of concrete descended to a channel that led out to the sea. Metal railings bounded the edges and the metal stairs linked the different levels. The submerged cave outside allowed some light at this hour, enough to see that his men stood sentry to either side, the interior lights deliberately kept low near the entrance. The canyon looked forbidding enough from the outside to defend against casual incursions, and a wrecked fishing boat displayed on the rocks nearby served as a warning. Also an outpost, but most who got a glimpse of the wreck itself turned back before making the attempt. The few adventurers who got close received their reward.

Beneath the choppy sea, of course, was a different passage altogether. Much deeper and wider than it would appear, leading into the long channel that ended here. A pair of rubber boats bobbed on their cleats at the base of the stairs. The opposite wall remained rough stone, reinforced with metal and concrete ribs arching overhead. The larger submarine base further in the cove once sheltered several boats, both large and small, inviting heavy Allied bombing during the war. Subsequently restored to use, the area remained in the hands of the navy, and gave them a thousand headaches with its illegal dumping and other safety concerns. The presence of the navy made the occasional excursions of the Decima nearly invisible to the general populace. And for the rest, well, Gladio had friends in many places.

At the dark end, away from the passage, an original barracks performed that duty again, a spare metal chamber without much light or hope. Two of his men placed a lock on the outside of the door. One of them snapped a salute as Valerio turned to enter his own office. The Warden's people would make some effort to recover her, no doubt, but their numbers dwindled, and he expected dissension in their ranks, a schism between the Germans and these new Americans. The friction would prevent smooth operations. The man he'd left in Apice might not even get back to the group before they scurried off like rats in whatever direction they pleased. Someone had seen the Decima at Salerno, but they'd given him little trouble, and the harbor master had shut them down. Could be just over-curious tourists. His people would be on the watch for the pazzo Fiat in case it turned out to be important.

Flicking on the lights, Valerio breathed deeply of the history his office afforded, with its library fittings and wood-paneled walls. Outside, the Gladio base presented a hard, military front, as appropriate to its task. This little sanctum held a chapel for the Centurion's use, as well as fine rugs and a broad wooden desk. A separate chamber held a comfortable bed, with the latest foam mattress, in case he should need to shelter here over night. So far, this had never been necessary, but it soothed him to know his every need was seen to.

He placed the satchel on his desk, and drew out a few tools for careful handling before he settled himself to open it at last.

A swift rap on the door drew his attention. "Viene!"

A gladiator stood at attention. "Centurion. The barrack is prepared, and the shower as well. What more?"

"You have the uniforms? Excellent. Has the machine arrived yet?"

"Outside the gate. Brava unit will bring it down." The gladiator paused. "Do you require instruction in its use, or a trained operator?"

Valerio pursed his lips. "I don't think it shall be necessary. You may find me a YouTube video or two, in case of need."

"Va bene."

With a quick gesture, Valerio dismissed the man and returned to his prize. He put a drop or two of oil into the lock and let it sit. No need for haste to frustrate his efforts. From his pocket, he fished out the key he'd taken from the friar back on Sardinia. It fit the old lock perfectly, and turned smoothly. Inside, a sheaf of papers marked in both Italian and English: Confidential! With the insignia of the US Army and a date in 1944, after the Allied invasion of the peninsula, but prior to the end of the war. Intriguing. Placing a pair of reading glasses on his nose, Valerio sorted the pages. It appeared to be a transcript of an interview in Italian, along with an English translation, performed by one Vito Genovese. That name...

Valerio opened a wing of his desk, and a high-definition monitor slid into place over an embedded keyboard. A few minutes' search confirmed. This Genovese was an American mafioso who ingratiated himself with the army while fleeing a charge of murder, a charge that caught up with him, even here. In the meantime, he provided logistics and translations...and made off with thousands of dollars' worth of American military supplies which he sold to Italian citizens at inflated prices. This testimony came from a housekeeper, charged with maintaining a villa near Naples while its wealthy occupants waited out the war in another of their houses. The housekeeper knew where a number of the owner's prized artworks had been hidden, and had given them up for her own life when the Germans came along asking questions. The Nazis packed up and carted away anything that might grace the wall of a German museum or an SS officer's home. The housekeeper described some of the works, including paintings by famous Italians which should be part of the nation's cultural patrimony. Like so much else removed by the Nazis for their pleasure.

Taking a sip of his wine, Valerio anticipated the Warden's arrival with increasing fervor. But the dossier, as a whole, disappointed him. Si, si, it contained descriptions where some remaining works might be hidden. Might be, after eighty years. Or maybe not. Was this the great secret that his predecessor hid from him? The key to a worthless old transcript?

He snatched the papers from his desk, prepared to discard them, then he glanced at the long-suffering face of Christ upon His cross, and reconsidered. With a deep breath and a brief prayer, Valerio began reading again, not the Italian this time, but the American mobster's translation. His smile returned. Should've expected, and yet. The mobster's omissions overshadowed what he included. No reference to Caravaggio, or to any remaining works that might still be hidden. The erasure of this private collection almost completely. Another looted household. Such a pity. With the true spoils concealed from anyone who didn't speak Italian, to wait until the war was done and Vito Genovese might return to claim the treasures only he knew about.

Instead, he'd been arrested and returned to America, hassled by the authorities and made to kill a few witnesses before the trial fell apart, but there was no sign he'd ever returned to Italy. Someone else had found out about his omissions and hidden the trail away for all these years, someone who then exploited this goldmine for himself. And for the Gladio. Valerio would investigate the old villa and see if any of these hiding places remained. What of the works removed? Where had they been taken?

He sifted the pages again, and found an onionskin transfer notice. Several crates shipped to Germany. An address in Friedrichschain, Berlin. The link at last between the Warden's path and his own. At least, until he forged a new connection.

A bell chimed from his desktop, and he glanced to his monitor to see the water break over the channel down below. The Decima surfaced majestically and came to a halt as his ground crew hurried out to tend her, extending the ramp to bring his guest to her new quarters. Valerio rose, feeling the swell of righteous anger, and went to welcome the Warden to her personal Hell.
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Grant delivered the bike and helmet, with an extra twenty euro because of the blood. After a startled inspection of the bike that revealed no damage, the owner looked him over dubiously, no doubt watching him walk away. Not back to the fancy boutique hotel from which the Warden had been abducted, and which was now crawling with police as they studied a body on the roof and interviewed random tourists who no doubt told a dozen different stories.

Calling out to a girl on her way to gawk, Grant said, "Scusa," and held out the stamped letter. The smear of blood was probably his own. It didn't obscure the address. "Vi prego?"

She rocked on her heels, looking him over. Little point to turning on the charm when he must look like death warmed over. He shrugged, with a self-deprecating smile, trying, at least, not to look too dangerous.

She straightened. "Si, certo." She plucked the letter from his hand, swishing toward the post office across the main piazza, carrying a dead woman's words to her husband, to tell him she'd never come home.

Avoiding the gathering crowd--especially given his battered condition--Grant wound through side streets and alleys to the restaurant the Germans had commandeered. One of them lounged outside, standing immediately when Grant made himself visible. He swept Grant with a hard, suspicious gaze. Getting used to that, actually.

The German swung about, escorting him up the stairs to the second floor dining room, made private by the Warden's money.

Adolph pushed off from the wall, eyes wide, more pale than ever. D.A. stood up from one of the tables, a full cup of coffee sitting in front of her place. Ignoring Adolph, Grant crossed to the table and took the coffee, draining it in a few swallows. "Little sugar next time. Otherwise, not bad."

Some of the tension left her features. "What happened to you?"

"Motor vehicle accident." Tempting to toss off a reference to how she should see the other guy, but the woman's dead face haunted his memory, and he refrained. "What happened here?"

Adolph pushed between them, arms crossed. "The Warden is taken, while you were off, what is it, joy-riding?"

"Does that look like joy?" D.A. muttered, waving her hand at Grant's battered appearance.

"I was following the clues. Doing my job." Grant cocked his head. "Remind me, Adolph, what was yours?"

Adolph absorbed this rejoinder, his cheeks faintly flushed. "You are here, now we go. We have the luggage and the cars. I have told the hotel that the Warden can't abide violence, that she feared for her jewelry collection, and so we check out early. They have been given a number for contact that won't ring through, but we should go before the police take notice."

"There's something in that." Grant hooked a chair with his foot and pulled it closer, dropping into it. "Catch me up."

Still steaming, the German paced halfway across the room and back. His compatriots--five left--took various postures of defiance and doubt. Redhead with the scar clearly thought Adolph was an idiot. Grant could use that. Two dark-haired men with chiseled features who could be brothers seemed to be on the fence. Another blond, this one with a beard, glared at Grant in solidarity with their putative leader. Skinhead with bulging muscles looked amused by the whole thing, the tattooed 88 on his temple pulsing as he worked his jaw, trying not to smile.

D.A. resumed her seat, hefting her shoulder bag with a suggestive rattle of a pill bottle, knowing he wouldn't accept, not now. Let him sit here, bloody and bruised, while these men, perfectly clean, explained what happened to the woman they were paid to defend. Instead of offering him the pain meds, D.A. grabbed a carafe and poured them each another coffee, dropping a sugar cube in his.

This one, he took a sip from, letting the silence grow. Adolph kept standing, pacing, trying to seize back the initiative Grant had already taken.

"You agree we should go, but you sit drinking coffee." Adolph put up his hands as if he didn't know what to do with Grant.

Grant took another sip regarding Adolph over the rim of his cup. "Tell me where we're going, and I'm there."

D.A.'s hands formed a sign and divided as she appeared to relax into her chair. "Guess we keep waiting," she said, but her hands told him she'd heard from Gooney as well.

Grant held the aces, waiting to drop his bombshell--or lob his grenade?--until he knew the disposition of the men, and the lead-up to the abduction. What happened in the next few minutes defined this fragile partnership. Nazis on one side, Bone Guard on the other. Either they collaborated to get the Warden back, or some of them, maybe all of them, died at the hands of Valerio's gladiators. The last thing he wanted right now was a pissing contest, but Adolph looked determined to challenge. What kind of training did the man even have? He was a decent foot soldier, could handle a weapon, take orders, maybe even deliver them. Could he plan an op like this?

Grant and D.A. could walk out right now, recall Nick and Gooney, and hightail it back to the States with nobody the wiser, treasure unfound, Warden unrescued. The dead woman's face flickered before him, echoing her leader's departure, his refusal not only to help, but to offer any humanity in her dying moments. Not the same thing, not at all. He took another sip, letting the bitterness wash down his throat.

He was a contractor, an at-will mercenary with a dozen legal ways to walk. Working for a Nazi on a job that was marginal at best. Point of fact: he didn't hold the aces, not really. Valerio did. Grant's job was to get them back.

"There was an Austrian," Adolph said at last. "Came to the hotel and ask to speak with her. He says he has information we need, but insists they speak alone."

"You went along with that?" Grant arched an eyebrow. Skinhead smirked, and Redhead rubbed his chin, looking at the ceiling.

"Of course not." Adolph stalked closer. "We had conditions. They meet on the balcony. No other exits. Mikel stays in the room. We have a man on the roof already."

"I saw," Grant interjected, and the other blond looked about to snipe him right there in the room. "It's not a bad thing for the enemy to know you're ready," he added mildly. The blond's glance darted away, and Grant took a guess at who was in the body bag.

"Kaden has the alley--"Skinhead flicked a salute--"Wilhelm, the back door." The dark-haired man with the heavy belt buckle acknowledged that. "We cover all angles. The others sleep, taking shifts."

"Smart." Grant's approval propped up the other man's self-esteem, while claiming for himself the power of judgment. "And you?"

"I have the front door. Your woman came into the lobby, and says that something will happen."

D.A. affirmed this with a sharp nod. "I confronted a man who showed up at the archive. He got a message and split in a hurry." She wet her lips. More to say, but not in front of this audience. The more cards they held, the better their own position, in or out of the Warden's game.

Adolph's lips twitched,. "Shiese." Then he told D.A., "The Warden had a message for you, if I were to see you first."

"And you didn't think of it until now? What the--"D.A. cut off her anger. "What's the message?"

His lips twitched again, this time into a slender, humorless grin. "She says if I see you first, to wish you Merry Xmas."

A few of the other men laughed, but Grant leaned forward. "Merry Xmas? Not 'Christmas'--that was the message?"

"For a Jew." Adolph shrugged. "She makes a joke."

"It's September," said Grant. "That's not a joke, it's a clue." D.A. already had her laptop out, firing up. "You lost the man on the roof, and the one in the room."

"A stranger took down one of theirs, the rear guard," Kaden, the skinhead, supplied. "He came onto the balcony. They had two on the roof, at least. I don't know how they got her out after the roof. Not down the alley."

"Not past the back door," Wilhelm rumbled. Each man staking his claim to having done the right thing.

"And meanwhile, what have you been doing while our men are shot and our leader seized by the enemy?" Adolph demanded, deflecting from his no-doubt stinging failure.

"The clue that brought us here led to a town called Apice Vecchia, destroyed by an earthquake," Grant said briskly. "I found a vintage army truck with some papers and a satchel. The Centurion and one of his gladiators found me there. One down, the Centurion escaped when he tossed a grenade. He took the satchel."

Adolph's grin broadened, revealing teeth. "So you failed."

Reaching to an inside pocket, Grant pulled out the papers from the driver's box and tossed them on the table toward D.A. letting the fact that he'd retrieved part of the objective speak for him, alongside his kill ratio, so far as they knew. The only way he saw this working, he took command. In order to do that, he needed these men's respect, if not their trust.

"Here's what you missed," Grant said. "They took out your sniper on the roof first. They had a man posing as a waiter at the cafe overlooking the hotel. The Warden was likely drugged, I'd guess a fast-acting inhalant, then trussed and brought to the roof. They loaded her into a garbage truck in the next street over, and brought her to the harbor at Salerno." He paused, taking another sip. Hard not to enjoy the growing incredulity on the faces of the other men. Kaden's eyes lit up, while the blond man's lips parted his beard, at a loss.

"Wait," said the other dark man. "Woher weist du das?"

How did he know, Grant let them wonder, then Kaden barked a laugh. "The stranger on the balcony. Your man."

Adolph scowled. "You have others? How many, who?"

"Not your concern," Grant told him. "Just be glad I do. That's where the good news ends. My team tried an intercept, but they loaded her into a submarine. Could've gone anywhere after that."

"But they didn't," D.A. added, and Grant pointed to her, as if they'd rehearsed the whole thing. "XMas stands for Decima Mas. It's the name of an elite Italian submarine division, loyal to Hitler during the war, even after the official Italian capitulation to the Allies. Led by the founder of the Gladio movement." Her triumph rang in her voice. "They had a base in Northern Italy. The closest airport is Genoa."

Adolph started, and Grant said, "Out with it: what do you know?"

"This Centurion, his estate is in that area."

"Right." Grant rose, draining his cup. "We know where to go, but we're not just running off like a pack of hounds. Adolph. I need you to manage the money. Charter plane, no questions asked, Salerno to Genoa. We need a strike force, and an infiltration unit. We'll want dive gear and a boat. How many of you can dive? SCUBA?"

Kaden and the blond raised their hands. Grant nodded. "You'll be with me. Adolph, you run the ground operation. Make it good, make it look like you're doing a frontal assault."

"While you infiltrate," Adolph said. He swallowed, and surrendered command. "We need more information, and more people, if we can. I start with the plane on the drive to Salerno. Also, we may have additional contacts, more guns."

"Make the calls. Let's go." With D.A. at his side, Grant led the way out the door .
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In a scenic overlook with a commanding view of the Amalfi coast, Tony leaned against the Fiat, one arm folded, the other pressing the phone to his head. "You think that's wise?" He listened. Dom watched.

Nick watched as well--he watched the road in both directions from the shadow of a tall umbrella pine, making himself one with the tree.

Tony's brows lifted, catching Dom's eye. "You kidding? He'll love it. He's asthmatic, did I mention? Just found that out when the bad guys shot at him. Yeah."

How to feel that men like this were talking about him. Dom looked away to the shining sea below. Where had the submarine gone with its unwilling occupant? Looked like a vintage CB-class midget submarine World War II era, from when Italy had the finest submarine fleet in Europe, or something like it. He'd thought all the mini-subs accounted for by various raids and sinkings, but this Gladio had resources, more so than he had speculated in the books. He would need to produce an update.

At least his laptop had come through safely so far, along with the cellphone he swiped in the museum. Maybe it was not too hard to open it and learn more. Was he a spy now?

"Right. I'm gonna want a bigger car though. You haven't seen me and Nick both trying to squeeze into that front seat, Chief." Tony's voice grew louder as he approached Dom's position. "Thanks, you're a real prize."

Tony leaned against the rail at Dom's side. "Looking at the beach right now, Chief, and I gotta say, it looks good to me! Cash out, retire to the coast, what do you say?"

His laughter echoed, but he ducked his head, his expression serious. "Hey--be careful with these guys. Both sides." A pause. "Will do." Tapped the phone off and dropped it in his pocket, then faced landward, leaning back. "What do you say to a promotion and a raise?"

"Io? How do we follow a submarine?" Dom spread his hands, but Tony waved that away.

"Not our problem. I mean, kind of, but we're letting the chief handle that. Means there's nobody to follow the map and find the truth. You've already contributed a lot to this mission, a lot more than you bargained for, I'm sure. I can offer you triple what we're paying now, bonus if we find it." He grinned. "And the book rights. D.A. said you'd ask about that."

Dom perked up, gripping the rail. "Si, certo. I cannot see to follow a submarine, but the clues, these signs in the plaque and such, that I can."

"Hold your horses, Dom." Tony put up his hands. "You've already been shot at. We may have a head start because of the work you've done, but we're not alone on the hunt. When the Gladio catches up, they won't stop until we're dead." Green eyes, sharp and hard as emerald. "I'm gonna be honest with you. My advice is, call it quits before you get hurt."

Grip tightening, Dom felt for a moment that he was falling into the sea below. The Gladio, the ruthless warriors he'd only written about, not only still existed, they were out for blood. If he agreed to Tony's offer, maybe his own blood. But then, the Gladio had 'made' him. They already had someone who knew his face.

He could say basta, and be done. Return to his uncle's antique shop, and let that be the closest he ever came to history. He could tell Jacinta all about his adventures, and watch her eyes light up, her worry for him kindling to more. He could be brave enough to be the man she deserved. All he need do was to keep the books for the shop, polish the website, maybe never know how the story ended.

Or he could take a side. The right side, Nick told him. He believed it, for the trust they placed in him, for the fears they carried for their leader, for the dangers they took to track the stolen woman. For the way they kept trying to make him go home.

Aventura rang his phone a few days ago, would he now terminate the call? What if it never rang again?

Trying to relax and borrow some of their dead-casual demeanor, Dom said, "So we go to Monte Cassino, to the cemetery, si?"

Tony put out his hand, and Dom accepted the handshake, pleasantly surprised that Tony didn't try some muscle grip. "Just want to make sure you know what you're getting into, that's all. Nick and me, we'll do our best to defend you. That's our mandate now."

"If we stop near Naples, I take some more clothes at my grandparents' house, and also maybe there is a car we can use. No rental this time, si?" Rooting through his brain to ground himself in this new reality, Dom said, "I must know more. How you came here, who is this woman taken away, who is this chief."

"You got it. We can talk on the drive." Tony made some signal with his hand, and Nick was already fading toward the car.

"Spetta, spetta," Dom protested. "While you drive? It is enough, I think, that I keep my stomach." He smiled tentatively, earning a ferocious scowl in return.

"Hey, we're not dead yet, right?"

Nick leaned against the driver's door. "Yet. Hand 'em over, Gooney." He put out his palm until Tony gave him the keys.

"Tough crowd," Tony grumbled.

He started to round the vehicle, but Nick added, "And Dom's navigating. Back seat for you, Gooney. See how you like it." He winked at Dom.

Drawing a deep breath, Dom set his hand on the car door. It might be the last drive he ever took, the last friends he ever made, but until then, he'd have the time of his life, however brief it might turn out to be.
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The Warden stood, wavering slightly, in a barren concrete antechamber with two men dressed in full SS Totenkopf uniforms. Valerio peered through the small opening in the entrance door, watching her apprehension as her gaze fixed on the wall in front of her, then flitted from one guard to the other, then back to the wall, her hands clasped in an imitation of decorum, perhaps to stop them shaking. Did the uniforms look familiar? Did they bring back fond memories from her youth? All of that was about to change.

Valerio tugged down his own uniform jacket and accepted his cap and riding crop from the guard outside the door, then he slid the bolt with a loud groan of metal and bang of the clasp. She should have no delusions about the ease of either escape or rescue.

She startled as he entered, and the two guards immediately stiffened to a strict military posture at the captain's insignia on Valerio's uniform. Acquiring the uniforms had been a little tricky, but he knew all sorts of useful people. Valerio clicked forward slowly in his perfectly polished boots. At his back, the door slammed shut with a hollow sound and the bolt slid home.

"Centurion! What have you done? Why are you treating me in this disgraceful fashion?" She pushed her chin up, her fine white clothing rumpled by the abduction and mode of travel.

"Frau Julia Guntersheimer. Remove your clothing."

At the sound of her name, her true name, on his lips, she shuddered from head to toe. "What? What? I have thought we were civilized, Centurion, that we did not--"

Valerio gave a nod of his head, and the guard to the left slapped her. Not hard, but firm.

Gasping, she stepped away, her hand flying to her cheek.

"You will find it easier to obey on the first request," Valerio said, and he paused, offering her the courtesy of a moment to comply.

Her eyes had gone very round and slightly watery. Would she cry? How long had it been since she had wept? Surely never before under circumstances like this, even, or especially, when she had witnessed them.

"This is intolerable," she said.

The second slap made her stumble, and her lips pinched hard together. Her trembling hands reached to the top of her blouse and she began, slowly, to obey his order. "You might at least have your men turn away."

"Did they, at the camps? Did the guards turn away as the women stripped their clothing? You were there, you tell me."

The Warden drew a deep breath through her nostrils and let her blouse fall away. She met his eye. "I see what you are doing here, Centurion. It will avail you nothing, and I will not be forgotten nor left to rot in your clasp."

"Do not speak unless spoken to," he commanded.

The right-hand guard raised his hand, and she fell silent immediately, her fingers fumbling the button of her slacks. Her wrinkled old flesh, delicately freckled along her bare arms, swayed as she worked. Or did it tremble? She stopped at the strap of her brassiere, her eyes rising to meet his gaze. She swallowed, and her clavicles shifted as she worked the clasp. The garment slipped from her shoulders, the cups falling away, and she let it drop, still staring at him.

Valerio had no interest, except in her obedience to his commands. He crossed to the table that had been prepared for him, with the tools he would need set beneath a cloth. He pulled back one corner and lifted a pair of shears.

The Warden stood naked and defiant. Or at least, she appeared to be. He walked closer, scissors in hand. "Bow your head."

Her eyes flickered white around the pale blue, her fair hair sliding over her thin, naked shoulders.

The guard on her left raised his hand. She pressed her lips hard together, and her head, ever so slowly, bowed before him. He took her hair in clumps, firmly, but not pulling. Let it not be said later that he had been unduly cruel. He snipped close to her scalp, allowing the locks to tumble to the floor over her toes, decorating the concrete.

Already, her skin dimpled with the chill. She twitched at each snick of the blades closing. The last lock fell, leaving her head shorn, not precisely, but a reasonable job. If she proved to be more compliant, then she could wear a wig without much difficulty.

"You were brought here as a traitor to this organization."

Her body stilled as she listened, consumed by the need to hear what he would say. Excellent.

"I wish to know what information you possess. Why have you come to Italy, to Sardinia? What are you searching for?" What, in brief, was she stealing from him?

She let out a sharp breath, but said nothing.

"You will answer," one of the guards prompted.

"I came, as one comes to the opera," she said, her voice even, her head still bowed, "To see and to be seen."

Valerio drew a deep breath, and walked back toward the table. With a gesture, he ordered his men forward. Each snatched one of the Warden's arms and she jerked as they pulled her, stumbling toward the table. One of the men stepped ahead, drawing her arm and pinning her arm, palm up, along one edge of the table.

"What are you--"she began, then broke off, her face twisting now with real emotion, with the fear she tried so hard to conceal.

Valerio aimed a cautionary gesture, and she did not speak, but her breathing ratcheted. She did not have any health conditions, did she? Anything that would make his work especially dangerous? He considered for a moment simply asking her, but should the worst happen, it would serve as a warning to those who would cross the Gladio. Should she fear whatever fate her health decreed, perhaps that would increase her level of concentration.

He removed the cover from the machine and checked the plug, then flicked it on. She startled.

The machine produced a low buzz. It had been nearly silent when they first acquired it, and one of the gladiators worked on it to increase the vibration, merely for effect. Her body stiffened, and she shot him a glance, her lips nearly vanishing, her cheeks pinched. She was of the generation that still wore their make-up a little heavy but her skin beneath the rouge looked white.

Methodically, he checked his equipment: the foot pedal, the machine, the gun, the needle. Only one color of ink. Black. Valerio pulled on a pair of rubber gloves, letting them squeak and snap.

"You're not really going to do this." Her voice clenched, her words so quiet and precise they were barely audible over the hum of the machine.

"You came to the base at Sardinia. What did you see?" Valerio asked. He took the ink in hand, ready to fill.

"A painting, nothing more. A still life. Fruits. You've seen it yourself, perhaps a hundred times." A hint of German edged into her voice.

"Indeed." He filled the gun carefully, according to the videos he'd watched. He doubted the need to follow through, at least for now, but he did wish to give the right impression. "But it never before caused such excitement. It never sent anyone out to their death."

She stifled a gasp, almost flinching, but the tightening of her skin was the extent of it. Clearly, she mastered herself to relax. And yet. She must have known some of her people died in her capture. She would have absorbed that information already. But she had been taken before the end of his little encounter at Apice Vecchia, with the man who had gone out alone. Whom she had...sent out alone? She worried, perhaps believed she had sent him to his death. Interesting. "Tell me about the American. The man you sent."

Her eyes flickered and she expelled a breath and sucked in another. "A mercenary. I have many. A man who doesn't know better than to go alone."

"And yet it bothers you to speak of him."

She snorted and her spine straightened. "Of course not. Aside from the bother of one's arrant dog going astray."

"What did he seek?"

"A needle. Or a haystack. These American expressions. So homely, don't you think?" Her voice gained power.

He was missing something. Something about her relationship to this particular mercenary who had not struck him as so extraordinary. He replayed in his mind the moments of their encounter. Fast, intelligent, resourceful and stealthy. All of the usual traits. Perhaps he served the Warden in other ways, a thought that brought the sneer to Valerio's lips.

"By coincidence, I have a needle here." He tapped the foot pedal and the needle buzzed.

With an involuntary cry, she tried to twist from the guards, but they held fast, gloved hands pressing into her skin. If she were bruised, she brought it on herself.

"No, please no," she breathed. "Do not make this permanent."

In her heart and mind, it already was. But he had more than one way to shake that mind. "Hmm." He drew out the sound, as if considering her plea.

Encouraged, she went on. "If I am made comfortable, I might recall more?" She sounded tentative, or hopeful.

Valerio set down the tattoo gun. "Perhaps." He signaled the guards. One man gripped her shoulders, the other crossed the room to the other door where a glass panel marked the center, and a few knobs occupied the nearby wall. The Warden's escort pulled her along toward the door, and Valerio followed at a more stately pace. In addition to altering the tattoo gun to enhance the buzz, he'd made sure that his tall leather boots creaked with every step, the heels delivering a louder echo than they should.

"A bed chamber?" she suggested. "Perhaps some refreshment--some clothing?"

"Mmm."

The second guard unlocked the other door and flicked on a light that glared on the fresh tile work.

"But first, a shower."

"A shower?" Over a single word, her voice modulated from hope to horror, her desperate glance raking his face.

He remained utterly impassive.

"What? No--" She began to struggle, and her guard lifted her bodily--he outweighed her by a hundred pounds of muscle--and thrust her through the door.

"Turn it on," Valerio commanded.

The guard shut the door as she rushed back. The other man cranked a knob. The mechanism hissed and sputtered. Inside the shower, the Warden screamed.
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The Fiat wound through increasingly narrow streets into the villages around Naples and back out again to the countryside, or close enough.

"Eccola!" Dom pointed and Nick expertly guided the tiny car around a stone post and down the dirt drive toward his grandparents' farm. Or at least, it used to be. Long time since they kept any animals but a few chickens and a worn-out dog. Long afternoon light flooded the yard between the two-story house and the array of barns and sheds framing it. The dog, a mastiff, sprawled across the middle of the cobblestones, even as the car approached.

Nick navigated around its tail to park in front of one of the barn doors. "Lots of art history, then?" He turned off the engine.

On the way through town, Dom regaled them with stories of Napolitano culture and history, such as he knew it. Jacinta, who worked at the museum in town, was the real expert. He had pointed out the bar where Caravaggio had been struck the blow that might have led to his death some months later. A bar for the men who like other men, and he couldn't miss the sudden lively interest in Nick's expression.

"Ci, certo. Monte Cassino, where we go next, this is where the entire collections of the Museo Napolitano are taken during the war. All sorts of paintings, sculpture, smaller things. The Nazis say they will save these things from the Allies, and the Italians..."he shrugged. "We go along, but slow, slow and careful." What could they do but aid their oppressors at that point, and hope their city stood to return to.

Dom and Nick climbed out of the front seat, and the dog roused itself with a shake and a woof before it clambered to its feet to sniff them all over. Extracting himself from the back seat, Tony groaned theatrically. "We gotta get some new wheels, or I'm gonna max out my chiropractic benefits." He stretched out, hands braced at his back as Nick submitted himself to the mastiff's snuffling.

From the second barn, Dom's Nonno, his grandfather, emerged, wiping his hands on an apron already deeply stained with several colors. "Buon giorno! Domenico!" His legs bowed, creating a curious wobble to his walk, but he nearly ran over to greet them, a grin splitting his wizened face. "Eh, mama! C'e Domenico!" He shouted in the direction of the house.

Nick straightened and Tony stepped up alongside, their combined presence slowing his grandfather's approach. Dom went up and embraced the old man, then turned to present his companions. "Nonno, c'e li amici Americani. Nick e Tony."

"Tony. It's a good Italian name," Nonno said, shifting between Italian and English.

"Portuguese, in this case." Tony thrust out his hand. After a moment, Nonno allowed his own to be engulfed by it.

The half-door swung inward toward a dim interior and his grandmother leaned out, squinting. "Domenico?" she said, then whistled.

Pulling away from Nick's side, the mastiff trotted over toward the door, and Nonna opened the lower part, placing her hand on the dog's big head. Together they crossed the yard, the pale orbs of her eyes shifting as if she still saw.

"Here, Nonna." Dom met her part way, kissing her on both papery cheeks.

She patted his face and frowned up at him. "It's a good thing you came. Your grandfather needs help to move a table, and also the database you made, it's not compatible, it says. There is an upgrade, si?" She learned some English, then refused to use it.

Dom hung his head. "Si, certo, ma...we can't stay long. We have work to do, and I just need to find some clothes, maybe some other things."

"We can move a table, easy," Tony volunteered in Italian. "Just tell me what to do."

Nonno looked them over and said, "Chiaro! These men, Mother, these friends of Domenic, I think perhaps they could move the whole house if you want."

Stomach tightening, Dom shot a glance at his companions. Casually dressed at the moment, their guns tucked away, they could pass for tourists. Maybe. And of course, his grandmother couldn't see them anyway. "They used to be with the army, Nonna."

His grandmother hadn't released him, gripping his hand, her other hand still on the dog's head. It sat patiently, but rolled its eyes toward Nick, wanting some more enthusiastic attention, no doubt. "The army? Why do you need these friends? You come here to live, help us with the farm. There's plenty to do, and maybe find a girl, eh? That Jacinta's still here, you know. And your uncle, he don't need you like we do." She spoke faster now, with a distinct Neapolitan dialect the Americans certainly wouldn't follow.

Dom felt his smile fix to his teeth like taffy, too sweet, too fake. Tony's brow furrowed, then he said, "Have you read Dom's books? That's why we came over. We're big fans."

"His...books? Dominic, you tell me you'll give this up."

"I sure hope not," Tony continued, his voice ringing with enthusiasm. "Some of the finest scholarship I've ever read on societal changes after the second world war."

His grandfather, who had never, to Dom's knowledge, cracked the cover on one of his books, said, "E vero? Our Dominic has a reputation in America. Who'd imagine?"

"My grandparents, Enzo and Bianca." Dom presented them, stepping back a little.

Nick took his grandmother's hand in both of his with a gentle squeeze. "I'm Nick." He didn't speak the language, or at least, didn't allow indicate how much he did. "Very pleased to meet you." That deep voice rolled out, and Nonna rocked back slightly. "Tell me about this database. What's Dom helping you out with?"

"Here, the table, come, come!" Nonno beckoned Tony to follow him and set off toward the barn.

Dom watched uncertainly, then returned to the moment at hand.

"He helps with the AirBnB," Nonna replied smartly. She lifted her hand from the dog and waved to the countryside around them. "Pleasant, rural surrounding yet so close to Naples. Real Italian farm stay, tutto autentico. Add the pasta lesson just another cento-cinquanta."

Nick chuckled. "I'll be you cook a mean arrabiata."

For a hundred and fifty euro, she'd better! "The Americans, the Japanese, they love this," Dom told Nick. "Otherwise, the farm is gone." He snapped his fingers to illustrate. "And my nonni are in the city, hating everything."

"You helped your grandparents set up for holiday rentals."

Dom shrugged, hands spread. What surprised him was how quickly they'd taken to it, his grandfather fixing up two, then four apartments in the outbuildings, careful to preserve their rural "charm" on the outside, at the same time adding everything from microwave ovens to high-speed Internet, then buying himself a high-end Land Rover with the proceeds.

Tony emerged from the barn. "Nick--you seen what they got going here? There's a frickin' electric vehicle charging port in there."

"Starting to get the idea."

"Va bene. The pasta, then, si?" Nonna pulled Nick's hand resolutely toward the house.

"I hope I don't have to pay the hundred-fifty. I don't see my boss liking that on the expense report."

Nonna laughed like a little girl. "Per l'amici di Domenico? I make better price."

"She's joking, right?" Nick searched Dom's face.

Dom could only shrug and trail after. "All Americans are rich Americans." As Tony caught up to them, Dom said, "Did you ask him about the Rover?"

"Yep. We're all good. Sounds like he can handle getting the Fiat back to town, but I don't know that he won't do a little joy-riding on the way. Your grandparents seem like a wily pair."

"You are not wrong."

"He also dropped some hints about the horn?"

Dom sighed. Sooner or later, if they let Tony drive, he'd be using that horn, with its custom sound. "He makes it special for the tourists. They love this."

"And you don't."

With a shrug, Dom said, "You'll hear, and you'll know."

Nick ducked into the kitchen, and Dom paused on the threshold. "What you say about my books..."

"Nothing but the truth." Tony patted the lintel, making sure to sink low enough to pass beneath a doorway built before an Italian ever landed in America.

"Grazie," Dom said. He didn't need to duck, not really, but he felt taller that afternoon than he had in a long time.
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In a nondescript house not far from the bay, Grant checked the rebreathers, ensuring no sand or grit in the regulators and popping the valves on the supplemental oxygen cylinders. Using rebreathers meant a quieter approach and no bubbles from released CO2. The gear was easily obtained: Italians had been leading the industry ever since World War II, including innovations by the frogmen of the Decima Mas.

Kaden followed along, each of them checking the other's work. D.A. packed handguns and ammo into waterproof cases, expertly sealing them, one for each diver.

"Nobody's gonna ditch you this time, right, Chief?" She turned with her armload of deadly bundles and placed one in front of him.

"Better not. Besides, that was the other guys." He checked the charts. Wouldn't know their actual depth until they got out there and found the right access point, still, he had a good idea of the variance along the nearby coastline.

She snorted. "You think you've got better chances with actual Nazis?"

"Until we retrieve the objective, yes." He met her eye. "She wants me. They need me. We'll be okay."

"Oh, good, 'cause I won't be there for pick-up this time."

Reassuring someone else did little to ease that keyed-up sensation hovering in his chest. Last time he worked with the Warden's people, his dive partner had dropped a piece of wreckage to block his way, intending for him to run out of oxygen inside a German U-boat under the Caribbean waves. Of course, his most recent dive experience had been with antique open-loop gear in a cenote in the jungle, a rescue operation to evacuate Gooney's daughter and her boyfriend, and ultimately Gooney, in spite of his friend's insistence that Grant should leave him behind.

Guatemala had changed a lot of things: Gooney's employment status along with his place of residence. Now he thought they should just retire to the beach. Given that Gooney himself recently moved to landlocked Arizona from ocean-front Boston, he was eighty-nine per cent sure Gooney's own priorities shifted. Hard to picture himself retiring at all, and if/when he did, unlikely a beach would be involved. Three to one odds Grant's "retirement" would involve an open file and an unmarked grave.

D.A. stepped back, taking up her own minimal gear. "How do I look?"

He glanced her over and gave a nod. An authentically grubby coverall had been too much to locate, but a tumble-wash with a handful of gravel, then a run-in with a glass of wine did wonders for the new one. "Don't fool yourself, D.A., you've got the tough job."

All he had to do was slip past the underwater and exterior defenses, hoping his companions did the same, then take out whatever opposition they found on the inside. If one of them got caught, they all went down. "Stay safe up there."

"Do my best." A soft buzzer sounded, and she flashed a smile. "Arrividerci!" She departed, and a Vespa engine started a moment later outside the house.

Adolph, preparing his own gear glowered. "I think she is going with us. Where does she go?"

"Recon." Grant strapped a pair of extra spears for the fishing gun to his leg.

"We have already done this."

"Never hurts to have a second set of eyes." Grant lifted the vest, ensuring that every component was secured. "You ready?"

"Waiting on you."

"In that case, we'll catch you on the flipside." Grant tossed him a salute. "Means we'll--"

"I know what this means, the flipside." Adolph swept his gun case off the table, and Wilhelm watched him go with a shake of the head, then collected his own gear and followed along. The assault team wore Kevlar vests and light helmets. The dive team wouldn't have that luxury.

Grant signaled with his hand, and his team of two descended the wooden stairs to a decrepit boathouse where the water of the bay sloshed through rotten wood against the hull of their rented craft. The local pilot wiped his hands on a cloth and closed up the engine compartment.

"Ship-shape," he declared in English, with a gap-toothed grin. Another of Grant's hand-picked captains, and Grant could imagine the Warden's reaction to this one, a former fisherman now running local traffic and the occasional charter. Hardly the style of luxury boat she expected, but the kind of speed and power they needed, plus a guy intrigued enough to take on three divers, full day, and some very strange instructions.

Dawn barely edged the cliffs above as they motored out. Splash point was a few hundred yards down the coast, after which the pilot would head even further and, when the sun finally illuminated his shady cove, he'd be bobbing around with a fishing pole in the wrong place entirely, giving the Centurion's look-outs something to look at. From the perspective of a real dive trip, they'd be doing everything wrong. Pretty sure the pilot believed they were drug dealers, but he seemed willing to buy the treasure-hunting claim, if only to get himself a helluva fish story.
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On the video feed, the Warden, dressed in a drab striped garment marked with the green triangle of a criminal, lay on a narrow bed with a thin, lumpy mattress, shivering. He had arranged for a soundtrack of snoring, weeping, Hebrew prayers and occasional shouts or beatings from guards, a montage of sound based on concentration camp life that would help to build the right atmosphere.

The image of her shrieking face as the water struck her lingered in Valerio's memory, a sheer terror the likes of which he had not seen before. She had been there, hadn't she, a child accompanying the adults who ruled more worlds than she knew. Back then, perhaps, she did not know the showers could do more than scour someone clean of the world. When had she learned the truth? Not that it mattered. From his perspective, it merely gave him a handle he could squeeze to trigger that fear.

Circumspect in all things, the Warden made any deeper discovery very difficult, but not impossible, just as he had learned her true name and could employ it or not. He nodded to the guard, who triggered a blaring alarm which, thankfully, did not sound in Valerio's office. The Warden jolted in her bed, nearly hitting her head on the next bunk as the door slammed open.

"Appell! Aufseten." The guard stepped just inside the door, standing rigidly, waiting as their sole inmate floundered to her feet and tried to straighten. She wrapped her thin arms around herself, hands tucked in, visibly trembling. What had it been? Twelve hours, and already, she quailed, she quivered, and she obeyed. She was never as strong as she would have them think.

"Stand up straight!" the guard barked, and she did her best to comply.

Her guard escorted her down the short corridor and into Valerio's office, the real one this time, save that the only chair present was his, and a slight rearrangement left her standing in ill-fitting shoes on the concrete while he occupied a lush Persian rug of a sort she likely knew quite well.

Ignoring them as they entered, Valerio poured himself a cup of tea. Assam, freshly brewed. Steam spiraled up from the delicate China cup and the aroma rose around him. He added one lump of sugar with silver tongs, appreciating the soft plop of the cube into the golden-brown liquid. With a few precise stirs, he integrated the sugar and the tea, then raised the cup to his lips and took a sip, allowing a smile of satisfaction. Her favorite tea, prepared just as she liked it. He set down the cup and regarded her, steepling his fingers. "Are you inclined to cooperate? Your circumstances might improve promptly."

"Truly, Centurion, there is very little--"she coughed into her hand, and her voice grew slightly less raspy--"very little I can tell you."

"Then I suggest you begin with what you can." He took another sip. He hoped her lungs were not weak, or, if they were, that she would be compliant in consideration of her own health.

Her shoulders hunched, her lips slightly blue against the pale skin. The imprint of a hand showed on her face, and bruises grouped like fingertips marked her arms, signaling the fragility of her age. Gooseflesh tracked her arms and legs, but she mastered her voice. "You are not alone the substance of the Gladio. How should they feel, knowing that you are abusing your office in this way?"

The cup left his hand at high velocity, shattering against the wall just over her left shoulder, tea splashing her face and arm even as she reacted, trying to protect herself from his sudden violence.

His tone didn't change. "Look at you. What a mess. Perhaps another shower?" He flicked a gesture, and the guard seized her arm. "I don't believe you have received the delousing treatment."

"No!"

Ignoring her, he reached into his desk drawer and removed another teacup, setting it atop the saucer as the guard dragged her toward the corridor, toward the bleak place they made just for her.

"My husband!" she shouted from the threshold. "He was my husband."

"Hold a moment," Valerio said, and the guard stopped abruptly, the Warden staggering as she stood in the doorway, the guard looming at her back.

"Who was your husband?" Valerio poured a thin stream of tea from the pot.

"Your benefactor, the man who arranged this trail."

Interesting. Valerio contrived to look bored. "So. You wish me to believe your own husband concealed his secrets even from you." He plucked a lump of sugar and held it over the cup, raising his eyebrows at her.

"We were young. He was..." she trailed off, her "w's" beginning to sound like "v." She heaved a breath. "He was my first husband. We felt the danger to be together was too great. There were Nazi hunters, terrible people, determined to destroy anyone related to the Reich." She pinched at her rough dress as if returning to a distant time. "It was felt that I would be unknown, but he had served in the Hitler youth, he aided operations. I would marry again, an American. I would remain loyal to...many things best kept secret." Her eyes regained some of their focus as she looked at him. "You know some of these things. It is partially for your sake and for the Gladio, to continue the great work that I keep these secrets."

"So you are a bigamist, a criminal and a traitor even to the Gladio, but it is for my sake." He let the sugar cube fall and dissolve into his tea. "And then?"

"He died. Far away, and after only a few brief times together." Her skin flushed, and he imagined he knew what those meetings might have comprised. "Both of us were friends of Edda, as it were. His estate sent me a small box, and nothing more."

"Nothing more. The box contained the first clue?"

A nod.

Valerio stirred his tea, let the spoon drip back into the cup, and placed it on the saucer. "Then why did you not come to me openly? To share the bequest of our benefactor, your husband."

"It has never been my intent to cut off the organization. Merely to retain what I believe my husband wished for me to have."

Leaning back in his chair, enjoying the creak of the wood and the way it made her twitch, Valerio sipped his tea. At the bottom of his monitor an alert signal blinked into existence, delivering a silent message of warning that quickened his blood. He revealed nothing. "Very few who introduce themselves as friends of Edda have actually known her."

"We were just children," she murmured. "Girls playing together."

"Like your husband, save that you played with him in a different way. I presume."

Her gaze snapped back to him. "I have told you what I know, and why. It's time you released me."

Valerio didn't have time for this, but he pretended he had all the time in the world as he spoke languidly. "In fact, almost everyone who knew Edda, everyone she, herself might claim a friend, is already dead." He signaled to the guard who renewed his grip.

"You can't just keep me here. What about food? Clothing?" Her voice echoed slightly as she was bodily carried down the hall. "A blanket? It's so cold!"

"It is, isn't it," he remarked, uncertain if she could hear. It mattered not: he now had other things to hold his attention.
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The old farmhouse closed in around them as night fell outside, his nonni already in bed, the kitchen still smelling of red pepper and tomatoes. Dom and the two Americans occupied a battered wooden table large enough for the Last Supper, staring at the miraculous technology before them: the iPhone Dom had taken from the man in the museum.

"That thing's a fucking snake. Should've told us you had it before now," Tony said, eying the phone as if it truly would bite him. "They've gotta know where it is, and we're damn lucky they're not already beating down the door."

"You're not wrong, but they're a little distracted," Nick said. "Give it maybe twenty minutes. Let's see what we can learn from it, then we drown it in vinegar."

D.A.'s voice emerged from the speaker mode on Tony's own cellphone. "The good news is, you've got ten tries to get the passcode right. After the first five, you'll get lockouts for progressively longer periods of time, okay? If that happens, drown it early. It's valuable, but it's not worth lives."

"Doesn't sound good," Nick replied. "How many possible passcodes on this sucker?"

"Most people have four-digit codes, which gives you ten thousand combos. Hopefully our man's not a six-digit fan, then you've got a million. The bad news is, you screw up ten times, unless the user disabled this feature, the whole phone wipes. No data, no good."

Nick pursed his lips. "We'd be no worse off, but we lose this opportunity."

"So we must narrow this," Dom muttered. Ten thousand or a million combinations must be made smaller, but how?

The phone lay like a treasure chest between them, one ready to destroy its own gold if they couldn't crack it. Given Tony's fear, perhaps it would be better so. Drown it before it drew down the Gladio to his grandparents' home. But still...worth a try, eh? A few minutes to hack and transfer the data if they could.

Across the table, Tony poured a glass of Nonno's finest red, placing it in front of his comrade, then holding a glass toward Dom as well. "You want?"

In the bright overhead light, the wine glistened in the bowl of the glass, Tony's fingerprints hazing the stem.

"Spetta, spetta," Dom said. He pushed back from the table and went to Nonna's crooked cupboards. A little rooting around found what he wanted, a canister of corn starch.

"Are you drinking, Gooney?" D.A. let out an exaggerated sigh.

"Hey, at the last stop, Chief got to romance the old ladies and get invited for pasta. Now it's my turn. Gotta say, the pasta era magnifica!" Tony added a chef's kiss, and Nick took a sip from his glass. "Don't worry, I won't be impaired when I'm needed."

Resuming his chair, Dom pulled the iPhone toward him, using the tongs he'd borrowed earlier for handling purposes. "If we see the pattern, we see which numbers, then not so many chances."

"Twenty-four. Or seven hundred and twenty. There's some software you can try if you're okay plugging this thing into your computer."

"Not this connector. We are android, si?" Dom took a little corn starch and sprinkled it over the face of the phone, aiming for an even distribution. He tapped the side of the phone to settle the powder. "If we try maybe two or three, and nothing, then we go to buy it."

"Smart." Tony took a long drink of his own wine. "We're luck the thing has a cover or the prints would get smeared every time you stick it in a pocket. We got this perp last year because he dropped his phone at the scene. Nasty piece of work, cleaned his phone after every use. Pity for him, he had flaky skin. Didn't think about the DNA evidence falling into the power port. Cheers." He raised his glass and took another drink as Dom gently blew the excess corn starch away.

A clear fingerprint on the start button at the bottom, then a smear across the center and a few isolated spots. Covering his own fingertip with a bit of plastic, Dom tapped the start.

"Too bad that old thing about using scotch tape to lift a print doesn't really work," Nick said.

"My life would be so much easier, lemme tell ya." Tony's past as a police officer had come out during their tricky ride.

A pop-up informed Dom that his fingerprint was not recognized and the lock screen revealed itself, a row of four dots waiting to be triggered by the correct combination tapped out on the keypad below. "Four digit!" he announced, and D.A. said, "Yes," with clear satisfaction. "Uno, tre, quattro, nove. One, three, four, nine."

"A date?" Tony suggested.

"1943!" Dom shot out his hand for the phone, but Nick snatched his wrist, a strong and startling grip, almost instantly withdrawn as Dom's excitement chilled.

"Take a minute." Nick held up his finger. "Why that?"

"The date of the Allied agreement with Italy. But also, the date of which Junio Borghese is given command at Decima Mas."

With a grunt, Tony said, "I'll buy it. Would it be that easy?"

"Thing about birthdates and other important dates as passwords is, they're easy to guess if you have access to personal info," said D.A.'s voice through the phone. "Most of the time, we got nothing, and the other side knows it. This Gladio woman the chief...saw, she had a letter for somebody, and nothing else, nothing personal."

Her words penetrated Dom's focus on the goal in front of him. This chief would only know that if he searched the woman, and the pause suggested something more about this woman, something D.A. found worrisome. Per esempio, she was dead.

He imagined the dark shadow spreading beneath the man on the roof, his life's blood channeled along the terra cotta tiles.

"We get in there, what comes next? What are we looking for?" Tony cut in.

"Right. Hang on--" D.A.'s voice went on, but muffled, then she came back on, loud and clear. "I need to analyze some recon stuff. Talk him through the steps, Nick. As for you, Gooney. You can drive everybody up the wall, but if you drive off a cliff, I'll be pissed, and I'm not the only one."

"Got it," Tony replied. "Stay safe out there."

"You, too." The phone rang off, and Tony collected it, sliding it into his pocket.

Nick faced Dom, looking serious. "I know you're excited to hack this phone and see what we find. So are we, but we need to be methodical, okay? The first thing you do is turn off location. Then go into settings and turn off every app that has access to location. No background location checks, nothing, make sense? If we get access, we'll back up the data to a remote location, one we can access any time. I've got the info ready."

With a quick nod, Dom drew the phone closer, swallowed hard, and tapped the code.

The screen cleared to a photo of a man on a red motorcycle with a few icons hovering. Tony cheered, raising his glass, and Nick clapped Dom on the back. Not so bad, being a spy. So long as nobody was shooting at him.
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Immediately, Dom dug into the location information, removing all the permissions he could find.

Outside, the dog woofed a few times, then fell silent. Tony set down his wine glass, straightening in his chair, listening intently.

Nick scooted closer, holding his device. "Okay, here's where you'll backup. Make sure you get the contacts, text messages, emails, right?"

Nodding, his hair sliding down around his face, Dom prodded the screen, staying focused. Save the contacts, the messages--

A loud knock startled Dom, head jerking up, and Nick slapped his hand on the table to stop the phone from taking a tumble. Tony was already on his feet, hand on his gun, as if the knock had been a call to arms. The overhead light would shine clearly enough through the curtains at the front window. Whoever it was might even see movement.

Tony glided across the room, utterly silent for such a big man, and got his shoulder to the wall. He flashed a series of gestures.

"It's a woman," Nick murmured, staying close to Dom, his gun held low. "She's tall, drives a purple car."

Dom wet his lips and cleared his throat. "Un momento!" he called to the person outside. His heart fluttered, his eyelids, too, as he quietly told the men, "It's okay. I know her."

Tony's dark glance made Dominic's skin twitch. "You trust her?" Tony said, very low, barely audible.

Jacinta? Assolutamente. "With my life." But he hadn't expected to see her at his nonni's house when he'd just dropped by unannounced. Nonna must have called her. Dom let the phone keep uploading and stood up.

At Nick's nod, the guns vanished again, and Tony set his shoulders back and down, then opened the door. "Buona serra!" Tony said, suddenly jovial, offering the kitchen with a gracious sweep of his arm.

"Dominic!" Jacinta ducked the lintel, darting glances at his companions, then focused on him. As she had been for a dozen years or more. In a few paces, they met, exchanging ritual kisses on either cheek, though she had to lean down a little for that. She gripped his shoulders as if she wanted more. High cheekbones, a trickster smile, bountiful hair pulled back to reveal more of the burnished skin that showed the influence of both her parents. She looked fantastic, and his throat felt dry.

"Ciao, bella," he murmured, and she tossed her head back with laughter, then touched her chin and her nose with a wink, indicating the results of her most recent surgery.

"Gonna introduce us to your friend?" Nick asked. Tony hesitated over closing the door, his expression briefly dangerous.

"I have known Jacinta since many years. You ask about the art history in Napoli? It is down to her I know anything of this. She work to study the masters, to teach them, about them." His tongue failed to cooperate, his English turning against him.

In rapid Italian, Jacinta said, "You need to tell me you're coming to town, Dom! I wanted this to be special, when you saw me." Her large hands slid down his arms to take his hands as she stepped back, revealing herself. "But also not to wait. I would be here sooner, but there was a car broken down, two men waiting for a tow truck. I asked if I could help." Her nose wrinkled a bit. "They are so rude."

With a more timid smile of his own, Dom said, "Because they treated you as if you couldn't help them. They treated you like a woman."

Her eyes flared, and her smile, if such were possible, grew. "Yes, they did."

"Sorry to break up the love fest," Tony said, stepping in, his hand lifted as if he might need to literally separate them. "Do you speak English? Two men, you said, is that right? Where was the car?"

Releasing Dom, she faced down the newcomer. "Certo, I speak English. This is the language of the academy, no?"

"Seriously, not trying to be a jerk here, but I need to know. Where was the car?"

Her brows pinched and she folded her arms, a gesture she'd grown fond of now that she had breasts. "A little south, toward the city." Then she added, in Italian, "Your friend reminds me of those men, Dominic, and not just because he's an ass." She eyed Tony smugly, knowing he could understand her--but the words hit Dom in the pit of the stomach.

"Shit," Tony exploded. "We gotta go. Now."

Nick was already on his feet, tapping buttons on the phone. "We got most of it."

"Ditch it."

"The vinegar?" Nick inquired, and Dom broke away from Jacinta. He stumbled to the shelf, slightly dazed as the implications of Tony's demand penetrated his surprise. Nick dropped the iPhone on the floor, stomping on it, producing a spiderweb of cracks.

"What's happening? Dom, you've got to tell me." Jacinta braced her hands on the table, darting glances at the Americans. "Who are these people? By what right do they tell you what to do?"

"The less you know, the safer you are," he told her. Vinegar sloshed as he poured it into a bowl.

Nick dropped the iPhone into the acid bath, letting the liquid seep into the fissures he'd created. "Track that," he muttered.

"If I'm right, it's too late," Tony said. While they were dealing with the phone, he'd briefly vanished and returned with his and Nick's duffel bags in one hand, his left hand. Right hand ready for his weapon. "And your friend may be compromised if they saw her turn in. We gotta go. Now. Here's how it goes." He dropped the bags by the door. "Nick goes out first, scouting. Make it fast; we need to know if they've already got a team in place. You get eyes on the stopped car, and give us the okay."

"Got it." Nick was already moving toward the front of the house

"Talk to me, Dominic." Jacinta wrapped her arm around his, clasping his hand. "Tell me what's going on."

Tony held up his finger. "Gimme a minute." He pinned her with that hard green stare, then continued, "I take the Fiat and drive like a maniac to the south. Let 'em know we're onto them. I make it look like you're all with me. If they follow me, then you, Dom, take the Land Rover. Pick up Nick by the gate and head North. I'll meet you in M--" He broke off with flick of a glance toward Jacinta. "We meet up at the next destination. Got it?"

"If they don't follow?"

"Then we make sure they don't follow anybody."

"I copy." Nick pointed down the long corridor at the front of the house. "Another door down there?"

"Si, si." Dom worked to get his breathing under control.

Nick vanished down the hall.

"I'm on duty," Tony said, with a shake of his head. "Should've been all along. Get packed."

With a dazed nod, Dom set off toward the back, Jacinta sticking close by his side. Not his girlfriend, not quite, but more than a friend, and now her longing to see him had placed her in the crosshairs. They climbed the old stairs, the centers worn down by generations, and he led the way into his old bedroom under the peaked roof above the shed. Some of the pictures on the wall still featured Jacinta before, and he darted her a glance.

"You are in trouble," she said. "These men, they're dangerous."

Which ones did she mean, his friends, or the rest? He turned his hand one way, then the other. "They asked for my help. When things turned bad, they tell me to leave them, to go away, and get safe, but I don't. I can't." Why, exactly? He still wasn't sure. This had gone beyond the adventure and become something more. "They'll protect me if they can."

"Can they?" She sat on his bed as he grabbed some more clothes and stuffed them into the bottom of an old backpack.

"They used to be in the army." What else might he want? His gaze swept the room. A single copy of each of his books stood on the desk, in a little shelf he'd made with his Nonno almost twenty years ago. "I trust them."

"Suddenly, you're a hero." She pointed toward a picture of the two of them, before, posing with an old cannon at the fort down by the sea, chests puffed out and ferocious expressions on their young faces. "Is it what you wanted?"

He shook his head. "Since I am a child, nobody needs me." His head bowed as he closed the bag, heaving it onto his shoulder, taking the strap of the satchel with his computer and notebook still inside. "But they do." He turned to face her, standing tall.

"I need you, too, Dominic." She rose, cupping his face in her hands. "A kiss for luck?" Then her fingers twined into his hair and their lips met with a fire he'd never felt before.

Downstairs, Tony's voice said, "Two minutes, Dom!"

Jacinta released him, and he settled onto his heels. She captured his gaze. "To me, you are always a hero. Don't die like one, promettimi?"

"Prometto," he whispered, and turned to go, hoping it was a promise he could keep.
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The dawn approach meant the waters already teemed with fishermen heading out, both commercial and sport, tourist boats and ferries, dive boats and all manner of pleasure craft. Their own small boat would disappear among the multitude, and Grant wondered how vigilant the Gladio could even be with all of that activity. They located the probable base from two directions: a portion of the coast with fewer structures and a local reputation for discouraging visitors; and a parcel of land not far from the Centurion's villa, where his vineyard extended across the arid ground, but the fencing and supervision suggested an especially prized vintage. Just as at the Gladio base on Sardinia, this plot maintained a studiously vacant attitude but with a surprising amount of nighttime activity.

He saw no sign of a sea cave along the rough coastline, but the structure of the stone and the depth sounding data suggested canyons below. Doing a social media search for people surprised by a sudden change of depth at the time the mini-sub would arrive, then cracking their location data pointed to a submerged entrance. Of course if Grant and D.A.'s research proved faulty, just the result of drunks unable to read their depth finders accurately, then he'd lead his team on the world's least rewarding dive tour. And maybe one of them would drop a piece of debris on him after all.

They splashed one after the other dangerously close to the sea wall, timed with the waves slapping along the rocky outcrops that bulged into the sea. Anyone watching would see the small boat tossed among the waves, its covered deck concealing the number of occupants at any one time.

Deep blue from above, the rich shade of a twilight sky, the water enveloped Grant as he stepped into the sea. He plunged beneath the surface, kicking hard to keep himself off the rocks, then relaxing into the water. Visibility petered out after two dozen yards or less, depending which way he looked. Overhead, the new sun barely penetrated, marking a pattern of bubbles in the wake of the boat as it sped away. The cliff to his left extended down beyond his vision, decked with polyps and sea weeds where small fish darted in and out. A larger, silvery school of fish broke and swam around him, then the first of his men, Herrick, caught up, patting his head in the "okay" symbol, toting an awkward case under his other arm. They started together along the cliff toward la Spezia. A smaller squadron of barracuda slipped among the other fish. Wolves among the sheep, as ever.

From the blue distance to the right, the third man, Kaden, arrived, signaling his readiness. In formation, Grant at the lead, they moved along the cliff, tracking the outcrops and rock debris. Furrows carved the stone, creating a series of grooves into the cliff. Grant had marked the coordinates of a wrecked fishing boat visible on the rocks and the dot on his wrist computer came up quickly now. He gestured his team to stillness, and, for a moment, they hovered in the blue, studying the area. A shoulder of rock loomed up from the darkness beyond the wreck. Gouges marked the flank of the stone over a tumble of chunks indicating the aftermath of blasting. Someone had worked this part of the cliff under water, carving it deeper and wider.

As his eyes adjusted, Grant made out a network of thin cables in the water, waving almost like seaweed. Right. Time to call for reinforcements. At his signal, Herrick braced himself against an undersea pillar, then opened the sealed case. With a powerful thrust, the diver sent the parcel tumbling into the canyon ahead of them.

As it moved, it spewed bits of flesh and blood, the occasional fin. The living fish inside the cage wriggled mightily at the touch of fresh water. A moment after the bait cage hit the water, the locals began to take notice. An eel shot from its hiding place to snatch a bite and vanish again. A small school of fish the size of Grant's hand altered course and joined the feast. Then the barracuda arrived, darting and weaving among the rest. Some of the fish broke water above, others swarmed down low, and many of them wove in and out among the underwater sensors.

Grant moved forward, building velocity with a few kicks, then letting the momentum take him through the schools under and around the sensors with careful adjustments, just another fish in the sea. He let his course seem random, heading ever closer and deeper into the channel. Gladio maintained secrecy as one of their highest values. They'd want to be defended, but they also couldn't afford to post the kind of drones or ROV's that might provide a stronger anti-swimmer system. Still, he scanned constantly for additional defenses that might not be fooled by a feeding frenzy.

Up ahead, a curtain of steel cable emerged from the gloom, a cross-hatching that glinted silver against the darkness of the channel beyond. Up or down? Neither direction looked promising. He indicated down. Kaden, by prior agreement, moved up, each of them seeking a route beyond the net that would enable them to slip inside. Herrick hovered between, waiting.

Grant swam obliquely toward the near canyon wall, finding a slot for the curtain to deploy along. Apparently, it came up from below, meaning his direction showed little promise. He turned back, and saw Herrick gesturing upward and left.

Adjusting his angle, Grant rose carefully. Made sense they'd have to leave a gap at the top, so the net wouldn't easily be revealed to anyone cruising the coast looking for sea birds or scoping out the wreck. In fact, the wreck probably served as a distraction as much as a hunting blind, drawing the eye from more subtle, secret things. Smart. The water brightened overhead. Bad news about an upward passage: the shallow water left them exposed to actual Gladio watchmen and their armaments.

Deep breaths, nice and even. As he approached the upper edge of the net, with maybe ten feet of water between there and the stone above, Grant caught glimpses of a bulky darkness on the other side: the mini-sub docked in a channel past the canyon's barely improved walls.

Up ahead, Kaden signaled for him to continue, but Grant paused. Some outside light filtered through the water here, merging with an indistinct glow from inside the channel, allowing the shape of the submarine to emerge from the gloom. Sticking to the side, where the rough stone offered some cover, looked like a good approach, but the sub itself broke the currents and made for strange shadows, a less obvious choice: direct passage toward the bow of the sub.

Grant signaled negation and indicated the center. Kaden's body language suggested his opinion of that, and Grant tensed for refusal, or for Kaden to simply go his own way, regardless. Still, Kaden sank toward him and Grant moved efficiently with a slight surge of the tides from the sea, barely clearing the top of the net and sinking back down again into the relative safety of the submarine's presence. Kaden followed in a similar fashion. So far, so good.

Herrick, still at his post, rose upward toward the chosen route. Another surge of water pushed against him. Unprepared, he beat with his arms to stay off the net. One of his narrow fins tapped the metal crossing.

A sonic wave slapped Grant's ears. He pulled his limbs close and let himself sink beneath the sub, the sound rushing his bones and throbbing through his skull. Kaden jerked and struggled, then righted himself, barely missing the hull above them. Grant reached out, catching his ankle. He absorbed the impact of the movement, both of them subsiding, but the frequency didn't stop.

Instead it rolled through the water, battering Grant, flooding his senses. His stomach roiled, his heart raced and he wanted only one thing in the world: to get out of the water before it drove him insane.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
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Dom jolted awake, and pushed himself upright in the car, glancing wildly around. The car. Sleeping behind the wheel! He gasped a moment, imagining the big Land Rover in the middle of traffic, or the traffic at a standstill, waiting to clear an accident he'd caused by his carelessness. His chest ached, and he realized he'd forgotten to pack a spare inhaler cartridge. Should've recalled that, as Jacinta was trying to take his breath away.

Pinkish light seeped in the windshield and the side window near his head. The vehicle tilted to the side, true, but because it was parked on a slope, nose toward the road, a narrow stretch that could be anywhere. Trees arched overhead. Dom rubbed his eyes, then found Nick peering in the window at him, smiling.

"Good morning."

Dom nodded wearily, pushing back his hair. A comb, perhaps? Should be one in the satchel. "Any news?"

"From Tony, you mean?" He shook his head. "He said he'll be there, he'll be there." Still, his brow furrowed. "Probably just sleeping about as well as us."

Had Nick actually slept at all? Dom recalled the bumpy ride, pausing for Nick to scramble inside, then following Nick's jumble of directions, far out of their way before circling back toward Monte Cassino, then finally stopping...here. Wherever here might be.

"You gotta think, he's pretty recognizable. He'll want to be careful, like us."

"So he circles, maybe takes the bus to Rome, buys the train ticket, then doesn't use it, si?"

"You're getting it. Besides, I can't wait to see his face when he hears that horn. Hope it doesn't bother you too much."

Nick's own face had been comically startled when Dom cleared some pedestrians with a tap to his nonno's customized horn. Tony would love it. If he ever had the chance to hear it. "Dominick the Christmas Donkey" wasn't even a Italian song, but it sure made the visitors laugh, and made his Nonno nudge his ribs and chuckle every time he used it. Which was every time Dom drove with the old man, whether he needed to or not.

Nick stepped away from the car, his limp more pronounced, and started to do a series of stretches, limbering up for the day ahead.

Dom opened the door, which groaned in protest about opening up the slope. As he stepped out, Dom's own joints made this same noise, but only in his head. He turned to close the door, and had to catch his breath all over again. The road they'd parked on snaked uphill to a verge. The land dipped again to the south, and dawn's light rose upon Monte Cassino. The huge monastery rose on a ridge of stone, bursting from the trees, to command the countryside for miles around. Grand white buildings surrounded a Renaissance-style cloister with a cathedral at one end. Its own driveway swept back and forth across the hill down five hundred twenty meters in elevation to the next valley beyond.

"Spectacular," Nick said. "You been here before?"

"A few years ago, researching the first book. I cannot to justify because it is new. All rebuilt." His hand traced the shape of the distant monastery. "The Germans hold this ridge, you see? The Allies, they can't be sure how many Germans, and where. They think the monastery is full with the traps, and the artillery in these other buildings and among the rocks. Late in the war, you know? May, 1944. Already the siege has gone on, and they must get past here to take Rome. So they call in the bombs." He spread his hands.

"How much got destroyed?"

"The church, the cloister, all of it is rocks. Like a pile of gravel to spread. The Italians, they are not so happy with this, the Church especially, si?"

"I can get that."

"The art of Naples has been brought here, and then away again, mostly, when the Allies advance and the Nazis wish to keep what they stole." He'd come here with Jacinta, her idea to trace the paths of the looted collections, and they walked the hills with her camera, taking pictures from the same angles in a big book showing how very little of the monastery and even the trees had survived the war. "What is the great shame? There is no German artillery inside. It's only monks and art, and--Poof." He made a little explosion with his hands. "Lots of the traps, though, so they are not wrong about all of this. But if they don't do the bombs, how much longer before Rome is liberated? Before the rest of Italy can be free from the fascists?"

"Til they get voted back in again," said Nick darkly.

Dom almost laughed. "Si, ma, c'e Italia, no? Another month, another election, and gone again. Politics are to Italy what the weather is in some places."

Nick pulled out a phone and pointed. "There's a cafe back a little bit, then the cemetery. You okay to drive, not too sleepy?"

"Si, certo." He agreed readily enough, though he could use a few hours more sleep, and the chance to text Jacinta and ensure she'd gotten home safely. What about Tony, though? Dom got the vehicle in gear and down the winding road to where the Polish cemetery spread in a wave of cenotaphs and crosses.

The coffee they acquired on the way seemed almost sacrilegious. A pair of guards in somber black unlocked the gates to permit the handful of tourists already waiting. Polish, most likely, or from other places but with Polish blood.

"It is the Poles who lead the assault, up the hill, this is why so many died, why they are buried here, so close by," Dom explained as they walked inside. "They have the credit of the attack."

Nick scanned a map of the cemetery showing the locations of all the graves, and tapped his finger on one. They strolled together back outside. Nick could move when he wanted to, in spite of the prosthetic leg, but right now, he took it slow, apparently enjoying the growing sunlight. Indeed, he'd pulled on a pair of sunglasses. As Dom stepped ahead toward the third terrace of graves, Nick murmured, "Hey, slow down."

"Ah, sorry." Dom checked his eagerness and matched Nick's pace, disconcerted when he turned along the row instead of moving upward, in the direction of the grave they sought and the monastery beyond.

"First thing we do," Nick carried on smoothly, "is get a sense of the place. See what it's like, who else is here. Who might be interested in where we go."

Dom's idiocy struck him all over again. Like last night, when they'd been caught unaware by the advent of strangers on the road outside. He needed to start thinking like a spy. Sometimes, he grasped it, as when he imagined how Tony might dodge pursuit and arrive here. A sense of the place, Nick said.

Several terraces carved up the slope in ranks of graves backed by low cement walls. Ramps crossed the terraces at regular intervals, leading toward the hedges of the memorial at the top. More hedges marked the upper bounds and framed the whole. Five, no six other visitors moved among the graves. Two groups of two moved with purpose, scanning the row they entered, clearly looking for particular graves among the thousand dead. Another, solitary person in a long, black dress moved more slowly, and one who seemed determined to view the whole place, stopping to take pictures up toward the monastery and along the terraces themselves.

"Also," Nick said, "that monastery has a fine view over whatever happens down here. Sniper's nest, and I don't like it."

Dom's chest tightened, as if he could feel the red dot of a laser sight pinpointing him for a marksman's aim. "Do you see guns?"

"No, sir, not at the moment. Lots of binoc's though, lots of cameras out on a day like today. I was a sniper. I know the kind of thing to look for." He tipped his chin up. "We're headed for the shade, you and me. Betting those trees will take us up to the terrace we have in mind." He paused, studying a nearby grave.

A stone slab covered each, inscribed with a name and birthplace, and surmounted by a cross, sometimes with the lower arm of the Orthodox church as well. Many of the graves had Jewish stars instead, and he thought of D.A., of her anger learning how well the Jews of Italy had been treated, a hard reminder of how poorly they had been treated elsewhere. These Polish Jews who died in the army had missed the fate of so many caught at home.

Nick pulled out a camera of his own and took a few shots. They moved higher along the edge, working into, then out of the next terrace, and up again, to the third terrace, the final resting place of one Aurelian G Petrowski, born April 3, 1913, died May, 12, 1944, the day of the assault, then some numbers, probably designating the grave site, or perhaps the soldier's identity number. Nick snapped a photo, then moved along a little further, still sauntering, photographing another grave, then focusing up the hill toward the monastery.

What did the grave tell them? Were they meant to dig it up, like in a movie, to destroy the site and find something hidden inside? Or was the meager information on the stone what they were meant to find? Dom's hand idly rubbed at the center of his chest, and he forced himself to regulate his breathing. Why so tense? Nothing exciting at all, just a dead man who had taken his secret to the grave.

Dom yelled as Nick grabbed him and hurled him toward the end of the terrace, diving after, almost into the hedge as a bullet spat the dirt between them. Dom's chest seized and he wondered what he would take to his own grave.
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From his office, Valerio climbed a series of staircases, emerging into a chamber where the light automatically rose to illuminate very little. The door he came through closed silently behind him.

The door he would use to exit in a moment stood to the left on a long wall of the narrow chamber. Between stood a chair and a rack where he kept whatever he might need, in this case, a change of clothing. A monitor on the wall showed the view on the other side of that second door. At the moment, tools hung on racks and cobwebs showed as fine webbing across the camera. The big door at the far end revealed a bright day, which appeared in various gaps and chinks around the building as well. Old barrels obscured part of the entrance along with heaps of the sort of detritus that accumulated anyplace people had land and patience, both persisting for generations.

Entering this anteroom also meant that his cellphone could once again receive signal, and it immediately began gathering all of the messages he had missed down below. Valerio stripped out of his Nazi uniform and replaced it on a waiting hanger, pulling on instead the slacks and shirt of a gentleman farmer. He missed the fine pistol that accompanied his uniform, but it would be conspicuous out there, and had been placed neatly on his desk for later. Pity. It might encourage his workers to keep focused on their tasks rather than indulge in the sort of indolence the fall sunshine seemed to induce. The air smelled deliciously of grapes. His belt now included the small, sickle-shaped tool, sharpened on the inside, perfect for severing the stem of a cluster of grapes.

Scanning quickly through his messages, Valerio saw an automatic alert from the exterior defense system, a coded message, then a follow-up from one of the monitors stating that a large school of fish were jumping and feeding in the canyon vestibule. Fish. That happened a few times a month in any case, and more so when he deployed the Decima; Cosimo surmised that the sub's movements might stir up sediments that the fish enjoyed.

Still, it pricked the back of his neck. Given their special guest, they must be especially vigilant, but a different alert called him away from his important work. Placing a brimmed hat on his head, Valerio checked outside once again, then stepped through the door, plain steel on one side, old boards on the other, no sign of a door at all. The narrow access room hid along the back of the barn, a structure large and old enough to conceal an additional eight foot space.

Terraced land cut the slope from barns to villa to guest house. Vineyards covered much of this, busy now with workers picking ripe clusters of grapes and depositing them carefully in baskets to be collected by yet more workers. A few nearby noticed him as he emerged from the barn, nodding their heads in response to his glance. To the south, his terraces and vineyards gave way to scrubby pines and a run-down fence line. Another worker filled a bucket of water near the more contemporary cinder block garage with three vehicle bays. The worker heaved the bucket up and staggered off with it as he approached, curls bouncing under a typical scarf and hat.

Valerio pivoted, frowning. Something--the first gunshot reached his ear.

Accustomed to his own target shooting, a deliberate practice of desensitization, his workers kept on with their tasks. Valerio's senses came alive, but he proceeded as if this, too, were perfectly normal. Just a neighbor out hunting in the woods perhaps. Hunting Nazis.

At the garage, past the farm trucks, he climbed into the jeep waiting inside and backed it out, rumbling along the track toward the fence line. Toward the hidden drive. Another gunshot, and his leg flinched, restraining the urge to stamp on the pedal and rush headlong into the battle, for battle it must be. He turned sharply uphill, under the trees and tapped a concealed button under the dash. As he approached, part of the fence dropped sideways, folding like a barbed-wire fan into a rut in the ground and his treads bounced over the gap. A bullet cracked the windshield in front of him and he swung the wheel hard, then stamped on the gas, aiming straight for the shooter's position. A second bullet glanced off the frame.

Valerio slid a rifle out from between the seats and notched it into the waiting slot on the console. Long guns could be cumbersome to fire one handed, or while driving. This little innovation solved both problems. He fired a burst, then the jeep jolted as a bullet lodged in the tire. Valerio flung himself sideways, taking his gun along as the next shot aimed a little higher.

He fled the vehicle. Using it as cover, he scanned the trees and slope. Down slope, he heard another bullet, and a muffled voice. In his pocket, his phone vibrated as if it would explode. Yes, so many alerts, but now they distracted him from the dangers he confronted.

He caught a glimpse of an elbow, a sliver of face beneath a helmet as the shooter looked for him. Valerio slipped behind the rear tire, then to the nearest tree, standing erect, the gun held close. The scent of pine lingered and the engine of the jeep rumbled as he left it behind. A clump of brush, he hesitated, then burst forward, swinging toward the tree where his assailant hid and pulled the trigger.

Absorbing the impact, the shooter banged against the tree, but didn't fall. A Kevlar vest protected his chest and throat, the helmet defending most of his head. A divot of tufted material over his heart showed where Valerio's bullet struck home.

The shooter fired, but Valerio broke low, then dodged left up the slope. The shooter tracked him, firing again as Valerio raced past, putting the shooter's tree between them, but instead of running further, he pivoted, flinging himself against the opposite side of the tree.

When the gun thrust out, turning to find where he'd gone, Valerio used his own weapon to shove the barrel upward. With his off-hand, he swept out the harvesting blade and sliced upward through the man's wrist carving deep, though not quite able to sever it. Blood spurted and his blade scraped cartilage and bone.

Jaw clenched against the pain, the man kicked at Valerio, fumbling the weapon with his remaining hand. Valerio's rifle pressed the shooter's arm upward, pinning him to the tree. He tried to bring up his dangling hand, then to simply twist away.

Fast and precise, Valerio aimed for the gap beneath his jaw. The curved blade sliced through the helmet strap, then harvested the man's life with an upward sweep of the point. Valerio dropped his arm before the dying man's skull lodged too firmly on the blade and before more than the vanguard of blood reached Valerio's skin.

With a gurgle, the body fell aside. Valerio should pray for the sinner, but he hadn't the time just now. Besides, the shooter would shortly have company.
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Senses reeling, Grant shifted his grip on Kaden to the man's dive vest. The net swam and scrambled in his vision. Herrick, on the other side of it, would have to handle himself. Grant mastered his stomach, trying to recall what he'd seen of the channel before the sonic assault. Stairs into the water. A docking gantry. Both to the left. Nothing right.

Kaden flailed against him as Grant hauled them both to the right, betting on a one-sided base with the off side just stone or concrete. A few feet of water separated the submarine from the wall. Rubber floats the size of barrels padded the surface against impact near the waterline and creating a gap barely large enough. Grant pushed them both upward, alongside one of the floats. Once his head broke the water, the pulsing, terrible sound retreated.

He dragged Kaden up with him, face to face. The German's eyes rolled and Grant shook him. Already down by one, rather not lose his whole crew before they even engaged with the enemy.

With a snort, Kaden's head straightened and their eyes met. Recognition flared in those vivid blue eyes, along with relief, and Grant released him, already stripping off his mask and regulator, trying to clear his head of the ringing sensation that lingered from the sound. Echoes. Real, or in his head?

Voices and quiet thunder. No, footfalls on metal steps. For the moment, the bulk of the submarine provided some cover. About fifty feet long, the sub aimed its bow toward the net, a small deck covering the bow toward a conning tower that couldn't be much taller than Grant himself.

A sharp whistle broke the air. Grant and Kaden froze, pressed to the wall near the float. Over Kaden's shoulder, Grant saw a dark form flail to the surface on the outside of the net. Herrik's head broke free, his hands clawing toward the wall, seeking release from the sonic attack.

From above on that side of the channel, a silver streak flashed into the water, immediately followed by a second. Surface to water spear gun.

The dark form jerked. Blood blossomed into the water. Herrick's body thrashed toward the feeding frenzy they'd already spawned. How long before the bigger teeth arrived? Shit. Not only had they lost the advantage of surprise, Plan A--swipe a boat and motor to freedom while Adolph distracted the land-side--would now be a deathtrap.

Grant peeled off his dive suit, strapping the rebreather to the rope securing the float in case he'd need it later. Plan A involved departing by sea with the Warden in hand. Plan B? In this case, stood for Bad News.

He retained both the speargun on his thigh and the waterproof case with pistol and ammo, transferring the strap from his dive vest to his waist. Grant pulled himself up along the submarine using the externally mounted torpedo tube, feet resting on one of the stabilizing fins below water level. The hostiles would be scanning the water. He had minutes to take advantage, maybe less.

A little slower to recover, Kaden clung to the float alongside, then his gear clanged against the metal hull. Time to put some distance between them.

Bobbing with the rise and fall of the sub, Grant crept toward the bow, keeping the conning tower between him and the other side. The hull quivered as someone advanced along the gangway. Kaden, partially free of his gear, noticed as well. Their eyes met, and he pulled his regulator back into his mouth, sinking down the side, one hand on the float as Grant hurried forward. The vibrations came faster.

Still couldn't tell if all these sensations were sounds or figments, but if he could sense the other guy moving, sure as hell the enemy could sense him, too. Grant slid back into the water, instantly chilled without his wetsuit, keeping his head above water. His rash guard provided little protection against the canyon water. His hands rested on the hull as it bobbed.

Footfalls hesitant, coming up the bow. Grant hooked the fingers of his left hand through the pierced metal of the upper hull and worked his feet up the side, hoping the shape of the bow itself would conceal him. Speargun ready for its relative silence.

Another footstep, the metal humming in his fingers. Grant pushed up hard, the sub rocking toward him. The footfalls stumbled as the enemy slid along the decking. Grant extended his arm and fired. The Gladio man gulped as his knees buckled and he collapsed over the side of the sub, hitting the other wall and sliding into the water.

Totally off script now, and hoping Kaden could improvise. Grant's action made him the target, unless...

He walked up the side of the sub, dropping to the deck, chuckling, his voice echoing and distorted, hopefully as much for them as for himself, counting on the low light and murky reflections off the water to disguise his form a moment longer. "Mi diaspace," he called. "Che idiota," he added, more softly.

"Cos'e successo? C'e un intruso?" Someone hollered back, wanting to know what had happened, or words to that effect. Grant coughed and held up his hand in a plea for patience while the other hand drew his pistol.

Suddenly, banks of lights along the ceiling lit the room like day. Grant hugged the conning tower and swept the chamber with a quick glance. Four ranks of rooms or doors going up on the far side with a concrete walkway running along the water, chain for a guardrail, cleats for securing the sub and a couple of Zodiacs. Three guards visible, one by the water entrance, one two levels up, another at the far end, likely having just hit the lights. From the landward side, a tunnel still dark led upward at an angle, heading for the surface and Adolph's external assault.

Grant took aim at the higher post and fired, three shots, rapid burst, small cluster, compensating for motion. The target grunted, something hit the ground, then bullets came from both directions and he sank down against the tower. No sign of Kaden. The bullets stopped. They'd know they couldn't get him from there. They'd also think they had him pinned. Maybe they did. Maybe not.

Someone shouted near the entrance. More feet, running as their reinforcements arrived. Not long now before they felt safe to advance.

Another shout, this time in surprise, and a tremendous splash. Grant leapt up, firing again as he registered the movement of two men down a staircase. One of them tumbled, the other ducked back into a doorway.

Kaden clung to a ladder mounted on the wall as he dropped his gear, invisible to the men above. One man already floated face down in the channel. Nice work. Grant was definitely the target now. He fired another round toward the man at the far end, then slithered a bit toward the water, tipping his platform and hooking his dive gear with his foot. He snagged the supplemental oxygen tank and released its valve. Running feet, advancing. He just needed a little more time.

The tank came free in his hand as feet hit the metal gangway. Grant ducked the conning tower toward the rear and hurled the tank with everything he had. Head ducked, eyes averted.

It exploded on impact somewhere on the concrete structure beyond. The echo only reinforced the ringing in his ears. Under cover of their surprise, he popped the hatch on the sub. Big diversion, just waiting to happen.

Inside, he started flicking on switches. The cramped space held a few tight stations: engines, dive control, comm all squeezed together to accommodate a crew of four. A woman's finely crafted leather shoe lay on the floor, laces dangling. Scanning, quickly translating the clipped Italian labels, Grant punched a button to fire up the electric motors, then cranked the yoke all the way to port. Metal pinged and grumbled as the sub woke up. The engine noise rose. They'd know where he was in a moment.

He snagged the shoe with his dive slipper and pulled it over, using the laces to tie off the yoke. The sub smashed its nose toward the wall. The boat shuddered. Grant scrambled up the short ladder.

Italian voices shouted and men rushed toward the floundering sub. The gangway rattled and the ropes tugged at the cleats, then loosened as the boat struck stone, deflected, and tried again to follow Grant's impossible command. The first two men reached the gangway, running.

Swinging around the conning tower, Grant leapt for the gangway. He knocked one occupant into the water with a hard shoulder to the chest. He let the impact drop him as well, sliding on the damp surface into the nearest doorway on land as shots crisscrossed, trying to reach him.

"Merda!" The Italians scrambled, some of them rushing to their beleaguered vessel, others focused on him.

Tough arena for a fire-fight, where both sides might be equally pinned down, save that they knew the place and he didn't. He tried the door behind him, then slipped through to the room beyond, some kind of briefing room with a few ranks of desks and chairs, maps on the walls printed from satellite imagery. Large monitors on the end wall, and he'd love to know what was on that terminal. Two doors out on the far side.

Grant shut his door and raced across at a crouch, popping the first inside door open to the hall beyond. Shots pinged off the metal and shattered the glass.

Staying low, Grant knocked over the nearest desk and tugged it sidelong, partially blocking the door and providing some cover. Back to the other side as footfalls approached. Grant hit all the switches he could, lighting up the screens on the wall.

The first enemy reached the door, swiveling to aim in the direction of the movement, the moving light and shadows of the monitor's loading screen. Grant's shot took the guy under the arm. A snarl and the extended gun snapped back.

The outside door banged open, and Grant dropped behind a barricade of desks. Three doors, no exits. Unknown number of assailants. Seventeen shots remaining, plus two spears. Grant Casey, mongrel and mercenary, prepping to die for the sake of a Nazi.
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Valerio focused on his task. Arming himself with the shooter's weapon alongside his own, he abandoned the jeep and moved swiftly in the direction of the other gunshots. He worked diagonally through the sparse trees and rubble. The dirt track from the villa entered at an unobtrusive angle, hard to spot on the ground, and invisible from the air. The larger track couldn't be concealed so easily: that must be what led their current intruders to the assault, but how many, where, how well armed? This first corpse had been well-trained, a greater risk for the rest.

Up ahead: the low rumble of an engine.

From the woods to his left, a sudden blink of light. Valerio alerted to the signal immediately. He slipped a small mirror from his pocket and cast a light back. A swift movement, nearly silent, and a man in dull camouflage emerged at his side. The man flashed his hand twice, showing fingers: six assailants. A series of quick gestures yielded four ahead, in a lightly armored vehicle. Valerio signaled surround and take down. Had to be the Warden's people, trying a rescue. The Germans had supplemented their own early access to his estate with some new intelligence efforts, or decent guesswork.

The fact burned at his throat. He trusted the Warden, and her people by extension. Those who declared themselves friends of Edda must trust each other, or what more was left to the world? If others took advantage of him in this way, the Gladio would shortly be bankrupt and brought to ruin. Both for her own sake, and for the example that must be shown to others, he treated her too kindly for such a betrayal. That would end when he had finished her people. He intended to keep her alive, to cow her into submission and extract what he wanted. Two of those objectives, he would still achieve. But no single life, even of such a person as the Warden, could be allowed to damage the Gladio itself. Theirs was a holy mission, and God did not suffer traitors.

A shrill whistle split the air. Valerio and the gladiator broke off, each racing to one side, mirrors away, guns out, gripped low, to answer the urgent need.

The dirt drive they paralleled terminated in a rough circle, room enough to turn a delivery truck if needed, to bring in a trailer. The armored vehicle hulked in that space, already turned to face the exit. Panels from old cars obscured much of the windshield, a rush-job, to be sure, but efficiently done to defend the driver. Two guns aimed from either side of the vehicle, and from the top, where a sun roof might have been, emerged a figure more heavily armored than the sniper in the woods, leveling a grenade launcher.

Two gladiators lay on the ground, another sprawled on the low hillside in a spreading pool of blood as he clawed his way toward illusory safety. The hillside itself shadowed a built-in bunker with an overhead door and two smaller doors, all painted the same dull beige. A little to the right, in a stand of trees, a small tower held an additional door and a defended sniper's stand. To no avail. Shots from that direction pinged off the vehicle. The tracks showed they had already turned, presenting a more armored front to the tower, but otherwise ignoring it. Good.

Valerio stopped short, a tree between him and the open ground. Like most of the trees this close, a shaped metal panel at the back gave extra cover and a stand for Valerio's rifle. He took careful aim at the man on top, but the scope showed no useful gap in the man's armor. Instead, he shifted to the vehicle's passenger compartment, checked the angle of the sun, and gave a whistle of his own.

The gladiator on the other side shimmied up a concealed ladder, then leaned.

A flash of light directed toward the gaps in the windshield armor, a mirror aimed toward the men inside.

Through Valerio's scope, he caught a hint of movement, an effort to dodge the light. He squeezed the trigger.

It punched a small hole through the glass and the gun thrusting from the passenger window jerked. Kill or no, a definite hit. The grenade launcher barked flame and power, an explosion against the lower part of the central door.

Valerio left his gun and raced in the wake of the explosion, in the wake of his enemies' apparent victory. Alert for mirrors and bullets, they'd be hunkered down inside the vehicle, but they had no forward weapons. He sped into their open zone, legs pumping hard, and bounded up the hood of the vehicle as the man with the grenade launcher unshouldered the weapon and pulled another round. The man showed his military training, moving with precision and speed.

But not enough.

The rough-cut metal of the ad-hoc armor provided enough purchase for Valerio's run as he leapt onto the roof and grabbed the man's helmet from behind.

He yanked hard, pulling the man's head back. Defended against gunshot by a stiff jacket that covered wrists to neck, he still needed to see and to breathe.

Even as the man's hands came up, ready to fight, Valerio's blade harvested his eye. He hauled his target backward, out of the makeshift turret, carving the blade deeper so he didn't need his grip on the helmet after a moment and shifted to the man's bandolier, dragging the spasming body out of his way. Another man popped into the gap, firing in bursts. Valerio dropped down with his target, letting the man's bulk and blood obscure the windshield even more.

The vehicle lurched into motion, rabbiting toward the tower. Valerio stumbled, tucked and rolled, releasing his blade rather than risk gouging himself as he fell. He landed, still rolling straight back onto his feet, coming about with a rifle.

He and his assailant both missed, thanks to the driver's wild maneuvers.

A half-dozen gladiators streamed from the tower door and the bunker, dropping into groups with a shield in front, two men loading a stabilized mortar on one side, the other grouping firing armor-piercing rounds. The vehicle accelerated hard toward Valerio. Clearly, the tires, too, had been reinforced. These men prepared. An enemy to be admired, save for the fact of their allegiance to the betrayer.

Valerio dodged, forced to abandon his stance. The grenadier's body dislodged from the vehicle and tumbled across the ground. Bones crunched as the car circled back, engine snarling. The first round from his own larger weapon discharged just past the car's front end, rocking it briefly up.

It crashed back again, and part of the armor skewed, leaving a gap of glass beyond the mark of Valerio's earlier shot.

Spinning, Valerio brought up his gun. He and the gladiators fired in the same moment. Glass shattered. The vehicle careered wildly, forcing them out of position. From the woods beyond, gunshots took down two gladiators behind the shield. Let them manage the vehicle. Valerio guessed at the angle of the shots and took off into the woods in search of the other sniper.

As he left the drive, the vehicle roared past, heading toward the road. His motorcycle team should be ready, alerted by the bunker crew. Had they lost so many men already that they gave up and ran?

Valerio broke off his own pursuit. No. Those fish, the alerts from the base that he'd been too preoccupied to interrogate.

He gave a whistle of his own. "Dentro! Adesso!" Back inside, where the real threat was. God was with him. The Gladio would eradicate their foes.
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Grant listened hard, the echoes of the sonic assault fading from his ears, and scanned the space where he found himself. Somewhere in or near the channel, Kaden might be planning to help him. Or to go for the Warden. Or to abandon them both. No way to be sure at the moment. Resources: desks, chairs, monitors, computer terminal. Metal conduits carried wiring alongside water pipes. Junctions spread that power throughout the room. Increasing noise from a group mustering beyond the nearest inside door.

Radios crackled and voices snarled. The grind of metal and the whine of the sub's motor increased.

Grant pulled the power cable from the wall monitor and sliced off the end with his dive knife. He wrapped the wires to one of the remaining spears, and fired it, punching a hole into the junction box by the outside door. Sparks rained and power buzzed. With the reek of burning plastic, the coating of the power cable melted and snapped, flailing with the unexpected circuit, creating both a distraction and a hazard for anyone on the other side.

Shoulder to the nearest chair, Grant shoved it down the room like a linebacker at a practice scrimmage. Shots cracked into the upholstery. He pushed it hard into the open door, drawing their fire, then raced for the other door, pistol ready. The two gunmen waiting outside had turned to cover the hallway. Grant sprinted behind them. They started to turn, and one of their fellows opened fire from the other direction as Grant dove for the floor. Bullets smacked into flesh. Thankfully, not his own. A narrow corridor, doors to the inside and back toward the channel. Utility rooms, down here. No sign of the Warden. Had to go up.

The thrum of the engine increased. Grant reached the end of the hall where an open passage branched toward the channel, emerging under an open metal staircase. Down in the channel, the submarine sputtered and lurched, still bound to its cleats and bridged by the gangway. Several of the enemy tried to tame the jumping gangway to cross over and save their boat.

"Dove sono? Quanti?" Where are they and how many?

Kaden answered that question with a spate of gunfire from above at the entrance to the channel. Good man.

Grant kept low, running around the corner, racing up the stairs and immediately pressing against the wall away from the edge. A second stairway presented itself, and a second corridor to the inside. He took a moment's pause, and a new sound caught his attention: a rhythmic tapping, hollow and metallic. Grant hurried along the corridor. Instead of the rank of rooms that fronted the channel as on the lower floor, on this floor, the outer wall defended a large inside space with occasional support beams and a few doors on the inside wall. Wrestling mats and punching bags indicated a training space.

"Aufseherin!" he called softly.

The tapping replied with an emphatic smack. Middle door.

A man dressed in a full SS uniform emerged from the first door marching in that direction, and Grant ducked behind a punching bag. The guard opened the middle door and stepped inside. "Sei ruhig!" Be quiet.

Grant sprinted across the space, vaulted a balance beam, and brought up his weapon as the guard turned. Two shots fired, chest and head. The guard staggered and his knees buckled. The SS cap tumbled from his head as blood streamed down and he collapsed onto the floor.

In the concrete chambers, the submarine outside, the man's uniform--Grant stepped back in time eighty years, into a nightmare. He stepped over the body to the door on the other side, heavily bolted beneath a small inset window. The bolt opened with a scrape and clang, despite its recent installation. A piped-in soundtrack of moans and pleading greeted him as he swung the door open. On a narrow cot, the Warden lay, her head shaved, wearing a drab outfit, a shoe clutched in her hand.

"Oh, thank God," she sighed, her voice weak. The shoe fell from her grip, knocking once more against the metal leg of the bed. "Where's Adolph?"

Wish he knew. Adolph's whole job was to draw off the defenders. "Topside. You're stuck with me." Grant stood on the threshold, footsteps approaching, his pistol resting in his grip as he divided his attention between assessing his client and watching for their next assailant. "Can you walk?"

She drew a few ragged breaths, not looking at him. "I don't know." Another breath. "I've not eaten."

"Not since they took you?" Shit. Her skin looked sallow, bruises showing plainly on her face and arms. He took her wrist, and she flinched, then locked her jaw as he checked her pulse. Weak and jumpy. Not good. One of him, one incapacitated victim he needed to evacuate, and an unknown number of possible assailants, in an unfamiliar environment. Grant dropped to a quick search of the SS guard, taking his sidearm. Vintage, but it would serve. "Do you know how to get out of here?"

"Blunt," she sighed. "As ever."

He glanced back. She hadn't moved or opened her eyes. Her fingers worried over the striped cloth of her mattress.

"So that's a no." Pick her up, and rush for--where, exactly? No path to the sub, and it was damaged in any case. No way this woman could dive, even if they had their gear. Zodiac at the water exit seemed like the best choice. All he had to do was get past the Gladio.

"The other doors, where do they go?"

"The guard room. The office." She coughed faintly. "The...the shower."

He dropped his pistol into the waterproof pouch. "Let's go. Point me toward the office."

A thunder of feet on the metal stairs. They had incoming.

Grant swept her up with one arm, over his shoulder. No time for the grace she needed. She weighed nothing, a slender, fragile, frightened person he'd somehow become responsible for.

She cried out, then whimpered. "Office. The end."

Bullets pinged off concrete as he raced. He kicked open the door at the end, finding a plush office with a thick carpet and oak desk. More gently, he let her down into the leather chair by the desk. A second door led out on the other side. To where? Who knew.

Grant dove and rolled across the entrance, shoving the door closed. A bullet blossomed the back of the metal, sending shrapnel across his cheek and shoulder. Stinging, no worse, but that indicated uncomfortably serious firepower. He kicked over the bookshelf nearby, letting volumes slide onto the floor, thinking about frying pans and fires. Heaping a few books atop the shelf to wedge the handle shut, he swept the room with a glance, looking for any resources. Landline on the desk by the monitor, big library globe near another bookshelf. The place looked like a Victorian reading room a hundred feet or more underground. Another vintage firearm lay belted atop the desk alongside a tea pot.

"You were wet. Now I am damp." Her voice drifted between gunshots. She'd had the presence of mind to rap out a signal, she couldn't be that far gone, could she? Had to be cold, though, and so far his rescue wasn't helping.

"Aufseherin, I need your focus if we're getting out of here alive. Do you have any way to contact your men? Adolph?"

A few more shots thudded into the bookshelf.

Straightening, she sighed and reached toward the desk, her hand fluttery as she brushed past the gun and took up the receiver, then stared at the buttons. Would she even know a phone number or did she, like so many people now, depend on her cell phone to remember everything?

Grant crossed to the far door, staying out of the path of the entrance, though the bullets had stopped for the moment. Only meant they were planning something bigger, something worse. The door revealed an endless narrow passage of stairs climbing up into darkness. She'd never manage that on her own two feet.

More noises from the outside. Grant hustled back. She poked listlessly at the phone, then let it fall as he returned. "Might've found our way out," he told her, "but I'll have to carry you."

"Oh, dear." She pulled the tea pot closer and found a tea cup in one of the drawers. It clattered onto the desktop. He lifted the teapot from her hand. Her lips parted, and her eyes swam with tears just for a moment, as if he were so mean as to take the tea right out of her hands. He filled the cup, a thin, dark stream of lukewarm tea.

The door shuddered. The globe's weight, added to the shelf could buy them at least the first hundred steps.

Grant stepped back into the line of fire as the Warden's gaze roamed over the desk before her. "Your Jew," she said, frowning, sipping the tea.

The pistol lay warmly in his grip. Be a lot faster escaping if he didn't have to take the Nazi. If their roles had been reversed, would she even pause for him? So tired of partners he couldn't trust. Holstering the pistol, he grabbed the rim of the globe, wrestling it toward their entrance.

The door exploded behind him.

Grant flew hard against the globe and bounced off the equator, tumbling to the ground, the breath slammed from his lungs. For a moment, the world froze, his body rigid, his lungs seized, the searing blow across his hips briefly numb before the pain he knew would follow.

Snap out of it: he didn't have time to die.

Agony first, a blaze of stinging from the rug burn across the back of his neck, as if the oriental rug resented the tattoos that ringed his throat. Lower abdomen bruised and aching. Skull ringing like a bell and the floor was his clapper.

Pages and shrapnel spewed across the room, shards of wood pelting him where he lay, defending his head, gasping for breath. His client...shit...

Mastering his pain, Grant struggled to free his pistol. Blood streaked down his arm as he rolled. Had to get up. Get an angle on the enemy, find cover. Find his voice. Clear the blood from his eyes.

Behind the big oak desk, safe from the blast, the Warden sat erect, the leather belt in her lap. She pulled free the gun.

Shadows at the door, maybe twice as many as there should be.

A gunshot resonated through the room.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
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In the cemetery, Dom rolled into a hedge, then scrambled to his hands and knees, hustling toward the trees with Nick close behind him. He sprawled when he got there, slipping on the dew-slick grass, but Nick pushed him onward, moving in an awkward crouch.

"The parking lot," Dom wheezed, pointing, but Nick kept a hand on his shoulder.

"Herding us trying to push us back to the parking lot, they want us to go to the car," he muttered, his attention focused elsewhere. "Could be bombed, could be an ambush, can't go there."

Dom's hand flailed in the air, reaching back for safety, for his computer and all it contained, for the asthma medication in his bag. Nick kept him moving forward, across the last of the landscaped grounds, toward the forest, where dark shadows shifted.

Dom stopped short, and Nick growled. The darkness, the shadows. "La donna," Dom breathed, resisting the pressure of Nick's hand, then gripping him in return, drawing his eye from behind.

"Under the trees, the woman from the cemetery." Clusters of landscaping plants dotted the area ahead, creating ready cover for the figure he'd spotted. She was already melting into the shadowy tree trunks. If he'd really seen her at all. Just along the tree line marched a tall chain-link fence. Dom's heart sank.

"Guess we're climbing." Nick's propulsive force shifted again, toward the memorial at the top of the grounds, surrounded by dense hedges.

Branches snapped behind, and Nick spun about, firing a single shot into the forest. "Go, Dom, go!"

Dom launched into a run, an act that immediately seemed like a bad idea. His lungs screamed and his legs protested the unaccustomed effort, and he half-stumbled, hopefully in the right direction.

Down the rank of terraces, voices called out for attention and obedience. Dom put his hands up, displaying their emptiness, but he didn't stop running. Another shot from above, this one slashing the turf just above his path. Only his clumsy gait saved him.

Another exchange of shots behind, then a voice ahead called out, "Viene qui! You'll be safe!" Someone waved to him from the opening in the hedge, some stranger offering refuge. Nick had fallen behind, guarding the rear. To trust, or to refuse. Dom turned hard right, away from the hedge, in spite of the voice behind, calling out more desperately. He raced along the top of the highest terrace until he stumbled over the central stair and practically fell alongside the graves. A chip of stone jabbed his leg with the sound of another bullet, this time despoiling a burial.

The older couple he'd spotted earlier were stumbling along the same terrace, protesting in a language he didn't recognize. One of the graves between now had a large bouquet of roses.

"Come with me," a voice commanded, and a hand seized his arm. Not Nick's, the stranger from the memorial hedge. "You'll be safe, I said," the voice repeated. Dom nearly fell, and the fingers dug in. A man in a long dark overcoat, too much for the day, appropriate for a cemetery, or for concealing a gun. His other hand remained in his pocket.

Catching himself on the corner of the grave, Dom snatched the bouquet of roses, thorns scraping his hand and wrist as he brandished the roses into the stranger's face.

The man twisted away, dropping with unexpected speed. Dom hit him again, shoving the flowers into his face, and the man cursed, retreating from this assault. The flowers, scraping his face and clinging to his collar, went with him, and Dom fled. He dodged in front of the older couple, stooping over himself and keeping in their shadow. Gladio didn't want to call attention to itself by shooting civilians. He hoped. Trees lined the side of the lawn, and he dodged beneath them as the couple kept moving, the woman glared at him, a sharp expression in a face much younger than he expected. He must work to stop making assumptions.

"Scusa," he said.

She darted a glance to the man at her side, who walked slightly hunched, but his steps were perfectly even. Not who he thought they were, not at all.

A gap in the fence down low revealed itself, and Dom dove underneath, fully expecting them to follow. How many of these gladiators were there? How many could possibly be mustered so fast when they weren't even meant to know where Dom and his friends had gone?

Beyond, a disused field and old stones welcomed him, overlaid with an old photograph in his memory. This had been one of the scenes they photographed, an approach to the monastery, stripped of growth by soldiers and their weapons. He jogged a crooked path. The spit of gunfire made him drop, hands over his head, but no bullets flew in his direction. He sprinted the rest of the field and spun around behind the largest tree he could find. The couple he'd taken cover with stood inside the fence, the man putting something away, the woman bent over him in a comforting posture. From the other side, they'd look like any old people in a graveyard, mourning the dead. From here? He hardly knew what to think. In the cemetery beyond them, a man's body lay among scattered rose petals, the guards converging on it. The sound of distant sirens rose.

He couldn't just stand there waiting for the couple to track him. Was the other man truly offering safety then? Dom's head throbbed, trying to work through the implications of any of this. A car rushed by down the road, stirring a whirlwind of fallen leaves. The field, the cemetery, the obelisk in the distance.

So the old foundations would be--there! Dom crossed the street in a burst of motion. He couldn't keep running, he just couldn't, but his memory unfolded a half-dozen places he could hide. He fell against the base of a wall, the remnants of a brick and concrete bunker, maybe where the ill-fated Poles had awaited the command that sent them to their death. Dom lay in the ditch, and prayed.


CHAPTER FIFTY
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One of the bunker guards punched in the codes and the door began to rise. The gladiators converged with swift precision, moving backward, covering each other as they retreated to their base. Valerio raced with them, taking his place among them to one side. Just watching their practiced movements swelled his heart and brought glory to their mission. Another dozen gladiators ready to support those down below, no doubt already fighting. Unless the Warden's people had time to recruit an army, his would be already winning.

A shrill whistle from the tower brought their heads up, their rifles ready. The retreat hesitated, the door rising behind them, just reaching shoulder height. Now Valerio heard it, too: an engine.

The armored car roared down the dirt track in reverse, rushing toward the assembled Gladio like a tidal wave. Someone popped from the top, but only part way, firing wildly in a half-arc toward the ground.

The gladiators reacted, diving out of the way, rolling, finding stances in spite of their surprise. The car punched into two of the rearguard with a crunch of bone, their bodies flung to either side.

The top gunner dropped out of sight as the vehicle smashed into the rising door. Metal screamed and glass shattered. The door ground to a halt, stuck partway open, but too low for the vehicle to pass.

"The inner doors! Pronto!" Valerio shouted at his men over the din and destruction.

On the far side, one of the gladiators scrambled up, racing for the controls, the others mustered to fire a broadside at the mad vehicle. It slammed forward again, then drifted hard, skewing around in a circle and smashing another of his men. Valerio's fury rose and he charged toward the vehicle, firing, determined to take out at least one of those tires. The top gunner bounced into view like a child's toy, letting his automatic weapon strafe whatever they swirled past.

Valerio slid low and rolled against the bunker's side door. He could swing it open and take cover. The coward's way. But he now knew things, things they must use to reclaim their due from the Warden's betrayal. The moment's pause cost him.

Now facing the door head on, the vehicle put on a burst of speed, gravel scattering from the tires. Was the inner door deploying? Valerio's trigger hit an empty magazine. He snarled, his teeth gritty from his roll in the dust. It couldn't get beneath the main door, surely. Black and dusty the armored car rushed toward him, and he knew this was not his moment to die, not this way. Valerio leapt aside.

The car smashed again into the overhead door, tires grinding and metal scraping. The panels over the windshield came loose, one of them dangling, revealing shattered glass and an empty front seat.

He caught a glimpse of two men sprinting up the road for all they were worth, into the trees. If this were him--

"Run! Run!" He swept his useless gun around in a circle even as he raced away from the bunker.

The vehicle exploded, bursting into flame with a thunderous roar.

Valerio and a few others reached the woods. Someone screamed, breaking discipline as flames engulfed them.

Hurling the empty weapon aside, Valerio unslung the second rifle and started up the road, but the escaping Germans had a solid head start. He waved his men to follow him and diverted toward the dirt track back to the villa. These Germans destroyed his front door, yes, but not the only one. When he found the Warden and whatever crew remained to her, he would grind them into shreds so small a dog would refuse them.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
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The Warden's shot took the leader in the gut, staggering him into the other men, giving Grant the moment he needed. The recoil rocked her back in the chair, the gun shaking from her hand. Didn't matter. It was enough.

Grant peeled himself off the floor and dodged behind the globe, aiming his pistol for thighs, anything to take down his enemy, anything to slow them down. They wanted to take this ground, they'd pay for every inch in blood.

More gunshots, and the men in the door scrambled, some of them dropping, dead or injured, others taking a knee and turning away. Somebody outside that door was on his side.

Grant picked off another. His comrade converged with his location. The return fire slowed to a trickle, then ended as they winnowed the enemy. Resting his forehead against the Indian Ocean, Grant drew a ragged breath, then another, and finally stood, swaying, but hiding it, resting a hand on the Earth as if he owned the place.

Outside the door, beyond the rubble of the shelf and the dead, Kaden tossed aside a wrestling mat tufted with bullet holes. The 88 tattoo on his face glistened with sweat, and maybe blood, but didn't seem to be his own. "Guten tag, Aufseherin." He nodded to his employer, but his eyes dodged low, striving for the balance between acknowledging her and avoiding her disheveled state. He swept a glance over Grant. His lips quirked to something like a smile. "Is it the flipside, yes?"

"Depends how many more of them are out there." Grant tipped his chin toward the space beyond.

"More are coming, down the tunnel, and also I think I have heard a boat."

Stellar. "Let's go. Need you on rearguard, clear?" Grant pushed himself into motion, still feeling the impact across his hips and at the back of his head. Good chance he could manage the stairs and the client, but thankful he didn't have to trust himself with a gun on top of that. Unless they weren't the only ones taking the stairs.

Kaden became all business, stripping weapons from two of the dead and slinging their straps over his shoulders, he clambered briskly inside the office, disregarding the blood and the gasps of the wounded. They had what they came for; the toll was damn high and Grant hated it.

He approached the Warden, who had managed to recover the gun, though she held it uncertainly, the belt across her lap. "Better keep that," he told her, "we might need it."

With a swallow and a nod, she looked him full in the face, the first time she'd done so since he appeared at her door. Maybe the first time ever, in all honesty. Her gaze flicked from his brow to his cheek, to the other side.

"Sorry about the blood." He knelt, scooping his right arm under her knees, gathering her close with the left. She lifted her arms about his neck, the gun in her hand pressed hard against his back, the belt dangling from the other with its extra ammo. Probably fit both the antique weapons, but it slapped against his scrapes as he moved. Taking her weight, he rose and turned toward the interminable stairs. On the desk, next to the large monitor stood a smaller one showing movement in real-time, a fisheye view inside of a barn or shed. A woman moved through the field of view, performing a methodical search. D.A.

Must be a camera outside on the villa grounds, close to the exit enabling Valerio to monitor his back door. So that's what the Warden had meant when she referred to "your Jew". Grant tried to adjust his attitude toward humility and compassion for the aged Nazi. He failed.

He mounted the stairs. Kaden paused to close the door. "I will secure this. You begin."

Right. Grant got moving, finding a rhythm, seeking balance in spite of the battering he'd taken, in spite of the woman he carried and the battle of feelings he had about her, who she was, what he was even doing here. His head throbbed with every step. She leaned into him.

"I thought you were dead, just then," she murmured, that German accent lingering.

"Wouldn't be the first time." Plant a foot, step up, plant the next one. Fourteen steps, now fifteen. His parched throat protested with an ache of its own.

A huff of breath against his shoulder. "True."

"Kaden was coming for you. He'd take care of you." Why the hell was he reassuring her? Twenty-seven. Twenty-eight. Twenty-nine.

"I did not wish you to be dead."

"Thanks." Useful dog was a good dog. Gotta find a way out of this mindset. At the moment, they were winning. Woo hoo.

"Not because of your job, Mr. Casey." She swallowed, her throat moving against his torn skin. "You."

No idea what to say to that. Just as well. It hurt to breathe. Thirty-four. Thirty-five.

"I am a Nazi, you know. That is how I was raised, what I believe."

Thirty-eight. Thirty-nine. "Got it."

"I had Jewish servants, girls, women. Like your Jew. If I didn't like them, they vanished, and I had another. There were so many. Like rats."

His ears still thrummed with the sonic assaults of the last hour, but he could hear her voice just fine, piercing more deeply with every word.

"That is what my parents said. What everyone said. Even today, there are articles and studies. Research. All the time, so many ways it is clear the superiority of the Aryan people."

"Let me guess," another step, "it's my Aryan blood that made you care."

Forty-six. Forty-seven. Forty-eight. He could hear Kaden's footfalls behind, leaving him a little space in case they needed a quick change of plan, or in case Grant slipped he wouldn't take the skinhead down with him. Of course, if he dropped her, she wouldn't fall far before Kaden could take over.

"I don't know," she said in a musing tone. "That could be."

What a relief. She seemed heavier for the weight of her baggage. He didn't come here to carry that kind of burden. "This would be a helluva lot easier if you would stay quiet."

The words burned his dry lips, and he wasn't sure he'd meant to say them out loud.

She stiffened, catching her breath, and the vintage gun she carried dug into his back a little more. Trying to hurt him, or holding on tighter?

Nice work, Casey. Drop the guise of consideration. Shut down the client in the middle of the exfiltration. "Sorry," he told her. "Long day, and it's not over yet."

Fifty-nine. Sixty. A million goddamn steps, like the stairs of the White Road in Guatemala, but at least then he'd liked the company.

"Also true," she said at last.

A few more steps, then her voice again, so close, so quiet. "Mr. Casey...I am unused to so much truth."

She lapsed into silence, and his footfalls echoed, Kaden's a few steps behind. The Warden sighed, and settled deeper in his arms, reminding him of a child he'd once carried, how the child seemed to grow heavier as she relaxed into him. As if he were to be trusted with that kind of burden. His thoughts reverberated in the space behind his eyes.

A hollow metal pounding echoed from the base of the stairs. If he got shot in the back, depending on the caliber and quantity of bullets, his body might defend her. Just keep moving.

As they ascended, dim lighting flared on just ahead, keeping their path lit as if by a will-o-the-wisp leading them into a swamp to die. Oh, yeah, full of good cheer on this one.

Only a Nazi could make him long for Gooney's company. Couldn't wait to tell him that. Assuming he survived to tell him anything.

Any minute now the Gladio would break through that door, possibly by way of another directional charge. Strong odds they were heading straight into another firefight. The Centurion would know by now what was going down.

The echoes changed. His little party must be reaching the top. A hundred and twenty eight stairs, and finally a small landing with a single metal door. "I need to put you down, so I have both hands if I need them," he told her.

"Yes." She sighed.

He shifted his arms, releasing her legs, but supporting her weight as she found her balance. No shoes on this corrugated metal surface couldn't be comfy. His own dive booties didn't provide much support or defense, save a layer of insulation.

"Mr. Casey," she said softly, her arm still over his shoulder, his posture slightly bent. "You poured me a cup of tea. Then you died."

He placed a hand against the door, listening, looking, senses alert for the next danger.

"It's also not the first time that's happened." She swallowed. "To me. For me." She straightened a little away from him. Grant withdrew his hand to rest lightly at her back, feeling every quavering breath. "Of course I did not know it at the time. I did not see them die."

He glanced at her sidelong in this strangely intimate setting, the woman he'd been carrying out of her personal dungeon.

Kaden finished his climb, still facing downward. "Is it open?"

Her hand, and the gun in her fist still at his neck, the Warden pulled Grant's head a little toward her and whispered, "I did not see. But now I know." She released him, leaning against the wall, knees trembling. Her arms rose at her breast, crossed as if to rub her shoulders, but she couldn't do so with her hands full. "Next time you die, you tell them I know."

Grant placed his hand on the knob, turning silently, gun in his other hand. Next time he died. Could be the next step he took, and now he had a message to carry to the Jewish prisoners executed at the whim of a petulant child. "You might have to tell them yourself."

"I think I will not see them where I go." Barely a breath.

One hundred twenty nine steps. He opened the door.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
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For a long time, Dom listened to the police cars labor up the road, then fade a little as they reached the cemetery. Where was Nick? If he'd lost them both, should he just...go home? Back to work at his uncle's warehouse, writing about adventures through history, trying to forget he'd ever had one? He groped for his phone, crossing himself in gratitude when he found it still in his pocket.

The ache at his chest eased as he lay there. Next time he must abandon the vehicle, he should bring an inhaler. And also his computer. For now, the phone. He tapped out a message to Jacinta, to tell her he...but what would he say? An hour ago, he meant to tell her he was safe, and not to worry. Instead, he asked after her own safety. She answered almost immediately adding a stream of emoji to let him know she'd been scared, worried about him, and now relieved. But maybe a little angry, too. Also, that a body had been found by the side of the road near Naples. A man. She couldn't say more.

The phone slid from his hand to thump on his chest. Tony. Or one of the men he had stopped. The image of the dark shadow beneath a prostrate figure, the pattern not of sunshine but of blood, seeped through Dom's memory. Maybe he should go home in any case, and forget all about the book rights for whatever puttanaio this was. After all, Jacinta needed him, too, and her needs wouldn't have him running from gunmen in a cemetery.

A new message popped up on his phone. ::Dom. Ears up?::

Nick! Grazie a dio. ::Si, yes. Half the people there are spies.::

::Maybe all.:: Then a wink. ::You mobile?::

It took a moment to put together the question, the fact that, in English "a" mobile could refer to the phone in his hand, but simply "mobile" meant moving or maybe able to move? ::Y::

::Behind the cafe. Be careful.::

No need to tell him that. ::Y::

Dom took a few more deep breaths, then peeled himself up and brushed away the leaves and sticks clinging to his hair and back. Best not to take the road, at least, not too closely. He paralleled it through the woods, tramping over roots and branches, among the leaves, maybe a pretty walk at some other time. Whenever a car rumbled close, he froze behind a tree, then moved on again. Working along the slope of the hill, he skirted behind the obelisk monument on this side of the road, with its walkway linking to the cemetery beyond. Too far away to see what was happening there--

Someone touched his arm and Dom shrieked, pinwheeling as he lost his footing.

Tony's grip on his shoulders kept him from falling down the rough slope behind. "Steady, steady. Costante," Tony murmured, then gave him a nod, releasing him to his own uncertain balance. "Glad I caught you." Tony flashed his grin. "Sorry, couldn't resist." A bruise purpled his cheek, making the smile a little crooked. His glance flicked over Dom's face and figure.

"Nick. The cafe," Dom said.

"And your medication, right?" Tony's hand returned, at his lower back this time, gently steering him toward more level footing.

"In the car. Non lo so."

"I'll get you more if I have to rob a pharmacy. Where's this cafe?"

Dom led on along the verge as Tony said, "We've gotta work on your situational awareness. I got to the monastery in time to catch the commotion down at the cemetery. Bus drops off at the top, not the bottom, or I wouldn't've missed it. Guy up there with a long gun. I called him in before he got too far. Helps I shot out his tire when he went for his car."

He fell silent as they approached the cafe, a large, tourism-driven affair with a big striped awning along the street and a parking lot meant for easy access down the side. Including his nonno's Land Rover peeking out, Nick behind the wheel. By the time they limped over—well, Dom limped, Tony escorted him—Nick was out of the car, hand extended, Dom's inhaler in his grip. Dom slid into the passenger seat as he took his first dose. Breathe deep, hold it in, sigh back out again.

"Those people, they were with you." He took another hit as the two Americans shared a look then climbed into the car.

"Which people?" Nick asked from the back seat.

The back seat? That wasn't good. It suggested they might be planning for a chase, putting Tony up front again, but he drove from the parking lot as if he were just another tourist.

"The couple, in the cemetery. I thought they were old, but they weren't.

Tony frowned. "Old people who weren't?"

"The ones with the roses," Nick explained. "Just visiting a grave."

"No." Dom shook his head, pocketing the inhaler. "I think this, too. Old people at a graveyard, but when I hit the other man with the roses--I use the roses to hit the man I think will rapiscimi--eh, kidnap, si? So I hide in front of them, the old people, but I see they are not old, and when I go under the fence, I think they will take me, or shoot me, but I think instead, they have shot him." He trailed off, his words a jumble.

"They shot the man who tried to grab you?" Tony interpreted.

"Si."

"I saw him fall. Thought the guards, maybe." Nick shifted in his chair. "That's what got me out of there, the distraction when the guy fell. You were right about there being a woman in the trees, though."

"So the Gladio had at least three people, triangulating." Tony steered the car into town, immediately leaning on the horn and cursing out the window like any proper Italian.

"Two more in the parking lot, but they'd just arrived," Nick supplied. "My guess is, they staked out the area around Dom's grandparents' place, and just followed all the cars they saw, until they zeroed in on the Land Rover and called for reinforcements. Vehicle had a tracker instead of a bomb, so I plugged that on the cop car."

"Hope your girlfriend's fine, Dom."

"Not my girlfriend, but yes, she's fine."

"Suit yourself, but don't wait too long!" Tony winked. "Tell me about this couple, these old people who weren't."

"They had all black clothes, but new except for the shoes. His were brown, hers were not for old people, but for running, I think. Good shoes. She had the hood up on her coat, he had a hat, pulled low, maybe a little big, covering his ears." Dom's hand moved as he spoke, to his own ears, the back of his neck where his hood would rest. "I saw her face more than his. Blue eyes, and blond hair, her jaw a little heavy, could be Italian, could be not." He paused, and Tony gave a low whistle.

"You got all that, while you were running for your life."

"It is the memory camera." He shrugged. Nothing special, just the way his mind saw pictures. It still surprised him how little other people saw. "The grave for the flowers, it was Jewish. They must know I took them off, but they don't react to this. They hurry from the place, but like old people."

"Slowly," Nick said. "Like old people, or people with their own agenda. But they killed the gladiator."

Dom sat up straighter. "I think they are with you, no? With this chief or the woman who was taken."

Tony and Nick both shook their heads, their faces grim. "Less they got plans they haven't told us about, and Chief wouldn't withhold the info if we had allies."

"They appear from nowhere, but they help me get away, and kill the other man. They pretend to be old people and put flowers on a Jewish grave." Dom cataloged the facts. To him, they added up to only one thing. "I think maybe they are Mossad."

Tony's voice echoed through the vehicle. "Oh, shit."


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
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Grinding the jeep in a circle, Valerio mashed the accelerator, lurching over rough ground and back to the dirt track, back to the villa. These rats, these infiltrators, would they take a boat? His coastal crew approached fast in their own boats: they would be ready. At least a few of his gladiators raced down the tunnel to intercept from the landward side. He and his villa security would convene at the only remaining exit. He would burn the barn down around them if he had to, if they tried to come that way. Holocaust indeed. He sorted through his memory for tortures he had not yet employed in his desire to break, but not destroy her. He was through with kindness and courtesy.

His jeep sped through the trees, bursting out among the terraces of grapes, startling clumps of workers. He might have to tidy up his workforce after this. That explosion at the bunker would be hard to explain away as target practice. Not to mention the volume of blood shed, if anyone should happen to look.

His workers crossed themselves. A pity to remove such pious people, though they might welcome the communion with the Almighty that awaited them. A construction accident might explain his haste, and the destruction they would have heard. It could even account for a few deaths. Of course, depending on what happened next, the deaths might be more widespread than one might prefer.

For a moment, he focused so much on his own plans, letting the familiar track unspool beneath his tires, he lost his sense of the place around him. Then he slammed on the brakes, slewing the jeep sideways to avoid smashing into a big flatbed truck parked across the track, workers on top unloading bushel baskets. They stopped, looking up.

"What is this?" Valerio stood in the jeep. "Why here? Move this truck at once!"

"There was a driver, signore," one of the women began with a broad shrug and a gesture indicating her own confusion. "It seems strange, but convenient, no? Here are the baskets and the terrace."

Indeed, the mysterious driver had planted the rear wheels of the truck in the irrigation ditch fronting the terrace, allowing ramps to go directly from the bed of the truck to the packed earth ramp the workers used to come and go among the terraces. Valerio tried to choke off his own fury. Very convenient, for everyone but him.

"Where's the driver? How do I thank him?"

"Her," the worker replied. "Perdone, signore, but I think it was a woman." She indicated a small person.

"Grazie." He managed a tight smile, then threw the jeep into reverse, and drove it, bumping onto the gravel slope, around the cab of the truck. The barn rose into view, the second truck parked in front of it, ready for loading. A crew already worked to prepare the bed. Wrong. All wrong.

Valerio leaned on his horn, and the workers startled. From the other direction, an SUV pulled up, four of his security men leaping out. Their commander shared his look of consternation, gesturing at the truck to ask what they should do. Valerio gave a shake of his head and indicated the barn. The five of them fanned out, three through to the big door, one each to the smaller doors at the side. One of the workers caught sight of Valerio's long gun, and his eyes flared. He put his head down promptly, took up a basket and hurried away.

This day became a stone dropped in the calm waters of his life, the ripples spreading in all directions, further than he envisioned. What possible narrative might he spin to soothe the fears of his workers, and prevent them telling tales of what they saw and heard? The barn doors stood closed, to the extent that they could be. At his nod, one of the guards pulled open the right-hand side, leaving him and his companion with the cover of the left.

With a rattle and crash, a stack of old barrels tumbled down, the guard leapt back from the rolling mess. Whoever infiltrated his property had booby-trapped his own barn. They--she--must have seen him emerge and surmised where he came from. Doubts took roost in Valerio's mind: which way did the intruders mean to evacuate their employer? They infiltrated every entrance, in spite of his control. How many of his secrets remained intact?

The guard dropped low and scanned the space, then wriggled along the left-hand door into the cavernous interior.

Valerio's head jerked up at the muffled spit of a gunshot. "Muove!"

He and the second guard burst into motion, breaking in each direction, as the men at the other doors should be entering. The first guard crouched just beyond the heap of barrels, his weapon aimed at the open door at the back. The door meant to stay hidden from all. Wait--he was alive? Then where had the shot come from? If not to kill the first man who entered, then what had it done?

Glimpsing a man to their left, Valerio spun about. Right hand, side door, also open, and a shadow sprinting to vanish. He clamped his jaw on his fury and launched from the big doors, gun extended, trigger covered as he catalogued the scene.

His jeep, the stopped truck. Beyond, a big man with a bald head slid the Warden into the back seat of the SUV and he climbed through with her, the open door obscuring Valerio's view. In the driver's seat, the American from Apice Vecchia, blood streaming down his temple.

For a moment, their eyes met, the man's expression utterly calm. He leaned on the horn as the SUV surged backwards away from Valerio. At the blare of the horn, the few workers remaining close dove or ran out of his way. The driver twisted to check behind him, the vehicle already turning with the crank of his hand on the wheel.

Valerio's shots pinged from the side of his own bullet-proof vehicle as it accelerated in a dusty cloud toward the worker's gate. Letting the gun hang from its sling, he snapped out his phone, knowing that, by the time he relayed his order to stop them, they'd have blown past the entry, with that accursed American at the wheel, too cool to give them the finger. Perhaps, when Valerio caught up to the American, he should have no fingers.

Valerio prayed for guidance, his lips murmuring the familiar words of devotion, listening as the guard reacted to his command with a curse and an apology.

Just as the guard confirmed his suspicion, the phone vibrated a message, and Valerio drew it back from his ear to read the text. Cosimo and Alfonso had the trio from the Fiat under observation. How to proceed?

Valerio crossed himself. Praise the Lord! He grinned. And pass the ammunition.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
[image: ]



Every mile between Grant and the villa reduced his tension level just a bit. He would not fail in his vigilance, but he could afford a deeper breath, despite the pain. The first turns were random, or nearly so. D.A., in the passenger seat, called out directions; he obeyed, grateful for the years of trust between them, the faith that he could count on her, no matter what. The rear view mirror showed a few sprinting guards just after they fled the gate, then, briefly, another SUV. He ditched it with a quick series of turns and a sudden tunnel. Might've been Adolph, but he was trying to lose a caravan, not gain one. Let the Germans find their own way.

The roads wound upward away from town, merging with the highway to Genoa, then diverging again into a countryside made golden by the sun and slow by throngs of tourists by foot, bus, bicycle and rental car.

"Are we go for direct approach?" D.A. asked.

"Any sign of pursuit?" Grant said. In the rear view, the Warden slumped into her seat, holding her elbows, arms tight to her chest. At her side, Kaden turned fully around, kneeling on the seat, watching out the back.

"Nein." Kaden's clipped tone answered promptly.

"Got it." D.A. pulled up their destination. "Next right. ETA twenty-seven minutes."

Grant made the turn. "D.A."

"Chief?" She flicked him a glance. "Left in half a mile."

"Call in an order. They do take-out?"

Her glance lingered and he slowed for the next turn. "They will for me."

How bad did he have to look for her to be watching him so closely?

"Fourteen miles, on the right." She flicked to a new screen and made the call, explaining about a sick relative, a vital need, how much they'd been looking forward to... Grant caught enough of the Italian to make sense of it, then tuned it out.

Miles of vineyards rose and fell to both sides, and traffic slowed still more. Big old umbrella pines guarded a parking lot near the summit of the hill and Grant turned in. A long line of buses waited down one side; passenger cars choked the middle. Signs in several languages even Grant didn't speak invited everyone for the tour or to join in the exclusive grape-stomping photo-op.

"You can't be serious, Mr. Casey. I am hardly in the mood and you don't even drink."

"Trust me." He scanned the row of busses, then pulled up behind a large, sky-blue luxury bus sporting a "private hire" sign parked between two other identical coaches. "This is where we get off."

To Kaden, he said, "Stow the gun for now. The driver's paid well, but not that well."

"Understood. In the back is a bag, maybe we use this?" Kaden stepped out, and retrieved the bag he had spotted, sliding their weapons inside.

"Go on," said D.A., already boosting herself over the center console toward the driver's seat. "I'll deal with this, and be back in five."

Their eyes met, hers looking stormy-blue. It hardly meant surrender to remain with this particular client, but she was right--the last thing he wanted was to walk any further than he had to. Grant popped his door and stepped out, letting D.A. take the wheel.

He turned to offer a hand up for the Warden, who emerged, squinting, into the light. "Trust you," she said flatly, studying the bus, the words "In Vino Veritas" twining with grapevines down the side.

D.A. pulled the scarf from her hair and held it out without comment. The Warden merely stared, and Grant took the scarf, then D.A. drove away toward the far side of the lot, or beyond. Not his concern any more. "You might want this," he said. "Regardless of the source."

Her face crumpled, and she snatched it from his fingers, deftly tying it over her shaved scalp, tucking in the back triangle to make a efficient little cap, her hands trembling. "This vehicle cannot possibly outrace the sort we've just given up."

"It's the tourist season in wine country. There's nothing less conspicuous than this." He allowed himself a smile as the truth registered in her eyes. "We're not racing, we're going to ground. At least until you get medical attention."

"I see." She drew herself up, in spite of the bruises and the rasp in her voice. "And your...associate is bringing a meal fit for an invalid."

"Take it easy. Take it slow. Nothing too rich or too heavy." A lot of people died with intestinal distress after Liberation because they'd been starving for so long. She'd only been held for a day.

"Will you at least tell me where we're going?"

When he shook his head, a few drops of blood scattered to mar the sky-blue bus, and a pulse of pain blurred his vision. He kept his voice even. "You tell me. You have connections here. Someplace secure."

"Mmm." She seemed about to say more, looking up into his face, then she lifted an imperious hand to tuck over Kaden's arm and let him escort her into the bus.

"Tell the driver we had an accident with our dive boat," Grant called out. Hoping that would explain their disheveled state, not to mention his own injuries. "Our friends should be here soon." Using the word "friends" pretty loosely when it came to Adolph and company.

Left on his own for a moment, Grant leaned against the bus and peeled off his dive booties, his feet damp and pale as old fish, with hotspots that stung as they touched the gravel. All that running and crouching. All of those stairs. Couldn't wait to climb inside the bus, grab one of those plush seats and sink into oblivion. From the direction of the winery, D.A.'s figure grew as she approached, carrying a pair of large shopping bags. She walked up nearly toe to toe with him and set the bags down. Reaching into one, she produced a tall glass bottle of water with a ceramic stopper and a tea towel marked, "Buon Giorno di Genoa!"

Dousing the towel with water, she handed it over. "Any sign of internal injuries, Chief? The way you're moving suggests lower torso impact to me."

Taking an equator to the hips would do that, but could've been worse if he'd struck a little higher, or a little lower. Grant considered making some crack about how he'd been on top of the world. He refrained from shaking his head. "Negative. But you're not wrong."

He wiped away the worst of the blood, pressing the cloth to the back of his head as he held out a hand for the bottle and took a very long drink. "This might be the mission where I finally take up drinking."

She snorted. "No, you won't, but maybe you'll finally tell me why."

How his parents died, what really happened in that car in New Mexico...Grant tracked another SUV as it slowed and entered the driveway, the rough landscape and piercing blue of the sky a little too much like the American West. He took another long swallow.

"No," she said quietly, "You won't."

Not wrong about that either, but it wasn't personal. "It's not a matter of trust. I just...can't." And she would know he didn't mean the alcohol.

Her lips parted, her gaze tracing his features as if she had something to say, then she swallowed instead with a tight smile.

She took up the bags again, one in each hand. "Yeah, I know. Some secrets we keep so long we forget why we're keeping them." Her shoulders slumped as she moved away.
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Dom slumped in the back seat, waiting for his medication to take effect. The Americans spoke in low voices in the front seat. "Do we tell the chief? About the Mossad?"

"It's a guess," Nick replied, steady as ever. "A good guess, but without proof..."

"Yeah, Chief's got enough on his plate without a double-helping of tradecraft." Tony drove fast, but more carefully. Well, a bit more carefully than before.

When a tractor started to pull out, Tony tapped the horn, and rewarded them all with a hoot of laughter at the startling tune. "I can see why you're thrilled with the choice. Your grandfather's a helluva guy, Dom."

Dom lay in the back, grateful that the Land Rover had much more space than the Fiat. In fact, the Fiat would likely fit into the trunk, and leave room for luggage. In spite of their careful departure, still his ears rang as if the sirens drew closer.

"Shit." Tony's favorite word, it seemed, this time sharp and hushed. "If I don't pull over, we're toast. Last thing we need is a triple-dose of trouble."

Dom fumbled the medicine back toward the messenger bag he gripped against his chest. The sirens. They grew louder in truth, not only in his addled mind.

"Could be from a speed trap. Could be anything," Nick said. Then he turned partway back, even as Dom shifted to rise. Nick placed a gentle hand on his head, fingers spread as if he were catching a basketball. "Stay down. They can't have seen you yet."

"I'm gonna pull over by that farmhouse," Tony said, the ticking of his signal light already on. "You're gonna slide out to the brush the minute we stop. Nick opens his door at the same time as a distraction. If it's just a traffic stop, once the cops leave, you'll get back in, and we carry on." Not that they'd agreed where they were going yet. "You take cover and let us handle it."

Dom swallowed hard. "You will not shoot police, yes?"

Tony laughed. "We're the good guys, Dom. We don't shoot police unless they start shooting first--then all bets are off."

The car rocked to a halt, the passenger side doors rustling leaves, and Tony's voice grew serious. "I just want to keep you out of it if at all possible, capisce? These Gladio guys are into everything, right? If they ID Nick and me through the cops, we can manage. If they ID you...well. You're not here as an operative, Dom. I'd just as soon have it stay that way. Call D.A. if you need her."

"Capisco."

Nick pushed his door open, rising, turning already as Dom pushed his own door open and scrambled out, bag in hand, into the hedgerow along the low side of a graveled pull-out. Tony had chosen well for cover: the farm buildings sprouted like a half-dozen rotten stone mushrooms. By the time the Carabinieri nosed in a cruiser in front, blocking them from driving off, and a van to the side, Dom was under the lopsided-gate toward the back, barely breathing.

A woman emerged from a door in the farmhouse, brushing off her hands, then her eyes flared, and she retreated, followed promptly by the sound of a bolt being drawn.

Nick stood between the car doors, hands raised, saying, "Americani? Uh, do you speak English? Ingles? Tony, what's the word--"Nick closed the back door, leaning toward the front as if this were the whole purpose for opening it.

"Mani in alto! Get on your knees!" The first officer shouted, his black uniform sucking in the sunlight. He and two of his fellows brandished Beretta submachine guns. Two more emerged from the van, staying well back, 70/90 assault rifles in hand.

They wouldn't shoot police, Tony said, unless the police shot first. But if the police shot first with those weapons, they'd be turned to Bolognese before they could respond. Even Tony and Nick could only act so fast.

"Spetta, spetta," Tony said, opening the door with one hand already in the air, the other joining it as he emerged. "We're each carrying a pistol in a shoulder holster. Do you want us to throw down our weapons?"

The three lead officers fanned out, triggers engaged. "On the ground in front, both of you!"

"I'm coming," Nick said. "Takes a minute." He moved slowly around the front of the vehicle, exaggerating his infirmity. "I have a combat injury, and I'd really prefer--"

In English, the leader spat, "I don't care you prefer. Get down." His weapon tracked Nick, along with the red dot of a laser sight on one of the rifles further back.

"You okay?" Tony muttered, lowering himself to his knees, hands on his head.

"Will be." Nick's voice fell hard. Dom couldn't see his face, but felt certain he'd be chilled by what he saw.

Both men disappeared on the other side of the Land Rover as they complied with the Carabiniero's instructions. Tony said, very clearly, "We're American citizens. We have a right to know what this is about."

"There was a disturbance at the cemetery. Men with guns," the leader spat. "Restraints," he ordered, and one of the others put up his weapon, stepping forward with handcuffs, taking another set of cuffs from the belt of his commander.

Dom's heart raced--had it ever slowed to normal?--and he clung to the orders Tony had given him. Dom was a historian, an author, not an operative. He had no experience in these matters--Ai! Would these officers know he had lied to the police in Sardinia? No, no, no. This was why he stayed out of sight. He must trust God and the Americans--perhaps not in that order--to see that they got out of trouble without him getting into it. Still...he scooted toward the end of the hedges where the stone wall surrounding the yard abutted the foliage. Gaps let him glimpse down the side of the Land Rover. Already, they had the back of the van open, and officers tugged Tony and Nick to their feet, their hands cuffed behind them, their pistols now in other hands.

In a patient voice, Tony tried Italian, English, a mix of the two, but the officer was through answering questions. He tucked the two men into the back of the van, and the doors slammed behind them. The carabinieri finally stood down, lowering their weapons.

"Allora?" asked one of the others.

The leader shrugged, stalking over to the Land Rover, opening doors, tossing the duffel bags around. "I answer the call. What happens next? Who knows."

Another car drove up, nosing expertly between the van and a rubbish till. Two men emerged. "Grazie. Le chiavi?"

"I don't just--" the van driver began, but the leader turned from the Land Rover, slamming the door.

"Give him the keys." His head swiveled to regard the newcomers. "I get it back clean, capisce? Not like last time?"

"Certo." The stranger grinned. No, not a stranger. The waiter who'd served Dom his espresso back in Campagna. Gladio. The false waiter slipped the van keys from the officer's hand and slid into the driver's seat.

Trapped in the back of the windowless van, Tony and Nick wouldn't even know they'd been taken until it was too late. Dom reached for his inhaler.
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Valerio had barely wrapped his speech to his employees, all about the sabotage of his construction project carried out by those who'd now stolen his vehicle. He left two of his guards to interview anyone who might have seen the woman responsible for preparing this end of the operation. The rescue.

Descending back to the submarine bay, ensuring that his hidden door remained hidden at least to the workers, Valerio's tension mounted. He wanted to spend an hour in prayer, renewing his faith, feeling the presence of the Lord. Instead, he must deal with this mess. With this increasingly large mess. The whole situation felt, to him, like an oil tanker which has brushed against a coral head. A tiny puncture, a little leak, and before it could be contained, an environmental catastrophe, despoiling God's Creation with a spreading blackness. No!

He refused to allow the Warden and her American to smear their corruption any further. His people had tracked down the men in the Fiat. Only two of them, si, but still, they were in hand, to be done with as he pleased. He stalked into his ruined office. What sort of monster scattered books around with such ignorance? Whose blood stained his antique library globe, or smeared the carpet he had imported from the finest shop in Turkey? Beyond the shattered door into the gymnasium, three of his men lay dead in pools of blood no longer spreading.

Valerio's lip curled. He stepped past the ruin toward the desk, where the teapot remained, the delicate cup overturned beside it and tea trickling across the leather surface toward the rug. Whatever cleaner could remove the blood would surely handle the tea as well. He wiped it back with his palm. At least they hadn't taken the portfolio: it lay safely in the bottom drawer, where he had left it. On his monitor, security cameras showed the submarine bay where two gladiators assessed the mini-sub, and another showed a view of the water outside, a camera mounted in the wrecked fishing boat stuck on the rocks beyond his gateway, beyond his electronic defenses.

The telephone on his left rang, a shrill demand on his patience. Still, only a trusted few had access to this telephone. Valerio lifted the receiver. "Si?"

"Who is this?"

Valerio's eyes narrowed, focusing too tightly on the ocean view. The voice sounded ragged, as if the man had been weeping.

"Tell me about Marianna! Tell me what happened to my wife!"

Valerio moved to hang up, then paused, and drew back his hand. "You refer to Marianna Martino? You are Signore Martino, I presume."

"Si, certo." The man gulped for breath, then blew his nose. "I have a letter, a girl, she called me."

Employing the patient tone he might with a broken-hearted parishioner, Valerio said, "Signore, I'm afraid you must slow down. You say that you have a letter, but also a phone call? It seems you are worried for Marianna?" As well he should be. His wife lay dead in a garage in Apice Vecchia. But only two people should know that--it happened only yesterday. The American might be clever, he might be quick, but he was no diviner to discover the woman's identity and locate her husband so quickly; and for what? What could he possibly want from such an act? Nor did the American have this number--Valerio's brow furrowed. No. There was no way for the man to know this number, even granted his brief, and deadly, access to the office. "I am a priest, signore, you can trust me."

"Grazie a Dio, padre. Of course." With another gulp, the husband said, "A girl called me from Campagna, she says she is asked to mail a letter, but the letter has blood on it, along with my name. She is curious, and so she finds my number and tells me. She had it from a stranger, a man with blood and bruises, as if he's been fighting, she says."

"I see," Valerio drawled. Stupid Marianna had left a letter for her husband. If Valerio had her here right now, he would kill her again for her foolishness, in clear violation of all the Gladio stood for. Then the stupid American had collected the letter, for fathomless reasons of his own. Even the more stupid, he mailed it right after the confrontation, not even retaining it to see what he might have learned. Valerio thought the man was smart, but only an idiot would give up such a possible advantage. For what? For the comfort of a dead enemy? "And then?"

"I drove to meet her. The description of this man, and the blood--the letter says...it says..." He sobbed brokenly for a moment, while Valerio waited, drawing down whatever portion of divine patience might accrue to him.

"Carry on, my son," Valerio prompted after a moment.

"Forgive me," the man said. "In the letter she claims she has been working in the service of God, that she fights against the Communists, and that, if I should receive this letter, it means she--she--Marianna has--has fallen in battle." He drew a long breath. "Is it true? Is she dead?"

"If she has passed on in the service of the Lord, then surely she is now in a better place, but you must tell me, how did you find this number?"

"The letter. She says that the man who answers this number can tell me what's happened."

"Ah, signore, I wish this were true." To reveal what happened would jeopardize even further the precious secrecy he required. Then, divine inspiration. "This man who delivered the letter, you said he was covered with blood and looked to have been in a fight. I hesitate to say so, to accuse any man of such terrible crimes, but it seems urgent that he should be found. If anyone knows what's happened to Marianna, surely, it would be him." God's honest truth. Valerio's smile returned, but he worked to keep it from his voice.

"Buon Dio! Such a fool I've been. I thought this number, the letter, that--"he laughed, a broken, humorless sound--"if it were true, Padre, that she worked for some secret organization, that this would be the office, the man whose orders sent her--"

"It is a natural assumption, my son, of course, but so much more logical, don't you think, that the man covered in blood is the man who--"

"Who killed my wife. He would know where her body is found!" The husband's voice transformed from grief to fury in an instant.

"There's not a moment to lose. You should call the police right away, of course. May God be with you, my son."

"Thank you, Padre. Grazie a Dio!" He hung up.

Valerio yanked the line from the back of the phone. Later, he'd disconnect the number itself and disseminate a new one. For now, this would do to sever the bereaved man from Valerio's life. Soon, with God's grace, the American might be severed from his own. Less satisfying, perhaps, than doing it himself, but if the Carabinieri could be his instruments, then could they not be the instruments of God?

Movement on the screen before him drew his eye, and Valerio pounced forward, fingers splayed to trace this new evidence of the Lord's favor.
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Dom pressed his back to the stone wall as the van drove away with his friends inside, taking them to some unknown, terrifying fate, the Gladio vehicle following. He listened as the Carabinieri rifled through his nonno's car. If he were a bolder man, what would he do? How, even then, could he stand against the remaining officers, fully armed, when he had nothing but his laptop?

"What now? There's no evidence--"

"Leave it," the leader said. "If they wanted it, they'd've taken it already. Let the owner think it's stolen."

"This is not what we--"

In a snarl, the leader said, "I know. It's not our problem, not any more. Just get in the car." He stomped away, and doors slammed, then an engine started and the police car peeled off with a grinding of gravel.

Dom rested his head against the stone, waiting a few long moments. Nothing. They were gone, and his friends with them. No way even to follow. Dom swallowed every curse he'd ever learned, in Italian, Neapolitan and English. What time did he have for cursing? What time did Nick and Tony have?

He scrambled to his feet. Va bene. He was no operative, but he was not going home. The farm gate groaned when he dragged it open, and the farmhouse door flew wide, the woman standing there again, this time with a shotgun in her hands.

"Who are you? Sei un criminalo?"

With a cry of fear, Dom put his hands up, his back to his nonno's Land Rover. "No, no! Sono terrificato."

She hesitated, staring at him down the barrel of the gun. He had one hand in the air, the other pressed to his chest to stop his leaping heart. "What are you doing?" she said at last.

"Leaving." He gestured toward the vehicle.

Another moment, then she pulled back the weapon. "Good."

She retreated slightly, but remained in the doorway, watching him as he scanned the ground. Where were the keys? Tony's hand or Tony's pocket. No matter. Dom's knees shook as he rounded the driver's door and squatted by the wheel rim, reaching up inside and groping through the grime to find his nonno's spare key tucked in a magnetic case.

His trembling fingers nearly dropped it again as hitched himself up into the front. He tossed the messenger bag onto the seat beside him. Shotgun seat. Ha! Pulled out his phone, and he nearly lost that, too, but managed to get it clipped to the dash. The engine roared to life. He carefully buckled his seat belt, then adjusted everything for his own height, meager compared with either of his friends. No possible way for him to measure up. No possible way for him to turn back now. Shoving the car into gear, he cranked the Land Rover out onto the country highway, choosing the same direction as the van. The Bluetooth connection circled on the screen, then connected with his phone.

"Telefono, D.A." He commanded, pleased to find his voice didn't shake. The phone, directed through the vehicle's speakers, rang once, twice, three, four times, then a clipped American voice said, "If you know who this is, leave a message."

"Ah...sono Dominic. This is Dominic..." What to say? If her phone were compromised, nobody would want too much information. "Our friends are on a side trip they don't enjoy. I could very much need help." He came to a roundabout, and stopped abruptly, then surged ahead, choosing the route toward Rome. "Merda. Call me." He hung up with a tap of the screen. Calmete, calmete.

He drove for another half-hour, combing through possibilities in his mind. How could he locate the men? If he did, what could he do about it? They might've gone to a hideout already. They might've shot Tony and Nick and left them dead in the forest. No. These people were Gladio; they would want to know whom they fought and why. They'd be looking for information. They'd be looking for him. E vero.

From the operational standpoint of this mission he'd got himself wrapped in, he was, if not the brain, at least the library. Which, perhaps, gave the clue.

At the next petrol station, Dom pulled over and found a parking place shadowed by a transit lorry. He pulled the laptop out and turned on the vehicle's hotspot. Call D.A., they said, but she had already given some resources, like the shared folder of information downloaded from the Gladio phone they had hacked together. No photos, aside from the man on the motorcycle. A number of folders with enigmatic names or numerical designations.

Dom sifted through the contents looking for any cached data about locations. The organization had caches, safe-houses and meeting locations throughout Italy, and probably beyond. After a little digging, he found a list of coordinates. Imported into a different program, they displayed a network across the nation, some apparently dead drops, others perhaps manned outposts. At least a dozen were within an hour of Monte Cassino. They had headed North, with no expectation of being followed or watched by anyone outside their sphere of influence--though the Carabinieri sounded disgusted with their service. What now? Searching each of these locations could take hours--again, he flashed on the image of his friends' bodies, each with a neat bullet hole piercing his skull, his hands still bound at his back.

Dom crossed himself and whispered a prayer. But he had other friends than these, other resources. Opening up a private browser window, Dom accessed a message board dedicated to conspiracy watchers the world over. He quickly navigated to the Italian page and dropped his query into a few subgroups for the particular towns he was targeting. Rumors of increased Black Van activity. A kidnapping outside Monte Cassino, government cover-up—urgent!

Locking down the vehicle, he crossed to the station to relieve himself and get an espresso and a few snacks. Something sweet for Nick, something salty for Tony. Paid with cash. He may not be an operative, but he'd been studying these things for a decade.

Back at the car, he slipped inside and re-locked the doors, retrieving the laptop from beneath the seat. Three messages, all negative. One offered to scan the police band for him, another linked him to someone else, deeper in the chain. Dom sent his gratitude, and a few more messages in new directions. He spent a little time delving into the theories around the specific locations, unsurprised to find that four already had a small, but dedicated following to the mysterious comings-and-goings of their occupants. Deeply invested organizations like the Gladio continued to underestimate the paranoia and vigilance of the dedicated hobbyists.

A picture popped into one of the threads, time-stamped ten minutes earlier, the back of a black van entering an alley adjacent to one of the addresses. "Leave me out of this!" the poster added, and the picture vanished almost immediately, along with the individual's profile and earlier remarks.

Dom gulped his coffee and fired the engine, the rim of the cup gripped in his teeth as he reversed out of the parking place, a man with a mission.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT
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Cleansed of blood and sea water, if not of the Warden's stories, Grant toweled off in a suite the size of his loft back in Somerville. Windows eight feet tall provided stunning views of Lake Como: blue water, the white wakes of private vessels, the fringe of villas, estates and beach towns. Was his accommodation the Warden's way of apologizing? For what, her complicity and complacence about the deaths of thousands? Millions? Or did she mean to express gratitude for her latest servant's willing sacrifice?

Grant toweled more briskly. His abdomen still ached, and a number of scrapes stung at the touch of water or even the ring-spun, Egyptian cotton bath accessories provided by the management. Lucky his skin tone concealed bruises well and even made the scrapes look more like shading, the cross-hatching of his shadowy life. Apparently he hadn't shaken that mood either.

Adolph and the remnants of his crew caught up with them not far from the lake, and Grant exchanged cool nods with his reluctant counterpart. Various items of luggage arrived with them, and Grant found his dark pants and a silk shirt he knew the client favored. Did he care? Didn't matter: he still had a job to do, for D.A., if not for the client herself. They had to be getting close. Yeah, Chief, you tell yourself that. Gooney's voice, the voice of conscience in some demented form.

From the adjoining room, two knocks, a pause, then another.

"Come." He combed his hair as he crossed into the shared lounge and dropped his comb on the table as D. A. entered, a scowl on her face.

"Got a weird message from Dom--Gooney's historian. He says the guys have gone for a side trip, and sounds totally freaked out. I can't raise either of them." She dropped her phone on the table, glaring as if it were the source of the trouble.

The adrenaline that had washed from his system over the last couple of hours surged all over again. "How long ago?"

"Ninety minutes. We were still on the drive--It wasn't the alert code, so I didn't pick up." Her sigh shook her curls.

"And we're at least seven hours from Monte Cassino on a good day, given the right wheels. Call him."

"I hate getting a civilian so deep in this thing."

The kid was already in deep--and maybe Nick and Gooney were, too. Too deep they couldn't handle it? "Same. Call him."

Tapping the phone into speaker mode, D.A. tapped the redial, and the two of them sat at the table, shoulder to shoulder, the volume down low, just in case. Each ring of the phone elevated Grant's alert level, then, just as a pleasant voicemail greeting began, a breathless voice said, "Si? E quella D.A.?"

"Dominic?"

"Si, si--ma, perdone--"he took a deep breath, switching to English. "I am driving, and there is no time."

"Then make it fast," she said. "What happened to Gooney and Nick?"

"They are arrested, but then the Carabinieri give over the keys to the Gladio. I have seen the man before."

D.A. met Grant's eye. Seven hours away, at least. He wanted to leap up and scramble the proverbial jets, but he didn't even know where to go.

"I have the hack phone, the data, and I narrow the places where I think they will go. I am now driving to uh...Castel di Sangro." He muttered something in Italian, then said, "I have the informations from uh..."

"Just speak Italian if that's easier," D.A. prompted.

He let off a rapid stream of Italian, of which Grant caught a few words. The cemetery, a shoot-out, a narrow escape. "He's going after them," Grant said, and D.A. gave a nod of assent, frowning as she asked Dom to clarify something.

"He has a tip from some kind of conspiracy board. They spotted the van. He's got a plan for how to get the Gladio out," she relayed.

"Can he make an intervention assessment? Give us a go/no-go if he thinks we've got time." Grant's language deficit had never cut so keenly. He tensed to spring into action, even as he knew, he knew, it wouldn't help.

She asked and Dom answered. D.A. offered a thumbs-up, but she looked doubtful. One asset on the ground, and he was an unknown. "If he thinks he can wait for help, he'll call."

"What did they learn at the cemetery?" Grant asked, and she shot him a hard look. He touched her arm. "I'm worried, too, but we can't help right now except by moving forward."

Dom added a few more excited remarks, then the connection went dead.

"They found the grave and got some photos. He'll upload a few things to the folder we made, but sounds like it was a bust."

"Except that the Gladio weren't the only people there, from what I could gather."

D.A. pulled the phone toward her, shutting down the speaker function. "Yeah, some older couple acting strangely."

"He thinks they're Mossad? Did I get that right?"

"These conspiracy guys see Mossad in everything." Those blue eyes flashed back up to meet his. "Mossad would have a vested interest, though. Jewish books, Nazi hold-outs."

"You used to work with them. Sounds like you think it makes sense."

She shrugged, and her glance cut away toward the windows as if she wanted to fling them open and dive into the lake. Something was bothering her, something she didn't want to reveal.

"He has no training at all, does he." Grant sat back, probing.

D.A. shook her head, but the set of her shoulders changed, as if his words relieved some unknown tension, but she still didn't look at him. "He's not a total loss, though. He's been studying this stuff forever, and the Gladio in particular."

Grant had guessed wrong about what weighed on her mind. Time to press her, or time to listen harder? "Anything else you think I should know?"

She snorted. A habit she picked up from Gooney, if he didn't miss his guess. Was she still hung up on Gooney? They had a one-night stand years ago; that was as far as it went, but it wouldn't stop her caring about him. "Probably a thousand things, Chief, but our people are the top priority."

"If I thought we'd get there in time to help, we'd be gone by now. As it stands, we don't even know where 'there' is, right?"

"Dominic promised he'd report back. Either it's code red, and he's the man on the scene; or it's not, and we get involved."

"Gooney and Nick are the best there is, aside from you and me." He warmed his voice with a smile. "It's not like this conspiracy guy is their only asset." He reached out and touched her hand. "We're not going to get another call like the one from Arizona." Telling them Gooney was dead, that Rizzo had brought him back to life--all while they were a thousand miles away.

"Sure hope not." She flashed him a smile, lips closed, as she stood up. "We should take a look at the files he sent, maybe the wallet you got from Apice Vecchia. See if we can find the next steps." Then she looked him over with a more critical eye. "Assuming you're good to go?"

"Always." His bruised abdomen didn't hurt as long as he moved carefully, and his blistered feet remained bare after the shower, hoping they'd finally dry out. The back of his head radiated pain along his neck and shoulders. If he had to run a marathon or climb a mountain, they were screwed. Intel and analysis? He could handle that.

Hard to say what hurt more, really: the injuries from his bunker escapade, or the sucker punch of knowing D.A. was hiding something from him.
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Moving swiftly to the launch bay, Valerio commandeered one of the rubber RIBs and a pair of gladiators. He spared a glance for the battered submarine. If it proved too much for his own team, where would he find a marine engineer willing to repair an antique vessel and never speak of it? Or, alternately, a marine engineer who wouldn't be missed.

The American owed him. The invoice so far included at least a dozen lives, including that of the feckless Marianna; the destruction of the bunker entrance and the suspicion of his vineyard workers--if any of them must be sent to God, they, too, would fall to the American's tally: his blood-stained office, including the ruined globe and damaged books; and now his midget submarine, the last in its class to be seaworthy, perhaps irretrievably damaged. The Gladio could not afford to sustain such losses.

The Germans by themselves had merely begun to cause him trouble: they would surely have negotiated the Warden's release rather than cause all of this destruction, and after he had broken her to his own satisfaction, Valerio likely would have obliged. Instead, the American.

But the Bible's way was clear: An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.

The sea net lowered further to allow their boat to skim over the top. The American's team must have entered carefully, though the sonic defenses had been triggered. In the water outside, the remnants of a bloody chum stirred in their wake, and a few of the more aggressive fish returned to feast on the weaker ones who had been stunned by the sonics. Around the tumbled rocks they sped, given the all-clear by a lookout on the cliffs above.

The gladiator opened up the throttle and Valerio leaned into the wind, squinting to scan the shore. Not far from the wrecked fishing boat, a lone figure sat on the rocks, applying pressure to his injured leg. He glanced up when they approached, and scrambled to his feet, slithering on the rocks, limping.

His hands flew upward. "Nicht shiessen!"

Valerio's pistol rested in his lap, the other gladiator training an automatic on their prisoner while the first gladiator cut the engine and let them idle closer.

"I have been out diving, and the boat now is gone," the German stammered, in English now, his glance flitting to the long gun, to Valerio, to the sea beyond.

"E vero." Valerio stared at the man. "So much better for you if that is your only lie." English words curdled his tongue these days, but it was the language they held in common.

The man's Adam's apple bobbed, then he gave a quick nod. "You know who I am."

"I know who you're with." Valerio considered his approach. "Strip. Down to the skivvies," Valerio ordered, indicating the zipper at the man's throat.

The man's head bobbed, and he started to comply, peeling off his dive vest and making a show of tossing aside the micro speargun at his hip. He stood shivering in a swimsuit and rash guard that outlined his muscular physique. Blood streaked from a gash at his thigh. Blond hair plastered his forehead. Classic Aryan, though without, at the moment, the classic arrogance.

Valerio put away his pistol, and waved to his gladiator to put up the automatic as well. "What happened to your friends?"

The German's lip curled, just for an instant.

"Ah, I see. Not your friends, then." Valerio employed his fatherly tone. "This would explain why you are outside, alone, and they are gone. The American led them, didn't he."

"Casey," the German muttered darkly.

"You know, and I know, that I don't wish to harm the Warden, not really, but this American, Casey, his interference has made everyone's life more difficult, eh? And now he's left you on the rock to die in the ocean, or to be sacrificed to my loyal men. We should have been allies, yes? You and the Warden, me and the gladiators." His gestures invited all present into this intimate circle where all good men belonged.

The wind kicked up a stronger surf, and the gladiator at the helm pushed the boat a little, keeping it close as it rocked. On his lonely rock, the German's shivering increased. Valerio beckoned with his hand. "Here, why not come with us? We'll patch up your leg, get you some dry clothes, maybe a drink, eh?"

Edging a little closer, the German hesitated, frowning. "I don't know anything, the objectives, what Casey follows, none of this."

Trying to convince them he was a poor target for torture, or for bribery. He also didn't know, couldn't know all that had gone on inside the Gladio base, how the Warden had been treated, what the outcome had been. How far would the German go for the Warden? This far, at least. Would he betray her pet American? Could he be trusted to go that much further?

"You are a foot soldier. Such a pity when a good man like you, a loyal man, is left behind. Abandoned by a stranger who takes over the organization. Tell me, soldier, what's your name?"

The German's brow furrowed, then he said, "Herrick."

"A strong, German name. No wonder that American doesn't like you. I thought maybe he's left you by accident, thinking you dead, but do you think maybe on purpose?" Valerio shook his head. "No, no, we shouldn't think it, for then we say, too, the Warden herself has been deceived, that she trusts a man poised to betray her."

"Mischling," he muttered to the wind. "Bastard."

"You have a friend, don't you? Your true leader among the Warden's men. Certo, it would be nice to call, to let them know you are all right. That you can be with them shortly." He smiled, then beckoned again. "Come, come! The sea grows rough. I think we cannot stay here much longer." He put out his hand.

After a moment, Herrick's hand joined his, and they welcomed him aboard.


CHAPTER SIXTY
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The town's handful of streets twisted like a mound of spaghetti as Dom tried to navigate closer to the coordinates. Tony would know exactly where to park, would face the car in just such a direction to be ready to leave, or to allow Dom to escape under cover when trouble came. Tony would tell him to go home. Again.

Dom passed an alley, then lurched to a halt. He spun the wheel and backed the Land Rover into the narrow slot. Three roads from here: the one he would follow, and two others that could take them away to safety, a Dio piacendo. He swore to D.A. that he would call her and check in, letting her know the plan, but in a town so small, even his vehicle felt conspicuous. How should the other Americans be able to arrive and come to the rescue? If anyone survived to rescue.

His friend's pistols had gone with them, seized by the police or the Gladio, leaving Dom with neither weapon nor defense. But then, he was no cinema hero--what would he do with those things if he had them? What did he have, in fact, but his wits? E basta. It would have to be enough.

Leaving the car, Dom walked as if he knew where he was going. A long minute with the map on the car's display and he memorized the streets and buildings. Most of the town consisted of awkward blocks only one building deep. This cafe, that hotel, two lawyers, the formidable building with the yard that now, unless anything changed and the squirrelly source hadn't said so, contained the police van. Dom walked briskly down the street in that direction. Across the street, a butcher's window reflected the old wooden gate, its left hinge sagging. The gap between the gates showed a sliver of a dark van with a government plate.

He kept walking, around the corner and down the block alongside. Nobody on the streets, and a few "Chiusi" signs still swinging, as if they'd been newly turned. He was no cinema hero, and yet, he felt he walked onto the set of a film where the director must call "action" at any moment. Something was happening here, or just had.

They would have cameras, wouldn't they? At the door at least. No windows pierced the old wall on this side, though he could make out the worn sills and lintels where they had been, all bricked in now. Another building once stood where he walked, a building likely damaged and demolished during the war. Dom slowed a little, listening intently. Nothing but the rumor of traffic to his right and the clatter of cooking and opera music pounding from the pizzeria, its back door opening onto the street he followed. He rounded the next corner to his left, and came upon a scaffold built against the back wall of the Gladio hideout. Plastic drapes billowed from the structure, but no workmen occupied it, and the number of leaves accumulating suggested it had been there a long time.

Dom ducked underneath the Vietato sign and climbed the ridged ramp closest to the wall. Near the top, the stone edge grew ragged, and old brick and stone piled along the scaffold suggested they meant to repair it. The scaffold wobbled a bit under his weight. It would be his luck to have the scaffold collapse as he tried to learn if his friends were safe.

The gate he passed, along with the two walls he had now circumnavigated, formed a yard large enough for a couple of vehicles and a few heaps of building materials. Only the van stood there now, its back door partly open and pock-marks in the paint that hadn't been there an hour ago.

A body sprawled on the ground behind the door, blood spreading from its shattered chest. Dom's throat caught, but the man was white, and too small to be Tony. Four living men crept along the walls, guns in hand, one of them gesturing toward the front of the van, miming an intent to climb over the hood.

"Just bomb it," muttered a voice very close to Dom's position, a man crouched behind the stack of lumber at the base of the wall. "Bomb the hell out of them."

A single door, and a double door led into the building, both partly open, the double door with a few bullet holes piercing the wood. A few more people crowded the doors that he could see. "Give up! You cannot shoot us all!" someone called from within.

"Try me." Nick's voice from inside the van, deep and almost slow, a dare if ever Dom heard one. Somehow, he'd gotten a gun, a fact that brought a grin to Dom's teeth.

Behind the double doors, a new face appeared, pale and anxious. "The line is cut, Cosimo. No answer."

"Merde." The man he recognized--Cosimo--glared at the yard beyond the door. "Va bene. The bomb. If they live, we question what's left." They spoke in Italian, but loudly enough to communicate their message. Merde indeed.

"Americani! We give you five minutes to surrender, or we blow the van from its wheels," Cosimo called out, in English this time. At his back, a pair of gladiators worked with a small device, preparing to carry out the threat.

Dom glanced at his watch, then flicked to the stopwatch function.

If the men surrendered, surrounded by so many Gladiators, how would he ever get to them? If they didn't, they died, or were grievously injured, and remained in enemy hands. Dom learned a lot, and nothing at all. It still came down to him. Dom snuck down the ramps as best he could, walking faster this time, mind racing.

A little further down, he spotted a stationer's shop, closed like the rest of the shops nearby. A woman hunkered behind the counter, peeking out, then flinching back at the sight of him. From the rack out front, he grabbed a postcard of the town's castle, its only claim to fame, a ruin with a single restored tower. Shoplifting. His stomach pinched. If they lived, he could return and pay the hundred lire.

On the back, he wrote, "This location has been compromised. Evacuate immediately. Silendo Libertatem Servo."

One minute, nine seconds passed. He underlined "silence" then walked to the door of the old building, rang the bell and dropped the card in the slot, walking away just as briskly, the Land Rover key burrowing into his palm. Confuse them, divide them, if some actually left, all the better. In any case, Dom would crash their party. One minute, forty-eight.

When he'd left the immediate vicinity, he raced the rest of the way to the Land Rover and leapt in, starting the engine even as the door slammed shut behind him.

Three minutes, seventeen.

He tore out of the alley, grateful for the cowering townsfolk--fewer pedestrians to worry about.

A pair of men hustled down the street in his direction, and he caught a glimpse of another taking the corner. Evacuating in truth, or looking for the messenger? Buon giorno, Gladio! Dom wished he had a pair of sunglasses instead of his metal rims, anything to make him look the part. Belatedly, he realized he could've taken one of the hats or farm coats from the back, something of his nonno's or of Tony's. Too late!

Four minutes, twenty-two.

As he drew even with the hideout door, Dom leaned on the horn, spreading the jubilant cheer of that stupid song. Dominick the donkey had a special delivery, one that couldn't wait.

He rocketed past the gate, then threw the car into reverse, spun the wheel, and backed into the gates. The Land Rover lurched as it slammed into the van's front end. Five minutes, ten.

Men scrambled to either side, one of them screaming as the gate hurtled into him, his startled face indelible on the back-up camera. The car flashed a thousand warnings at him, lights and alarms he could certainly do without. Tony raced along the side of the van and dove into the back seat, Nick moving backward, covering him, a skeleton-rifle in his hands.

Tony wrapped his arm around Nick's chest, hauling him in.

Gunshots rattled, and Tony shouted, "Go, go, go!"

Dom stomped on the gas. The Rover lurched backward, then the rear tires leapt up as the van behind them flew into the air and smashed down again in a gout of flame.
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An array of papers in German, Italian and English splayed across the table, and Grant envisioned red string lines connecting them, only these weren't the connections of an isolated madman. He tapped an identity card bearing the black-and-white photo of a young man, very young, with chubby cheeks and a swish of blond hair. The collar that peeked into the edge of the photo resembled the wool and velvet of a classic German uniform. Could be embellishing that part. Maybe. "The Ratline. Gotta be."

"Catholic priests helping Nazis escape justice. The conspiracy guys aren't wrong about everything." D.A. kept her eyes on the screen as she scrolled through the information accumulating in her Gladio files.

From what Grant could tell, a young man by the name of Gottfried Holle departed Germany with his new bride, Julia, for a sojourn in Italy--probably hoping to flee the collapsing Third Reich. After the war, they arrived at a monastery in Brixen, in the Tyrol region. The priest who welcomed them authorized travel papers, and arranged travel to Argentina, this time just for the husband. The documents included a brief letter in a florid script thanking Gottfried Holle, now known as Alessandro Bottini, and guaranteeing prayers for his well-being. Apparently, Gottfried/Alessandro had been quite generous in his gift to the church. Part of that gift required display, an arrangement the priest promised he would attend to. Interesting.

D.A.'s fingers danced over her keyboard. "It's almost five hours from here, thanks to the mountain roads. Looks like the monastery's now a museum."

"So whatever we're looking for might be long gone."

"Could be, though the church itself seems to be intact--not all carved into gallery space."

"Worth a try, then." It felt like busy work, just waiting for the phone to ring, for Dom to tell them the team was all right. At least they had a secure and comfortable location to linger. Wished he could say the same for his people. His friends. "Can we track this guy back into Germany? Who was he then--where was he posted?"

"I'll see what--"

Grant was on his feet a split second before the suite door banged open. Adolph marched through, flanked by Wilhelm and another of his men, a phone clutched in his fist. "You left him, you bastard." He swung for Grant's chin.

With a duck and a sidestep, Grant let the blow breeze past. He dodged back into a defensive posture. "Context might help," he pointed out.

Adolph dropped the phone onto the table and turned, dropping into a stance of his own. "Herrick, at the base. Injured, sick and half-paralyzed from the attack."

"Glad to hear he survived." Herrick. The third diver, the one who'd refused Grant's lead and wound up on the wrong side of the net. Grant crossed behind the table, putting space between them. Wilhelm and the other man stood ready to support their leader—or to block Grant's escape.

"He knew where to rendezvous with the dive boat—sounds like that didn't work out," Grant said.

"He might have drowned. How did you escape this effect?" He spat the words, an accusation.

"Who says I did? We still had a job to do."

"Indeed, this was painful." Kaden's bulk filled the doorway. "I should be in the same way had Casey not taken me from the water." He shrugged.

"We had a plan, you knew the plan, so did Herrick." Grant moved away from the table, Adolph's henchmen shifting closer in response. D.A. swept the papers and her laptop into its case and out of the way of possible combat.

"Und zen?" Adolph closed the gap. "You never mention him. Never ask if he lives or dies. You know what happens if these Gladio take him, what happens to Roger, yes?" He jabbed his finger toward Kaden. "Schleissensie die tur."

Kaden's glance shifted from one to the other, then he complied with Adolph's order, closing the door. He moved no further into the room. In German, he told Adolph, "We should speak with the Warden about this."

"I take no orders from you, nor certainly from him." Adolph lunged toward Grant. He dodged, deflecting the blow with his forearm and landing a jab of his own.

"I don't want to fight you." Grant circled with Adolph in the open space before the tall windows. "This is stupid."

"That's what you think of us. What you've always thought," said Wilhelm, bunching his own fists.

"We need to cooperate if we're going to complete this mission." D.A.'s voice sounded a little plaintive, making herself seem smaller and less capable--in case he needed her.

"Sounds like Herrick did exactly what he should, even if he missed the boat." Literally. "He got to safety, and called you." Grant cocked his head. "Wait a minute. How did he call you? Did you recognize the number?"

"What does it matter how a man calls for help?"

"Do your people have a code if they're under duress? Any way to tell if--"

With a growl, Adolph hurled a flurry of blows, putting Grant on the defensive. He ducked, dodged, landed a kidney punch. Adolph winced, dancing back from Grant's reach, but Grant didn't follow. Didn't want this fight; he sure wasn't planning to pursue it.

"Roger said nothing as his fingers broke; you think Herrick any weaker? Pain does not break us. Would it break you?" Adolph lunged, and Grant slipped away. If pain would break him, he'd be shattered by now.

"I don't know what you think I should've done differently," he said. After the abduction, he had seized this man's control, on purpose, and Adolph ceded it. Now he wanted it back. "What would you have done?"

"Keep my men together, as I have done." Adolph's henchmen closed ranks.

"And attack about three minutes later than agreed. We were outnumbered by three times down there."

"Men died today!"

Grant nodded. "We're lucky not to be among them."

"Pity." Adolph launched toward him, feinted, and kicked high.

Grant twisted away, off-balance, his head and abdomen aching. He knocked over the tea table, forcing Adolph to work around it. "Hope she paid the damage deposit on this place."

"Don't be stupid," Adolph spat back. "She owns it."

Adolph leapt to the attack again, and Grant slammed his fist into the man's jaw, staggering him, but he shook it off with a sneer.

The phone on the table rang, and Adolph flinched, but his second follower, the red-head, swept it up. "Bitte?" The man glanced at Adolph. "Ja. Beide." Yes, both. He started to speak again, but frowned, then tapped the phone off. "Achtung!" He snapped. The others straightened immediately, and Adolph recoiled, fists clenched.

Kaden opened the door and stood back. Clad in fresh, high-end clothing, including a white-blond wig that matched her eyebrows, the Warden kept her chin up as she walked inside. She still looked pale, and a little shaky. "When there is a meeting called, gentlemen, I expect to be informed."

She sailed past the combatants to take up one of the antique wing chairs near the windows. Kaden closed the door again and followed in her wake. The least professional in demeanor, his posture of protection juxtaposed strangely with his tattooed face and shaved head. If he owned clothing other than motorcycle leathers, Grant hadn't seen it. Nevertheless, their shared adventure moved the skinhead from purely a scare-tactic to a coolly dependable ally, not that he expected it to last.

"Your mongrel left Herrick to be taken by the Gladio, to be tortured and die."

"Adolph, please." The Warden steepled her fingers, elbows on the arms of her chair. "I am sure that Mr. Casey is aware of the stakes."

"Herrick survived. Sounds like he's wounded but okay." Grant spread his hands, releasing his tension for the sake of his true audience. "Getting you to safety was our top priority. The only thing that mattered. Aufseherin." He flicked her a glance, but kept his focus on Adolph in case the German decided to launch another attack. "Everyone who went in knew we might not come out. That's in the contract." That he might die for a Nazi, serving alongside more of the same.

"Aufseherin, now that you are safe, you must see these Americans are not to be trusted. You hear him?" Adolph moved closer, pleading his case. "Contracts. He values the money and not the men. Not the mission. What is he? A mercenary. Loyalty and honor mean nothing to such a man."

She focused her gaze on Grant with a slight shake of her head. Adolph's teeth bared, turning on Grant, ready to shred him at the Warden's command. "I don't believe, Adolph, that you have taken the measure of Mr. Casey as you seem to believe."

As if he'd just noticed the state of his clothing, Grant deliberately rolled back the cuffs of his shirt, first one sleeve, then the other. "If we're not wanted here," he said, to nobody in particular, "I am more than happy to go home."

He flicked the Warden a salute, and started toward his bedroom. Keep it smooth, keep the pain from showing. He passed by the sofa where D.A. stood, her laptop case clutched to her chest, her lips pursed, brow furrowed as if she were holding back a storm with sheer force of will.

"Mr. Casey."

He cut a sidelong glance at D.A., and did not answer.

"I have something to show you, before you go." The Warden's voice grew a little stronger, then, on a breath, she added, "Please."


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO
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Careful not to rumple his regalia, Valerio sped north at the wheel of a sleek Mercedes, the match to another one with three more gladiators. The car carrying Herrick and his Gladio driver--so happy to help! Valerio insisted, truly, a peace offering between their organizations--moved a little more sedately in the same direction. Lake Como, of course. The playground of the wealthy for generations. No surprise the Warden kept a home there, and thanks to Herrick, they would know precisely where to go. Except that Valerio and his comrades would arrive first.

Perhaps he should allow the Warden her power, her higher ground. He might propose a compromise, an approach of mutual assistance. Of course, his price would include the American, and his bargain would last only until they had located the stash of hidden works that might supply his mission for decades to come. Expand it, even. Gladio once stood proudly in Austria, German, Spain. With the recent incursions of Communist politics into other Western nations, they were needed more than ever. Faith in God waned while false idols rose at every moment, propelled by the internet into undeserved fame.

As he drove, he prayed. He asked for guidance, he offered gratitude for the gift of Herrick's presence, and his enlightened humility. He prayed that Casey would be lulled to a peaceful state, enjoying the rest he surely earned with their recent escape. He might ask for the American's injuries to be more than superficial, but he would not place such demands upon the Almighty. So long as the American remained, ready to fall into Valerio's grasp.

The klicks flew beneath his tires and he imagined what special attention Casey's activities demanded. He had previously considered breaking or removing the man's fingers. That seemed fitting, for a thief who stole Valerio's own prisoner, along with his serenity. What for the invasion of Valerio's inner sanctum? For the destruction of his office and the curated place of the mind he cultivated there? An ice pick to the brain, perhaps--but that was so fast, the recipient would barely see it coming, barely have the chance to know what reward awaited his trespasses.

The mountains rose before, and now around them. Valerio signaled, and turned from the highway to a winding road. Not an ice pick, a corkscrew, in keeping with the damages to the vineyard. Valerio's smile spread.

In less than an hour, they'd arrive at the estate, Gladio agents converging from several directions. But first, he had a stop to make.

He pulled off onto a small dirt road, bumping between the hills to a little church dedicated to the Virgin. Parking with the nose of the vehicle ready for a quick departure, Valerio crossed himself before getting out of the car. A battered Volvo waited across the small lot, empty. Matching his demeanor to his garb, he walked to the steps of the stone church, a venerable structure that had survived the War, and who knew how many earthquakes, storms and traumas before. Above the door, the Virgin greeted him with open arms.

Valerio entered the cool interior, stained glass windows piercing the walls up high and illuminating the main altar. A man prowled through the shadows from one patch of light to the next and onward, not pausing to pray or genuflect, a man distraught with grief. Letting his feet scuff a little, Valerio moved toward the man. "Gian Martino?"

The husband froze and turned, then rushed toward him, reaching out as if to embrace and deliver the customary cheek kisses. Valerio staved him off by putting out his hand, seizing that of the stranger, and clasping his other hand over it. "My son."

"Padre. Thank you so much for calling me back, for meeting with me." Close up, Gian could be handsome, worthy of his dead wife's beauty. Sun-touched hair met his collar, pale eyes flickered with unshed tears. He looked strong, capable, aside from the dishabille of his clothes and his tear-streaked face. "When the number no longer rang, I worried..."he gave an awkward laugh. "I began to think the story true, about this secret group, all of that." He swallowed hard and met Valerio's eye. "Please forgive my foolishness. I didn't think her a fanciful woman, but this letter...it's hard to know what to think."

"Of course." Valerio gestured toward the nearest pew, inviting the man to sit down. "Do you have the letter with you?"

A quick shake of his head. "I have given it to the police. There was some bad business in Campagna at the same time, and they think maybe this is part of the same. Mafia, perhaps? I don't know." Gian gulped and finally sat as Valerio instructed, his clammy hands releasing Valerio's.

The letter had been placed in evidence, a fact that boiled Valerio's blood. A letter that should never have been written, much less mailed. This is why he so rarely recruited women; they were too sentimental for such work. Well. He would find the blessing among these curses. Resting his hips on the facing pew, Valerio regarded his supplicant. "Perhaps. I cannot say, however, I do have many friends among the police--such pious men, you know."

The man's eyes flared. "Do you know more? Have they learned anything?"

With a sigh and a glance heavenward, Valerio said, "I should say nothing." He clasped his hands together, half in prayer.

"But this is why you called me, yes? Why you suggested a meeting?" The man scooted forward as if to grip Valerio's legs and beg for information.

"The man who gave the letter. They've been able to identify him."

"My wife's killer." Gian went still, his face transforming from grief to fury in an instant.

Valerio patted the air, a proper man of God. "We can't say this. And the Lord would tell you to forgive, even if this American murdered your wife." He broke off, flinging up his hands. "Already, I've said too much! God forgive me." He crossed himself.

"No, no, no! Padre, if the Lord has given you this knowledge, it's for a purpose. God wants justice for Marianna, it must be."

"Even if it's true, if this man has brutally slain your wife, you must do nothing rash, no matter what crimes he has committed." Valerio endeavored to look stern as he admonished the man, and simultaneously encouraged him to believe much worse than the truth.

"All I want is justice, nothing else matters. It's an American, you said. What has such a man even to do with my wife?"

"There are some Americans who travel so they can...but no, really, we must not speculate. This man, this, ah..." he pulled out his phone and brought up a picture the police had only begun to circulate. Grant Casey, isolated from a security camera outside a jewelry shop, looking appropriately dark and dangerous as he retreated from the square at Campagna. Of course, without a few nudges from Valerio, would they even be looking for Casey? Hard to say. Below this, Valerio made sure his current whereabouts remained on screen: Lake Como.

Gian grabbed his hand, pulling the phone into his own view. "That's him?"

Valerio tugged, then finally wrested the phone away, certain the man had gotten a good look. "Grant Casey. This is a very dangerous man, nobody to tangle with on your own, you must understand that. He is twisty and vicious as a weasel." He pocketed the phone beneath his robes.

"I could be a dangerous man, too, Padre, given what he's done to my wife."

"Even a lamb can turn lion when those he loves are slaughtered. I thought in your voice I heard that kind of courage."

"Yes." The man rose up, fists clenched, as if to leave right away, but Valerio placed his fingertips on the man's chest, over his heart.

"You must not confront him, do you hear me? You must allow the police time to do their work." Valerio drew up a deep breath, maintaining his stern demeanor. "But if you remain close to the investigation, you may find yourself in a position they cannot alone manage."

From another pocket, Valerio removed a sleek Beretta, fully loaded, letting it weigh in his hand. "I am not condoning violence, you understand, but this is a godless criminal; we cannot allow him to escape and torture or kill again. Take this, should you need to defend yourself."

Gian's jaw firmed, his gaze steady. "I understand, Padre."

He pressed the gun into the man's hands, closing those cold fingers around the metal. "Go with God, my son."
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Images flashed in Dom's rearview mirror, as if an entire catalog of adventure films played behind him. The broken gates, the startled face of a Gladio man flung in the air, the front end of the police van as the Land Rover crashed into it. A glimpse of the two Americans racing toward him. Then the world engulfed in flame. The van leaping up, crashing back, a cataclysmic sound that echoed through his skull and made his teeth ache. His ears rang.

The Rover bucked weightless for a moment. The rear window sparkled with cracks. A thousand little shards that did not fall. Nick, still looking back, became a silhouette against the flames and shatters, an icon framed in a stained-glass window, like an angel guarding their back from the very spirits of Hell.

The tires slammed back down again, rocking the whole vehicle. Dom's glasses leapt up and landed askew, his hair tangling into his face. He shook it back, hoping the gesture might open his ears and restore his vision.

He made out Tony's face, distorted and shouting. Che cosa vuoi? Drive. Drive. Si. Dom smashed the brake, stopping their wrong-way travel.

The Rover lurched, and he slammed it into "drive," then pressed again on the gas, cranking the wheel as they ground out of the ruined gate. The Rover barreled down an empty street. The gladiators who fled earlier, turned back, then pressed themselves to the wall as Dom rocketed by.

Best of everything, this car. Custom horn, finest suspension, shock absorbers capable of driving all day in the mountains or over the farm fields, tires so thick his Nonno swore they could visit Mount Vesuvio and drive through the lava without damage. Every time the damned horn blew, Dom wanted to trade in the Rover for something ordinary. Today, he wanted to kiss the dashboard of their blessed deliverance.

The memorized map floated within his mind, and he turned wildly, driving like Tony, taking them briskly out of town. "Are you hurt?" He called.

"Not so loud, we're right here," Nick leaned between the front seats, and his teeth flashed in a gleaming smile. "We're okay, grazie." He squeezed Dom's shoulder. "Thanks to you."

"Oh, man," Tony groaned. "I think I pulled a muscle getting you in here." He scrubbed at his face. "Been a while since I caught a shock wave like that."

"Mongolia?" Nick said, and Tony laughed.

"Come to think of it, yeah." Then he coughed. "No, wait, Arizona, when the chief's house blew up."

"Someday, I must hear these adventures," Dom murmured.

"Someday you should. Beer for me, wine for you, a couple of seats that don't move."

"But how are you loose and with a gun?"

"Where're we going? I gotta call the chief."

A deflection, after so much they'd been through together. Dom poked his glasses back onto his nose, his glance rising to the mirror again, then falling.

"Gooney," Nick said, before Dom's disappointment had a chance to take hold, "It's okay."

"Need to know," Tony said. "Nothing personal, kid."

"You think he doesn't?" without waiting for Tony's response, Nick somehow folded himself through the gap in the seats and into the passenger side, his prosthetic briefly visible between his sock and his pantleg, looking grimly like bare bones without the flesh to hold them. Except these bones were made of woven fiber. Nick gestured toward the back, and Tony handed him the slim-line rifle he'd been using.

"It's a custom piece." As he spoke, Nick removed his shoe and sock. On his artificial foot, he lifted a flap and removed a small tool from a socket alongside a selection of others. "Couple of these pick a wide variety of locks."

"Pretty frickin' awkward me groping around, trying to get the right one without looking in a moving vehicle," Tony chimed in from the back seat.

"That's the truth," Nick said. "But we managed just fine." Closing up the foot compartment, he got to work on the rifle. "Most of the time, nobody examines the leg too closely--they're embarrassed. If they do, I just say it's specialized. Or I play up that I'm a veteran." Another swift smile.

He broke down the weapon rapidly, tucking each component into a very particular place, then peeling a flap of the same carbon-fiber weave and snapping it into place around the whole, checking that it formed a calf, just as someone would expect. He tugged up his sock, and slipped his pant leg back into place. "Does D.A. know our status?"

"Merda!" Dom's jerk of surprise jolted the Rover briefly onto the verge and he steered it back again. D.A. and Chief had no idea. So far as they knew, their friends were already dead.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR
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Grant shrugged into a dark suit coat, every inch the professional operative, prepping for a jaunt with his client. He met D.A.'s eye in the mirror. "How do I look?"

"Ready for a funeral."

"So long as it's not mine." He pivoted on his heel and started for the suite door, but D.A. stepped in front of him. She almost touched him, to straighten a lapel, maybe, or pluck a bit of lint, then let her hand fall.

"You sure this is a good idea?"

"There's hundred people in Italy alone--a thousand, maybe--who want me dead. She's not one of them, in spite of the narrative Adolph's trying to push."

"What happened down there, in the bunker?"

Grant shook his head. "Y'know how she treats me like her pool boy? Now she sees me as one of her Concentration Camp slaves." He cut her a glance. "I think it's meant to be a promotion."

D.A. shuddered, curls flicking. "I dunno, Chief. Sometimes it's hard to tell when you're joking."

"The answer is almost never." He stepped around her, then paused, head down trying to frame the truth. "Yes, something happened down there. She said some things. She--"he almost laughed. "She started to see me as human."

"You sure as hell don't need that from her." D.A.'s voice rang.

"No. But she might."

"You don't think you can, what, save her, or something? Redeem her?"

He didn't even know what to think. He shrugged one shoulder. "This little trip should take an hour or less. Raise Dom, then get us packed. Whether we're working the contract or not, we can't stay in Bellagio."

"I should be going with you." Before he could point out the Warden's rules, she sighed. "I'll manage the withdrawal. Look--" Her grim expression matched his. "I know you're doing this because of me. That I'm the reason we're here in the first place."

He shook his head. "The Italian Jews deserve to get their library back, D.A., that's not just on you."

"Right. But I can see you calculating how many lives it's worth. How many of us, even if there's other stuff in this cache that we might be able to repatriate. How much blood--"

His upraised palm stilled her words. "When I get back, we decide. Not just me, both of us, all of us. You copy?"

"Yes, sir." Her words twisted, but she rallied to add, "Have fun out there--great day for it."

"You know it." He flicked a salute, and headed down to the docks. A half-dozen boats, mostly classic speed boats, bobbed on the water, and the Warden's people busily prepared at least three of them.

Adolph stiffened at Grant's approach. "As she wishes, we do not ride with you, but neither are we far behind."

"She's got nothing to fear from me, Adolph. Neither do you." Though the bruise of Grant's fist on Adolph's jaw might suggest otherwise, he hadn't started that fight. Grant flipped open his sunglasses and slipped them on, aiming his reflective stare at Adolph a moment longer.

The Warden herself stood by a small, sharp vessel toward the far end of the dock, dressed for an outing on the lake, with a bonnet tied over her false hair. She did, after all, have her pride. "Mr. Casey. Can you pilot this boat?"

At his nod, she stepped into the craft, accepting Kaden's hand for support, then seating herself beside the helm.

The skinhead raised his hand in farewell as Grant stepped aboard, checked his gages, and gave the thumbs up for cast off. Standing at the helm, Grant idled out of the marina shared by a complex of over-sized villas like the one they occupied. In spite of Adolph's claim, the Warden didn't own the whole place, but the Rockefeller Institute, her erstwhile philanthropic affiliation, did. The ground crew and housekeepers bowed their heads when she passed by.

Two more boats started up behind them, and Grant opened up his throttle, letting the boat plane across the deep-blue lake, catching golden ripples as the sun began its descent.

"I do believe you are enjoying this, Mr. Casey." A lap robe kept her legs warm, her hands tucked demurely underneath, in addition to the gloves she wore.

True. "Not counting my boarding party a few days back, it's been a while since I got out on the water."

"I hope you've managed at least a few excursions since last we were together on a boat."

The one where he was left to die in his grandfather's sunken U-boat. "A few." Like the one at Cyprus where the client's pilot turned over Nick to their enemy.

"It is good to see you pleased for a change. Relaxed." Her sunglasses aimed at the horizon where a few other boats sailed or zipped along.

Apparently, the guise was working. If that's what it was. Grant performed a quick self-eval. The wind rifling his hair, the sun glinting off the water, the sense of speed and elevation, and the tension through his core--pleasant, for once--as he maintained his balance on the deck. Not quite as good as horseback riding, but pretty damn good.

"I saw you when you were vulnerable, Mr. Casey." Her pleasant expression hadn't changed, and he wondered, not for the first time, who was fooling whom. "Down in the bunker. You don't like that, do you."

The fact he'd been vulnerable, and maybe owed her his life? Or the fact that she'd seen him that way? "No more than you do." He trimmed back, letting the vessel subside to the water's surface as a ferry carved through the water off the point at Bellagio. "Where to?"

"Port. To Isola Comacina."

They motored the short distance to the island, crossing paths with a few other vessels, their own escort not far behind.

"The near end," she directed. "There's a small dock beneath the church. Do you know, it's the only island in all of Lake Como. Imagine that."

The dock, marked "Privato! Vietato!" pushed out near a small beach. A fringe of trees scrolled along both sides of a grassy lawn leading up to the church, a plain white boxy affair, surrounded by low stone ruins. Grant brought the boat alongside the dock and killed the engine, then stepped out to secure the vessel before offering his hand. She gripped it with her own, her skin as fragile as rice paper, blue veins snaking beneath and plainly visible. Blueblood for sure. Grant released her as soon as she steadied.

"You need more rest."

"I shall take that under advisement, Mr. Casey." She tipped her sunglasses coyly. "Though I am not sure I should take your advice on matters of rest."

He strolled a few steps ahead, anticipating the church as their destination. "Why are we here?"

"You're leaving me, aren't you." She started at a sedate pace to the left, on a smaller path that ducked beneath the trees, and he followed.

"I can't work with people I can't trust. People who won't trust me. I'd lay even odds your man Herrick is leading the Gladio straight to me."

She shot him another look over the glasses, then, entering the shade, removed them entirely. "We are in our power here, Mr. Casey."

"I didn't say us, I said me. The Centurion's got me in his sights, for sure. I'm standing between him and you, between him and the cash flow he craves. He's set Adolph against me, creating turmoil in the ranks. The team's off-balance, growing dysfunctional. I'm increasingly a liability from an operational perspective."

"Ah." They took a few paces in silence, the view of the water toward Bellagio opening up again, and she sighed. "I cannot find fault with your assessment. I am relieved, at least, that you didn't merely pack up your marbles and go home, as they say."

No answer for that, so he supplied none.

They stopped in front of an old iron grate, capping a stone archway that led beneath the mound surmounted by the church and ruins. No surprise at all when she produced a key from the palm of her glove. "And yet, without your intervention, I should still be in the Centurion's clutches, in the prison he built for me alone."

"Adolph would've done his best." Out on the water, one of the German vessels patrolled the shore, tracking their progress.

"His best could not keep me from being seized to begin with. In ninety years, Mr. Casey, none has dared to place their hands on me in anger or demand. If you leave me, our quest will fail." The key scraped metal, then hinges turned, too smoothly for their age. From a niche inside the dank passage, the Warden selected a flashlight and flicked it on, satisfied by the beam it produced, then she offered it to him. "Will you, Mr. Casey? I am an old woman, and find myself in need of guidance."

The passage beckoned with a thousand secrets, and the flashlight warmed in his palm as he stepped into the darkness beside her.
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"Do you need me to take the wheel?" Tony scooted forward eagerly.

On the mountain roads before them? Tony's driving might put him over the edge, literally. With a shake of his head, Dom tapped the Bluetooth connection.

"Give it two rings, then hang up," Nick ordered.

Frowning, Dom complied. "Ma, per che?"

"Now call again."

"Just give away the farm, why don't you?" Tony muttered.

"If he'd known this before, maybe he wouldn't be out here on his own, capisce?" Nick cast a dark look toward his partner.

D.A.'s voice emerged from the speaker, sharp with excitement. "Dominic! Digame."

"I have them, they're okay." Dom steered the Rover onto a larger road, heading for the highway, but not sure where they were headed.

"We got blown up in a stolen police van," Tony said, grinning, "But yeah, we're okay. The kid's doing a damn fine job."

"Can confirm," Nick supplied, and Dom sat a little straighter. "We might need to cut a deal with his grandfather's auto insurance, though. Pretty sure there's rear end damage, cracked rear window for sure, and some new shocks might be in order."

"I'll add him to my gift list." D.A.'s relief flowed through the vehicle. "Thanks, Dom. You really came through for us."

"Certo. Piacere."

"Yeah, sure." Tony snorted. "The pleasure's all ours. Where are you guys? What's the plan?"

"Chief's on a joyride across Lake Como with the client, her request." She blew out a breath. "He wants to pull the plug."

"And you don't."

Dom drummed his fingers on the wheel as he listened. Pull the plug. This chief wished to call off the adventure of Dom's life, perhaps the only adventure he'd ever have. When he wasn't nearly dying, certo, but still.

"We're close, Gooney. We've gotta be. He found a stash of papers showing the trail-maker's flight from Germany, some kind of Hitler youth-type who went full Nazi; Nick got the photos from the cemetery--"

"Which mean squat, so far as we can tell."

Dom glared at the traffic, easing their oversized vehicle into the stream. Squat. Nothing at all. Was this true? What possible clue did the gravestone--"Spetta, spetta!" He slapped the wheel.

"What?" said D.A. and Tony simultaneously, to Nick's amusement.

"C'e una sigla...uh--" he fumbled for the word. "In the name, the middle--"

"A middle initial? Crap, I should've seen that. Hang on." Papers rustled on the other end, and keys clicked. "Yes. The memorial at Campagna had no initial, but the gravestone does, and those weird dates--"

"Not dates, coordinates."

"Just a minute!" More key taps, then grumbling. Wind blew in the background.

"Love hearing the nerds at work," Tony muttered, and Nick cuffed him.

"Are you outside, D.A.? I'm hearing water." Nick tilted his head to listen more closely.

"Yeah. Dockside, keeping an eye on the chief as best I can. Which isn't great."

Nick and Tony went briefly still, and Tony said, "What is it we don't know?"

"Berlin!" she shouted. "Sorry. The numbers, read 'em right, they take you to Berlin, to this park in the Friedrichschain neighborhood, far as I can tell."

"That tracks."

"Is this our destination? Where we go next?" Dom asked, hoping he didn't sound too eager.

"Unless the operation's over," Nick pointed out.

"In which case, we can fly back as easy from there as from Rome." Tony leaned on the front seats. "But seriously, D.A., what did we miss?"

"Bit of a mutiny on the German side. Maybe the Gladio's coming here, maybe they're all hot for Chief's blood."

"Kidnapping, death threats," Nick said, and Tony added, "The usual."

They both cracked up with laughter.

"Thanks, guys, really. Means a lot to know you're on our side."

"Friedrichschain?" Dom asked. "What is this German, the Nazi who takes the Ratline? Hitler youth, e vero, D.A.?"

"What? Yes. Came to Italy after the war, then had to flee when the hunters started tracking down the Nazis."

"And the sigla, ah, the initial, is a G. Aurelian G Petrowski, but not punta, no period like usual. Non c'e una sigla. It means the towers, how the Hitler youth became full Nazis." The speedometer started edging toward Tony's territory, and Dom tried to contain his excitement.

"Slow down, make sense," Tony said.

"Si, si." He came to a roundabout, and automatically headed north. "For the defense of Berlin, Hitler makes a plan of towers, built all around. They are concrete, and very tall, very strong. It takes the British so many bombs to destroy one at the Berlin zoo, and many are still standing. They are together, in pairs at each location. There is one, called the 'L' tower, that is the armaments. Anti-aircraft weapons." He took a deep breath, almost needing his medicine in his reckless enthusiasm.

"Woot!" D.A.'s exultation rang through, keys clicking. "The Flak Towers, and the Hitler youth started out by assisting the gunners. I get it. Tell 'em the kicker, Dom, you've earned it."

"The other tower is not for weapons so much, it is for shelter, for thousands of people to take cover when the Allies bomb the city, and also at Friedrichschain, it is where they hide the treasures from the museums, so they are not damaged." He beamed at his passengers. "This is the 'G' tower, and maybe the treasures. And what else in the park, D.A.?"

"Another Polish war memorial," D.A. finished.

Tony started clapping, and Nick said, "Bravo."

Dom felt ridiculous, grinning his face off, speeding north toward Germany, earning the compliments of men like these. "So, Berlin. It takes us maybe a day."

"In that case, I'm getting comfortable." Tony cranked back his seat, stretching out, and buckling up. "Don't wake me 'til--"

"Oh, shit!" D.A.'s voice burst from the speakers, then the line went dead.
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Apair of black Mercedes driving the streets of Bellagio wouldn't turn a head. If anything, they were down-market for this town. Valerio considered if it were time for an upgrade to the Gladio prestige fleet. As they approached the gated Rockefeller compound, Valerio's phone alerted, and the car picked up.

"Centurion. The target has taken a boat to the island," a breathless gladiator reported. "He and the Warden together in one boat, with two others as escort."

"Have you secured--"

"I have. Turn right, proceed to the shore. Also, the maid heard arguments and had to clean up a suite after a fight. The Germans are divorcing themselves from the Americans."

"Excellent, that's perfect." Valerio crossed himself and said a prayer of thanksgiving. "Call David," Valerio commanded, and the phone complied. It rang once, and he ordered, "Hang up."

David, Herrick's driver, would get his signal and behave accordingly, feigning car trouble and pulling off the road a little short of the goal, keeping Herrick obliviously under their control a little longer. An insurance policy.

"Call emergency." The vehicle complied, the call ringing sharply.

Valerio made the turn, slowing as he sought a parking place near the shore. Three men materialized from the benches and another vehicle. Two more were down at the dock. Nine gladiators, himself included. They would make a good showing if they must.

The dispatcher came on. "Vi prego. State your emergency."

Valerio put on a younger voice, more excited. "There's a man, Grant Casey, he's wanted for murder in Campagna. I just saw him here at Lake Como."

"I don't have--wait a moment. Grant Casey, you say?"

"Si, e vero. I saw the imminent danger report." Untrue, but if they hadn't issued such a bulletin yet, at least it would catch the woman's attention to believe the target was armed and dangerous. "He's taken a boat over to the island. He has an old woman with him. I'm afraid she could be a hostage."

"Thank you for reporting this. Will you please stay on the line?"

"Of course, I--"he cut the call, not giving them time for a trace, if they were so inclined. Would the police rise to his bait? Who knew? But he would set every dog in his pack to rend this particular prey.

Stripping off his clerical garb to reveal practical clothing beneath, Valerio climbed out and walked toward the docks. His men alerted instantly, but without formal salutes of any kind. If anyone were watching, they should be just a group of friends, out for a cruise. No need to reveal these friends had guns beneath their windbreakers.

With a flick of his hands, he divided them into groups to take the three boats. Two of the vessels were older, but adequate to cut off the target's line of retreat. They must move quickly. If the police did respond, with lights and sirens, Casey might bolt before Valerio could place his trap. The third boat, the fastest, might be used to chase if need be. Its needle-like prow gave it the profile of a hunter, and Valerio immediately stepped aboard, with two of the gladiators following. They cast off, and steered for the Bellagio point, arcing the top of the island. Their wakes lapped a few other docks as they set out. One of these protruded from a manicured lawn defended by a low sea wall that set the grand villa off from the lake itself. Someone sat on a bench in front of it, laptop deployed, head cocked to one side to pinch a cellphone under her cheek.

As Valerio made the turn, aiming for the island, he frowned, working to place the woman in his memory. He glanced back to find her on her feet, the laptop set aside, her curly hair tossed in the wind, and knew. This was the other American. Their time ran short. "We're spotted," Valerio barked. "Tell the others."

He throttled up, sweeping toward the island, the single boat at its dock, his own vessel cutting like a shark toward its prey. Behind him the lovely sound of a magazine ratcheting into an automatic weapon.
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The flashlight's beam picked out rough walls, the stonework consistent with a medieval structure, but showing evidence of modern repairs. The corridor continued, slightly upward, but another passage intersected to the left and Grant paused in front of the metal door.

"Indeed, this one." The Warden flipped the first key aside to show a second on the same tiny ring. She opened this new door, and gestured him forward.

He shouldered the door open all the way. She wouldn't have managed the weight of it. Wooden floorboards ran along a short corridor, then a large chamber opened, supported by brick and metal shelves alongside stout columns. Their footfalls echoed, but she paused not far inside, and a light switch clicked.

Ranks of lights sputtered into life, old yellow bulbs hanging on vintage wires, complete with cobwebs. A few items under sheets lurked in the corners, but otherwise, the shelves stood empty, the room hollowed. Grant turned, scanning the place, until he faced her again.

"This was a cache of artworks and furnishings, things the Third Reich believed would enrich the homes and museums of its new order."

He regarded her coolly. "Translation: a stash of stolen artwork from the collections of Italy, mostly the Jews and anyone else you regard as degenerate."

"They were safe here. Preserved for the duration of the war." She gestured toward the shelves, then to the ceiling overhead, a concrete arched affair with more hillside above.

"Until you, or people like you, took them away again. I'm guessing the stuff you stored here never went home."

"If you mean, back to its original owners, then you are largely correct, though the provenance of artworks is often problematic, don't you find?"

"You really see nothing wrong with what you did?" He shook his head, sweeping the place with another glance. "Why did you bring me here?"

"If I reveal all things, Mr. Casey, my name, my organization, my people, if you will, shall forever be tainted by the very smears you are now employing behind those dark, inscrutable eyes." She held his gaze, as if she could see what passed inside his skull. "Thieves, rapists, pirates, looters. If my recent experience with the Centurion has shown me nothing else—and I allow that it might have done more—" She held her hands lightly, her gestures small—"it is that I do not wish to die imprisoned. I have enough. I have more than enough, to sustain myself and anyone I so choose, very comfortably, for a very long time."

"What do you want?" His voice seemed too loud, his bluntness unwarranted in the gloomy space.

"As you have surmised, there is something in the cache we're looking for, something quite unique, which I would prize above much else. I believe you can locate that cache, as we've agreed. Given recent events, Mr. Casey, I can understand your reluctance to continue. I brought you here to show you the scope of my concerns." She held up the little keychain, letting its two keys wink in the murky light.

"Very impressive."

She laughed, a light and girlish sound that bounced around the walls and shivered the spiderwebs. "Ah, Mr. Casey. I fear you do need more rest. I miss your suave speech, although these sharp edges do have their own appeal." She unfolded her other hand. A half-dozen keys hung on silver chain.

Her laughter faded from the room, though her eyes gleamed. "Pick one."

If every key unlocked another chamber like this one, a chamber not yet relieved of its plunder..."You're trying to bribe me to stay." He tipped his chin toward the keychain. "Do you even know what these things are worth?"

"Do you care?" She ticked off one key. "A missing library." A second key. "An auction house." A third, a fourth, a fifth--"the possessions of a town full of Jews, a statue garden not seen since before the war, a priceless trove of antique furnishings." She held up the last key between them. "You are, among other things, a treasure hunter. Don't bother to deny it. I know you were there, on that island, when the Chinese claimed what had been buried. The man who found the tomb of Genghis Khan. What else might you discover?" The key gleamed, its teeth glittering as her hand trembled. "And nobody will be shooting at you. Nobody will be killing your friends, or threatening your family, or bombing the house you grew up in."

His throat went dry, his palms moist.

"You choose a key. I give you an address, perhaps some instructions, an introduction..."she let the keys fall back into her palm, and smiled. "I say, Mr. Casey, I believe I could use some air. Perhaps you feel the same?"

She slipped her hands into the pockets of her tailored pants and turned away, with a jingle of keys.
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Whether from the space, the company, or the offer she'd just made, Grant felt light-headed, moving like a ghost behind her, turning off the lights, closing the door, holding it while she turned that key in the lock. She dragged it out now, the key symbolic of something beyond a door.

Back at the entrance, Grant turned off the flashlight and replaced it on its little shelf just inside, waiting on rearguard while she locked up the outside grate. Energy crackled through his muscles, though he betrayed nothing. Keyed up. Ha.

The number of boats out there picked up since they'd gone inside. In fact, another small speedboat looked to be heading for the island, one of their escort vessels turning and speeding up for a possible intercept. The Warden wanted her privacy.

Grant's phone buzzed in his pocket, and he slipped it out. D.A. sent: GO!!:: Three more messages loaded as he watched, messages blocked by the tunnel. ::Gladio incoming!:: Shit. At least ten. Had the Warden set him up, bringing him to an isolated location with no chance of retreat?

Grant spun about. "Warden, they're coming."

"The Centurion?" Her face paled, her fingers rising to her throat. The terror in her eyes told him the truth.

"Let's go." He offered his hand.

She shook her head briskly, her wig slightly askew. "Go without me. Adolph will take me." A smile flickered. "It's fine, Mr. Casey. I would not like to slow you down."

At least she had allies. The only person he could count on remained on shore. He took the first steps, backward, still looking at her. "I'll call you."

"I believe you will." She stood as tall as she could, and gave a little wave of her fingers, her lips twisting as if she were trying not to cry.

Pivoting hard, Grant raced for the slope. At the top of the grassy verge, he dropped low, letting his palm and the side of his shoe glide along the grass in a controlled slide to the dock. Boat engines growled ever louder, not just the one from Bellagio, but something larger from the other shore.

Bouncing back to his feet, Grant pounded along the dock, flipping the lines from their bollards and leaping in. He stayed low, starting the engine, one hand already on the wheel, cranking to starboard. The engine roared to life, and the boat lurched away, turning sharply.

Grant's vessel streaked away from the dock and he straightened his course immediately, then tacked to again to starboard across the bow of the oncoming boat. The Centurion glared from his helm, immediately spinning the wheel to match Grant's course as his companions brought up their weapons.

No back-up this time, except the Warden's people, half of whom believed him a traitor.

Nonetheless, Grant cut sharply along the island's shore, to where he'd last seen the German boats, Adolph at the helm of the first scowled as Grant waved. "Wo ist--"the German yelled, but Grant had already passed.

The second boat, a little further out, moved swiftly, and Kaden gave him a stiff-armed salute, an acknowledgment of support that felt like a stab to his heart. Kaden's boat shot across his wake, snarling to life, and the other men with him braced for a seaborne battle.

The tree-lined shore of the island rushed by, then ended. What now? Go to ground on the far shore and--

A siren wailed across the water, accompanied by flashing lights. A swift boat with a blue hull raced out as if to meet him. "Grant Casey!" The loudspeaker brayed. "Stop your engine and prepare to be boarded."

Boarded? What the—how the hell did they know his name? Grant bit back his curses. He could outrace it for sure. Dom said they'd arrested Gooney and Nick, only to turn them over to the Gladio. Because the Bone Guard was the good guys, and did their best to cooperate with legal authority. Shit.

The police boat slid past to port as he kept the throttle high, then a second police boat surged toward him from a little further south. Somewhere behind, Germans hollered like a gang of hooligans. No idea if those were on his side, or the other. Whatever the police wanted him for, leading them on a chase across the lake wouldn't earn him any extra credit. But if he stopped now, the Gladio would be only too happy to stop him, permanently.

Grant shifted to an arc, letting the plane subside. Would the police protect him from the Gladio, or were they on the same side? Insane, that the captain he trusted the most out here was a literal skinhead with an SS variant tattooed on his face.

A larger vessel bore down on him from starboard, turning back along the leeward side of the island. At the bow, a man in a black uniform with a red stripe on the leg aimed a deck-mounted machine gun. He strafed the waterline across Grant's bow.

Fiberglas shattered, the boat shuddered and pitched forward as water rushed in through a dozen fresh holes. No outrunning this one.

Cutting the engine, Grant put his hands in the air as the Carabiniero aimed the deck gun at Grant's chest.
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When the police boats converged on his target, Valerio throttled back. Would the police ensure that his target stayed down? That remained to be seen, but for the moment, Valerio kept his distance. One of the German boats, with the blond at the helm, cut sharply back toward the island, presumably to retrieve their abandoned employer. That played well to the tale Herrick had been telling. Once again, the mercenary American cut and ran instead of hewing to his purchased loyalties.

The second German boat, helmed by the skinhead who'd been Casey's partner for the bunker raid, rushed straight at Valerio. His own back-up boats remained near the strait, but he cued their approach. No matter what happened next, the American wouldn't escape that way.

The German's boat carved through the lake, the water already choppy from the mad circles of the chase. The man's fixed grin resembled the skeletal mask on so many dull recruitment posters for groups who thought themselves daring.

Valerio let him come, then turned sharply, letting his boat rock as he waved cheerfully and passed the Germans broadsides. The skinhead would not truly ram his vessel, not without the Warden's say-so, and they all knew that would lead to much worse things. What was this, after all, but a little game between them, to see who'd win the prize, and who'd go home to lick their wounds and turn toward a new conquest. No need to sink both ships. Casey might be worthy of such a direct assault, but he had difficulties of his own.

The Germans let out fierce war cries as they swept past, already coming about.

Valerio's bow now aimed directly at the cluster of polizia where they surrounded the sinking boat. A large man out of uniform--a detective, perhaps--cuffed the American's wrist and hauled him unceremoniously aboard the largest of their vessels. Lucky for him, the American was dexterous and kept his feet as he leapt to the gunnel.

Along the banks and on the roads, cars slowed and pedestrians hesitated, their attention drawn by the action on the water.

As the skinhead lined up for another intimidation pass, Valerio simply pointed forward, to their hero's downfall, and gave a very Italian shrug. This round went to the Gladio.
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The cuff snapped closed at Grant's left wrist, then the man yanked him onboard. He stumbled, but managed the crossing without ending up in the water. His captor's expression suggested disappointment. Heavy-lidded eyes, a nose clearly broken in the past, maybe more than once, steel-gray hair in a harsh cut. Not a face Grant would ever forget. A choir of four Carabinieri with long guns arrayed as back-up. Two officers drew closer, one of them with a face so deeply lined his eyes nearly vanished. Still hard to mistake that gaze for sympathy.

"Tu sei sotto arresto," the craggy officer barked.

When Grant shook his head, the younger officer said, "Grant Casey, you are under arrest."

Yeah, he'd gotten that. Was hoping to at least find out why. Not that he hadn't crossed some boundaries, the kind that didn't check your passport, but they knew his name and came out in force. Grant offered his other wrist in front of him, a show of cooperation and humility.

Instead of locking his wrists together, the plainclothes officer snapped the loose end to a metal upright of the canopy that partially covered the back of the boat. The craggy officer stiffened. "Che cosa fai?"

The man snatched Grant's right wrist and produced another pair of cuffs, securing him to the upright across the deck. "Interrogation," he said. English, heavily accented.

Oh, Hell. The set-up left Grant exposed and unable to defend, the offshore location. Together with that single word it told a very ugly story, one he wanted no part of. "I'm an American. I would like to contact my embassy, and I'll cooperate--"

A fist slammed into his chest, knocking him back, his arms absorbing the additional impact. The breath expelled from his lungs. Pain radiated from his sternum, shoulders and wrists, but he kept his feet, gulping a fresh breath.

The younger officer muttered something to his superior, both policemen frowning now.

"Ask," said his attacker, stepping a little aside.

The officers shared a slight shrug, and the younger one said, in very clear English, "What did you do to Marianna Martino?"

Drawing a total blank on that one. Grant found his voice, and said, "I don't know anyone of that--"

A second blow, this one to his stomach. He tried to pivot, but his pinioned arms prevented his escape. The recent fight overlaid his injuries from--was it just this morning? Turning into one of the longest days of his life. Adolph had been a lightweight compared to this guy's champ. Bruiser, for sure.

Nothing in Grant's understanding of the Carabinieri supported this kind of "interrogation." Whoever this guy was, whatever he wanted, he wasn't Carabinieri, and his behavior was making his official hosts increasingly nervous. Grant let himself shrink, edging away from his assailant. Did he like being vulnerable? Hell, no, but that didn't mean he wouldn't use it for his own ends.

Grant kept his gaze lowered, but aimed at the Carabinieri. "Ufficiali, vi prego," Grant began.

Third blow snapped his head to the side and sent a wash of blood across his lips and down his throat. Grant coughed hard, barely needing to amplify the impact of the blow.

"Basta," the craggy man said, with a flick of his fingers.

"Resisting arrest." Bruiser tipped his head, as if giving the floor to an elder statesman.

The craggy officer said something in Italian, and Grant caught a few words, waiting for the translation before he reacted, buying time to recover, if nothing else. If anything the interloper's brutality was winning the others over to Grant's side.

"You mailed a letter in Campagna two days ago," the younger man prompted. "Where did you get it?"

Apparently, the Italian post office was remarkably efficient. Or else the letter had gone awry. The woman's face dwelt in his memory, haloed by waves of hair, blood streaming from her mouth, her eyes pleading with him, her captain already gone, leaving her to die alone.

"Apice Vecchia," he told them. "There was an..." Accident? Explosion? Exhibition of heartless cruelty?

"What were you doing there?" Bruiser inquired, as if disinterested in the answer.

"Souvenir hunting." Grant paused while the young officer fumbled through a translation. "I heard about the earthquake in Campagna, and I was curious to see the old town." He kept his apparent focus on the officers, fully aware of the big man working his fingers through a series of exercises, bunching them back into a fist.

"A woman entered the building I was exploring, looking at an American army truck. I didn't know her, but she came with another man. He threw a grenade into the building, under the truck. That caused an explosion that injured her. When I went to check her condition, she directed me to the letter, to mail it for her. She was already dying, because her companion didn't care what happened to her."

Bruiser's head started shaking partway through, slowly, like a bull preparing to charge, and he brought up his fist again. Where would it land this time? Another blow to the sternum, hoping to stop Grant's heart? Aim for the throat and choke his voice?

The craggy officer's eyebrows notched up, and he rumbled something to his young counterpart. "This other man, who is he? What do you know?"

"He's in the boat over there." He tipped his chin up as best he could to indicate the Centurion's boat hanging back in the shadow of the island. "He's chasing me. He's probably the one who called you because he thinks I'm dangerous to him. He's the one you should ask about her."

As the translation finished, the Carabinieri all shifted slightly, turning to look toward the other boat, to the man Grant accused. Bruiser took advantage of the distraction to hurtle his fist in a low uppercut, below the ribs. Grant's knees buckled as his diaphragm spasmed, his breath reduced to a series of gasps. His world narrowed to a bleak tunnel linking him to his tormentor, with no way out.
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Valerio's lieutenant came alongside in one of the older boats.

"Should we see to the Germans?"

"Not with the police--"Valerio broke off. He'd been planning to indicate the large police presence as a reason to tame their own approach. He had friends on the force, but not all of them were on his side, and many, especially among the newer generations who forgot the strength of Italy's past and admired leftist ideals, wanted him and his organization expelled from their place of influence.

He'd been enjoying the show, his target battered by this stranger who seemed to be on their side. Try to wriggle out of this one, weasel. Now, every eye upon that boat swiveled toward him. One of the Carabinieri officers gestured, and one of their smaller vessels started a turn, likely coming in their direction.

How was this possible? His target should be at his most vulnerable, a captive surrounded by guns and beaten toward submission. The smaller craft's turn left the flank of the large boat likewise exposed, his enemy chained to the superstructure like the animal he was, just when Valerio needed a distraction.

"Gladiator!" He pointed to one of the men with him. "Here is your weapon, there is your target. Get clear if you can. If not, go with God." He crossed the man's breast, then retreated with the other man onto their second boat.

With a keen gaze and a hard push on the throttle, his guided missile launched, the target in sight and helpless to escape.
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Behind his attacker's bulk, in Grant's blurred vision, an apparition arose from the water on a high plane, a sharp angle headed for the rear deck of the police boat.

"Look out!" he shouted, then again, gulping a stronger breath. "We're being rammed!"

The big man scowled, balling his fist, the younger officer startled, and one of the others swung his head, then he started shouting. The police boat sent to investigate the Centurion rocked as the speedboat rushed past it, barreling toward the larger vessel, holding its position in the water while Bruiser carried out his "interrogation."

The craggy officer grabbed a bullhorn, shouting for the pilot of the errant vessel to pull out. Instead, the pilot bailed, leaping over the side in a perfect dive that gave him plenty of momentum to vanish while all hell broke loose behind him.

The white arrow of the speedboat's hull aimed for Grant's heart, ready to take him down whether it hit him or not. The boat he was chained to would go down like an anchor, taking him with it.

Two of the policemen dove aside instantly.

Grant tugged on the cuffs, trying to twist his hands through. Pull the thumb in tight, turning with grim persistence in spite of the pain. Nothing but blood for his trouble. "The keys--le chiave--please!"

The young officer's eyes flew wide and he leapt toward Grant, then grabbed for the bar near Grant's right hand as the speedboat smashed into the police vessel at the stern, port side. Grant seized the young man's arm as the force rocked through their boat, and the guy grabbed him back, clinging for all he could.

The police boat pitched sharply upward, flinging the craggy officer into the lake. The other boat struck one of the men in a spatter of blood that tossed him over like a rag doll.

Bruiser lurched upward, then slammed onto the deck as the speedboat subsided from the shattered deck. Already, water rushed into the gap. Scrambling up, knees wet, Bruiser dove over the side where the officer in the lake struggled to stabilize his wounded man against the turbulent waters.

The police boat groaned with mechanical pain, its engine sputtering. Wedged against the props, the speedboat snarled at them like a dog that wouldn't let go.

Pulling back, shaking, the young man fumbled a keychain. "Non so nuotare," he breathed, clinging to the pole with one hand. "I can't swim." Already, water sloshed around their ankles, rising by the moment, the speedboat shoving urgently, threatening to tip them to starboard.

"You can do this," Grant said, low and urgent. "Please."

The key jabbed his wrist as the boat heaved, then the key met the lock, turning in the officer's trembling hand. Grant added a twist of his arm, breaking free.

With a grind and a roar, the speedboat crushed through the remaining deck, both boats damaged as the speedboat tore free, racing in crazed circles, its rudder jammed.

Fatally struck, the police boat heeled over after it, and the young officer cried out. Grant snatched for him as he slid. For a moment, the man gripped him in return, then shoved the key into Grant's hand and scrambled away toward safety. A locker full of life jackets hurtled toward him from the uphill side. Grant turned in front of it, kicking it aside, buying the guy a little time as he confronted his own fate. He gripped that key with all he had.

Rapidly filling with water, losing its buoyancy, the shattered police boat breeched like a whale, showing its belly. The bar that still held Grant suddenly became his ceiling and the ground fell away beneath his feet, like the trapdoor that drops a hanged man.

His full weight jerked his wrist and shoulder. Lucky not to have his shoulder dislocated. The cuff carved into the base of his palm.

Gritting his teeth, Grant locked his fingers around the bar, trying to ease the strain. For a moment, he hung there. Time enough to gulp a final breath before the boat plunged him into the water.
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Turning from the scene, unlike half the pleasure craft at this end of the lake, Valerio motored away from the destruction, waving his men to conceal their weapons.

The skinhead's boat circled more widely, then took a course paralleling his own, but further from the island. Valerio's second craft waited in the offing, apparently unrelated, and Valerio got on the radio, ordering them to pick up the helmsman who had steered the speedboat to victory. Not as satisfying as visiting justice by his own hand, but still, watching the broken vessel bear his enemy under the waves had a certain satisfaction all its own. A terrible accident.

Valerio imagined the official narrative that would emerge from the aftermath. Distracted by the spectacle of the lake chase, a hapless boater collides with a police boat, a suspect is killed, perhaps a heroic officer has been martyred for his work. The case on Marianna is closed as the Carabinieri spin the truth of Casey's arrest and death into the satisfying tale of a well-earned fate.

Up ahead, at the private dock, Adolph helped the Warden step aboard his own boat.

Valerio slowed his approach and offered a cordial wave as the German boat came from the shadow of the boathouse. Four Germans surrounded the Warden, who perched upon the bench in her sun bonnet. Hair poked from beneath the scarf, a wig, obviously, and she had not yet replaced her sunglasses. Instead, her watery blue eyes stared at nothing, then suddenly at him. Was that a flash of anger? Bah. Only natural that she might be attached to the servant who'd taken her from Valerio's prison. She would forget him quickly enough. She'd done it before.

"A beautiful day on the water, no, Julia?" Valerio called out. He turned the helm over to one of his gladiators and stepped toward the rail, the better to address the other boat.

The woman stiffened. "It had been," she agreed pleasantly. "But some people cannot handle their craft."

Valerio chuckled, and gave a short bow. The two boats idled perhaps forty yards apart, close enough to hear, close enough for target shooting, and their respective crews waited like toy soldiers, captured in postures of readiness. Waiting for the players to resume their game. "I hope you do not take it personally, our last encounter."

"What could it be, Centurion, if not personal?"

Last time he saw her, she had been frightened, shaking and desperate. Now, she wore a mantle of confidence. She recovered more quickly than he had thought. Else she was a better actress than he'd imagined. Time for a new tactic. "It was a means to an end, Warden. You and I are both accustomed to play the long game, yes? I am sure you understand."

"I understand many things, Centurion. If this is a game, then you believe you have removed a key piece, leaving me at a disadvantage." She smiled primly. "However, from my vantage, the action exposed you to some discomfort from your erstwhile allies. Who is truly disadvantaged here?"

He rolled a shrug, returning her smile. "Things may be tense here for a time, that's true." He spread his arms in a gesture of welcome. "In fact, I may take a little trip. To Berlin...perhaps you'd care to join me? We may find something of mutual interest."

The Warden stared at him for a very long time, then she pulled the sunglasses from their clip and placed them on her nose. "I've not been to Berlin for a long time. It might be good to go home."
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Cold water rushed Grant's body, shocking his muscles as the sunlight vanished beneath the bulk of the boat. The moment he hit, the impact hurled him up against the bars, his forehead hitting hard, taking a bolt to the temple. What he saw, in that instant of oblivion, was not the infamous tunnel of light or simple nothing he anticipated, but instead a shadowy crowd of women and girls, and a thousand more behind them, all wearing gold stars of David: the image the Warden conjured of those who waited to hear her message. No way was Grant ready to deliver it.

He fought back the darkness, determined not to succumb to the pressure that tried to steal his vision. Damn lucky there were no sharks. Blood in the water now for sure.

The boat plunged for the bottom, trapping him in its implacable grip. Grant embraced it in turn, wrapping his foot over the bar, pulling in close. How deep was the lake? How long would he have before, even if he got loose, he'd never surface again?

Fighting the plunge, he got his right hand close, the key in his grip. Wouldn't get another chance at this. Releasing his hold on the bar, he grabbed his right hand in his left, extra guidance as he tipped the key into place. It rattled, or he did. His muscles trembled, his chest tight, and tighter by the minute.

The key fit home, clicked, turned, then he was yanking against the metal, skin tearing.

The life preserver locker pushed against him, struggling for its own freedom. Grant grabbed the handle. He shoved off from the boat, tugging the Fiberglas locker. It rocked free of the bars and hurtled upward, dragging him along with it. Everything went dark, just for an instant, then he was flying into the light, a radiating starburst full of wreckage and bubbles. Feet kicking. Somebody sinking. Nothing he could do. Surviving had to be enough.

His makeshift balloon collided with the speedboat where it spun, still sinking.

His lungs burned. He popped the clasp, grabbing a single life preserver as the rest sprang free, leaping toward the surface like rapturous dolphins. Kicking again, not hard, but shifting his own trajectory.

The life preserver popped to the surface, and Grant lay beneath it, legs hanging down. His face broke the water and he gulped a breath, then another, easing the pressure in his chest. His hair clung over his forehead, into his eyes as he tipped his head back. Somehow still alive.

Last thing he needed, as he got his breathing under control, was to drift back into police custody or, heaven forbid, into Bruiser. Surge from the ongoing wreck site pushed at him, and he let it, kicking a little, guiding his tiny raft from below without appearing to. He risked a tip of the head, a glance to orient himself. A large vessel churned the water not far away, the island ferry pressed into emergency service. It blared with alarms to match the growing clamor of emergency responders clustering on shore.

Other boats moseyed closer, as close as they could without interfering. How many places was the boat's destruction already streaming, his presumed death already gone viral?

Couldn't land too close to town. Everywhere else, the land rose steadily from the lakeshore, a thin strip allowing clumps of houses and docks, separated by steep slopes and pullouts full of gawkers and ambulance chasers. Hope you enjoyed the show. Don't forget to tip your waitress.

Grant was through being the main attraction, sick of being the star in somebody's Grand Guignol horror show. Sick and tired--oh, God was he tired. Fingers wrapped through the straps of the life preserver, he felt his energy siphoned away into the water, as if it now tried to lull him to death. Sunset gilded the waves with a wash of crimson. A thousand tourists in their hotels, right now, fixed to their million-dollar views as if they're watching the winning touchdown of the Superbowl.

For a moment, he rested, eyes closed, water lapping against his ears. He acknowledged that internal twitching that marked his steadily decreasing body temperature. The water was maybe fifty degrees. Could be as high as sixty. That gave him an hour or more of immersion, depending on body fat (none) and protective gear (also none). Sunset wouldn't help. Good news was: he couldn't feel his injuries, and all the attention on the police wreck, officers down, meant nobody would be worried about him for a while.

D.A. would be though.

He peeled open his damp lashes. Right. He had work to do.

Glance to the shore, kick lightly, angling for that patch beyond the trees where he might find a beach or a dock, some way to get himself out of the water. Second order of business, finding a fire, a heater, a blanket...a dog--anything warm he could cling to. Kick again, continuing his directionless drift until the sound of waves changed pitch, accompanied now by a slap against wood and a rattle of stones.

Grant pried his fingers off the life preserver, switching to the breast stroke, keeping his head low. His arms ached with each stroke.

Off to his right, sirens echoed, and emergency lights competed with the sunset. A bullhorn announced, "Turn back. The road ahead is closed," or words to that effect. A few cars complied. Somebody argued. He angled a bit further from shore, looking for a landing even further from the action. A hundred strokes, passing a dock. A hundred more.

The sounds of the road receded. A few houses, mostly dark, their owners gone for the season. Could be a source of warmth and food. Bandages. Even a phone. He had told the Warden he'd call her. Would he?

Yeah. Fucking integrity.

Beyond the retaining wall of one house, a graveled slope. Grant swam close, then touched ground, remaining crouched a long moment in the water, then pushing himself forward. No sign of life. A car at the corner, probably parked for one of the houses. He straightened, and started to rise into the dying day.

"Grant Casey?"

He froze to the sound of a pistol slide.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE
[image: ]



Italian highways resembled American interstates the way that spaghetti might compare with lasagna. They served a similar purpose, but the one was thin and wriggling, requiring special care. Every strand had a mysterious beginning, and a secret end. The consumer must be vigilant and careful, or else he ended up with a shirt covered in red. The lasagna, en otro mano, was broad, mostly smooth, straightforward, capable of carrying so much, delivering the full meal to whomever should partake. All of which muddled philosophy indicated that Dom really needed sleep.

Tony snored softly in the back seat, Nick in the front seat, keeping up a helpful patter of conversation to be sure Dom's rest didn't come at the cost of their lives.

A sudden alert blared through the Rover, and all three men jolted. Tony's hand emerged with a gun, which he'd apparently hidden in the car earlier, while Nick plucked Dom's phone from the dashboard cradle. Dom bobbled in the center of the road, but regained control.

"What is this?" Nick studied the phone sliding away a screen. "Are we near Lake Como?"

"No, no, still to the south. Ma, I make an alert, when D.A. drops the call. In case of emergency, si?"

Nick looked grim. "Well, we've got one. Breaking news."

"Put it on." Tony scooted forward, leaning between the seats. Did the man never wear a safety belt? If Dom did crash the car, Tony would be through the window.

With a few taps and a question to Dom, Nick pulled up the coverage. "This isn't a news station, Dom, it's just--"

"That's okay, it's okay." The news that Dom attended had little to do with a network or a journalist.

On the car's screen, a jerky video appeared, and breathless voiceover said, "I can't believe I'm seeing this. It's like a black van operation, but in plain sight. What are the Carabinieri doing? Anyone with more information, DM me at the handle you see on your screen."

Dom stumbled through a translation, overlapping the reporter's words.

"There was this boat chase, with like six different speedboats, Carabinieri and tourist boats, and they stopped this man. I was at the beach with my dog, and then the police start telling us to leave."

On the screen's bouncy video, a larger vessel sat some distance into the lake, rising and falling, but holding position. It shifted to a three-quarter angle, zooming to the maximum. In bleak silhouette, a man hung spread-eagle at the boat's canopy, obscured at times by an array of armed officers. Another man loomed up, and his fist flew, the prisoner absorbing the impact.

"Ouch! That must've hurt," the reporter said, with gleeful excitement.

"Is that him?" Tony murmured, absorbed by the action.

"Who else would it be?" Nick asked bitterly.

"Jesus--is the whole fucking police force here corrupt?"

Dom felt a queasy urge to apologize for the behavior on the screen. Or maybe he just felt queasy. He turned into a pullout meant for emergencies, letting the traffic swarm past them.

The footage jumped as an official voice demanded they turn off the camera and move on. For a long moment, the camera bounced around, capturing the crowd of onlookers, then a trotting dog as the reporter hurried away, obeying the orders. From behind came an enormous crash.

Dom flinched.

Gears ground and engines whined. The camera whipped up again as the police boat flailed in the water, then pitched beneath the surface, carrying its prisoner into the depths.

"Maybe it wasn't," Tony breathed, his hands clutched together as if he were praying. "No way that the Chief goes down with the ship."

The reporter babbled on about what had happened, speculating about how long the prisoner could survive under water, about who else might have been killed or injured, and about what the Carabinieri wanted with the man to begin with. Nick already had his phone in hand. Two rings, hang up, another ring, then two, then three. He hung up and tried another number, the same routine. His head sank slowly, his left hand pinching between his eyes.

Tony's hand gripped his friend's shoulder, his own eyes gleaming. "No way," he repeated, as if wishing could make it so. His jaw worked, then he whispered, "Oh, fuck."

Nick's head jerked up, an edge of white flaring at his eyes as they met Dom's. His lips parted, but before he could speak, Tony burst from the vehicle, slamming the door behind him. "Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!"

He stalked around the Land Rover in the constrained space of the pullout, hands knotted into his hair, his shoulders hunched like a caged animal. Traffic rushed by, and for a moment Dom feared that Tony would do something truly savage. "Nick—would he—"

The passenger door whooshed open and Nick leapt out, sliding across the hood to land in front of his friend, shaking his head. "You don't go nuts, Gooney. That's my part." Nick's hand braced Tony's chest, fingers spread, fingertips pressing.

Dom's fingers flew over the control panel, plotting a course for Lake Como, checking the distance. They were between Arezzo and Florence, still four hours away, at least. The video was made half an hour ago now, assuming the reporter had posted it promptly, or else even longer.

When he was a child, he tried to get through a locked door at the Castel dell'Ovo, eager to know what lay beyond. A castle guard took pity on him, not reprimanding him too harshly, but letting him know the effort was futilo. Futile. He thought he had known the definition until now.

Tony stared at the rushing cars. "He came for me, Nick. When I was alone in the dark, when he could've died doing it."

"I hear you," Nick murmured.

"Nobody's going for him, not down there." His head tipped back, his gaze drawn skyward.

Dom's own chin tipped lower, keenly aware of his eavesdropping, though he had little choice. He felt like part of their team, a valued member, but they had lives and dangers intertwined that no outsider could likely know. There must be something he could do, some role that he could play in easing his friends' distress.

The two men stepped away together, and whether they spoke softly, or simply kept each other company, Dom did not know. Instead, he braced himself, and watched the video again. Had they missed something, some possible escape or rescue? He had better resources on his computer, but this was not the place. For the prisoner, they could only pray to be wrong about his identity.

For the rest...Dom squinted at the screen. Tapped to pause, scrolled back and watched again, his excitement growing. He stopped it again, sliding it into a folder where the men didn't need to watch it on repeat, then he stepped out of the car, slowly, ensuring he didn't surprise them as he walked to the back of the Rover.

The two men separated, Tony swinging about, reaching under his jacket. Nick remained in profile, glancing swiftly the other way, as if Dom were the distraction from an organized assault.

Tony's stricken expression hadn't left him. "Sorry about the car. I gotta treat your grandpa's ride with more respect."

"Non e niente. Is built like a tank, no?"

Half a smile, and a vague nod.

Dom drew down a breath. "I watched again. I think I have seen--no, spetta--"he put up his hands as a hopeful gleam rose in Tony's eye. "Not about the prisoner, the crowd."

"What've you got?" Nick asked.

"Those people from the cemetery, the old couple who are not so old? They are there, on the beach. They have seen the whole thing."
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Valerio's boats followed the Warden toward their dock. Neither would trust the other, of course, that was unsaid beneath the truce. Perhaps even they both saw the chance to keep their enemy close, with their own people to back them up. The second German boat followed at a distance, the skinhead displaying prudence, or perhaps setting himself apart from the detente in the wake of his American associate's death. Valerio had faith in his own gladiators, that they would make the most of this relationship to find whatever information the Warden possessed and turn it to the advantage of the organization.

Crashing the boat had been a calculated risk, alienating the police, but also eliminating a troublesome foe. Gladio operated outside the law across Italy, and too many such incidents could spoil their special status, leading to another crackdown and the seizure of their goods and property. With the rightward swing of the national government, Valerio believed himself well-placed to weather any storm, but it would be prudent to spend some time unavailable.

On the dock at Bellagio, the curly-haired woman paced. The final Mercedes parked nearby, sent there by a brief phone call, with Herrick and his driver shaking hands amiably.

The woman stopped hard as the lead vessels arrived, her sharp glance flicking from the Warden to Valerio himself. A woman, short. That description jostled his memory. One of the workers on his villa said a woman had parked the trucks that formed the obstacles to his own rapid response to the Warden's removal. She'd been there. He should immediately have placed her if he'd not been so distracted by the violence and the mess.

Valerio put on his Sunday smile, beatific and broad. "Buona serra. I believe we met on Sardinia, but I don't think we were properly introduced." He put out his hand, palm down to suggest who remained on top.

"That was an impressive maneuver with your boat out there." She stood absolutely still, regarding him with no expression.

If she were particularly upset about the other American's death, she gave no sign. But then, in Sardinia, she had been unengaged, wandering like a bored child rather than a trained operative. Except that could be the mark of even deeper training.

Valerio spread his hands. "It is a pity about the pollution. God's most beautiful creations should not serve as the resting place for wrecks and other garbage."

Did her eyelid twitch just a little? A tiny expression of a vast emotion?

The Warden emerged with Adolph's help and approached them serenely, facing the other woman. Her sunglasses concealed her eyes. "Truly regrettable, the loss of our mutual acquaintance. I gather you were close, and you have my sympathies."

"Thanks." The woman jutted her chin toward Valerio. "What's he doing here?"

The Warden's own jaw twitched. Perhaps she expected something different from this woman. Some respect. Unlikely. Valerio cut in smoothly. "We have agreed to set our differences aside for the time being and collaborate on locating what we both desire."

"We'll shortly be underway for Berlin," the Warden said, picking up the story. "I see that you've already packed, and I shall understand if this is the end of our arrangement. However, I hope you will consider carrying on with us, at least so far as Germany. I believe you have things to offer by way of analysis."

The woman's stillness grew somehow more intense, as if she had a countdown timer that ticked ever closer to some explosive finale. Valerio suspected she would go, but given the American penchant for vengeance narratives, he did not believe she would go far. How close had she and the dead man really been?

"Indeed, you should certainly accompany us," Valerio said gallantly. "Surely there are contingencies in your arrangement for such a loss. Given the value of your contract and the time already invested, I should think even the dead would agree it should continue."

Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly, and she returned her focus to the Warden. "In the absence of the principal, Warden, I'm empowered to continue ongoing contracts, with the mutual approval of the client, but the contract is considered at-will on our end, and the key man provision takes effect immediately." She tripped a little over the phrase "key man."

"Increased per diem rates and so forth. I understand." The Warden braced herself, then drew a long breath and put out her hand. "And your decision?"

The curly haired woman took the extended hand. "Don't worry. I'm in. All the way."
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Grant was beginning to hate the sound of his own name. Gravel dug into his knees and water still sucked at his trouser legs. Just go back and die in the lake. He channeled the disorientation of his wild escape into the single word, "Who?"

"Do not mess me! I see your picture, I know who you are!" The speaker materialized from the shadows of the garden wall, walking toward him, gun extended. Beretta 9mm. Wouldn't make a big hole from a distance, but it would be big enough.

Guy could just shoot him now, then rifle through his pockets for ID. "Okay, okay."

The man growled, thrusting out his weapon. "Put up your hands."

Grant complied, his arms feeling stiff. His left hand and wrist seeped blood from the scrapes of the cuff. His teeth tasted like blood, his tongue finding the gouges inside his cheek from the earlier blow.

"He tells me you are dangerous. A weasel."

More like a drowned rat. "I'm not at my best," Grant said. "It's been a long day."

"This is a joke?" The man's voice rose with sharp grievance.

Bad idea, talking back to the guy with the gun.

The breeze off the lake lashed his damp clothes like hail at altitude. Any moment, he'd start shivering so hard his teeth would chatter. Dangerous. Uh huh. He could be if he had to be. Lure the gunman closer, lunge to his feet and take him down. Get the gun, the car keys, get the hell out of here, and either kill a man who didn't need killing, or leave a living witness to his own bad behavior. This guy didn't fit the Gladio profile, and he clearly wasn't a cop. "Who are you?"

The stranger eyed him, backlit by the lurid sunset in a way that made his face almost invisible. "Tell me what happened to my wife."

Grant's heart fell. He could kill the man in moments, inscribe that act in his catalog of sins and carry it for the rest of his life. No. Even in this moment, Grant was better than that. All he had to do was live through the next few moments, and the next few after that, until he knew how to get the hell out of this.

He scanned the man's face, what he could see of it. "You got her letter."

"Marianna! Si, lo tengo!" The husband pushed himself forward, the gun extended in both hands. He looked simultaneously fragile and volatile, like ordinance left over from an old war, ready to explode at any moment. "You killed her, and now I kill you! I pray to God he brings me to you, to look in your eye as I shoot, for you to beg mercy, to ask forgiveness and die--where is she? What you do to her?" His heavy accent made the jumble of grief and fury hard to follow.

Grant weighed his approach to the truth, to find his path between the facts and the moment. "I was there when she died," Grant told him, meeting his eye, "but I did not kill her."

Teeth glinted in a mask of fury. "Bugiardo! How is this true? You are there but not the killer?"

Grant clenched his muscles, trying to control his shivering. "Another man was there, a man she trusted."

"She has no affair!" The gun leapt closer.

Grant's hands leapt higher. "No! No. Her boss, her employer. You must have spoken to him?" How else would he have seen Grant's picture, or known where to look for him.

"She guards jewelry, she travels." The man's head shook, but uncertainly.

"What did the letter say?" Grant drew up what little warmth remained and layered it into his voice, his expression. "She told you something different, didn't she. The letter told you what she was really doing."

The man's glance flicked away toward the water, then back again. "I see the chase, the police. I try to be closer because I think this must be you, her murderer, that you will escape and I will be there. They don't let me closer, and, and..." his breath hitched.

"But here you are," Grant said softly. "God brought you. I'm no murderer, signore. And neither are you. You prayed to find me."

Grant was almost whispering now, conjuring an intimate space between two people who shared a tragedy: the bereaved spouse, the last man who'd seen his wife alive. The man nodded, freeing a hand to cross himself, and Grant added the final touch. "What you prayed for, really, was the truth."

The man's wretched breathing slowed. "Her letter tells me she...is gone and the priest, he say yes, and this man, the man who give her letter...how else should he have it? How else should you?" For the first time, the dark eye of the gun wavered, just a little. "If you do not kill her?"

"Why would I mail the letter if I had killed her?"

The husband's head shook, almost involuntarily.

"I was there when she died, and her last thoughts were of you." Grant's hands sank a little lower, still wide, still clearly empty, relieving the strain on his shoulders. "She didn't want you to worry, never to know what happened to her. That's why she wrote the letter, isn't it?" Grant invited the man into the story he wove from shadows and guesswork, tied with the threads of his own reaction to her death.

"I even don't know her body, where she...where she sleeps."

Grant's hands opened before him, as he knelt there on the strand, a supplicant to a stranger with a gun, a stranger who really didn't want to kill him. "I'll tell you anything, everything. I'll draw you a map of where to find her. I'll need paper." A spasm of shivering escaped his control, his muscles trembling under his wet clothes. "A warm place," he added, then almost laughed. "And a blanket."

The man's eyes narrowed. "I have the gun. I still can—"he swallowed—"shoot you. Si? Chiaro?"

"Chiaro. It's you who are the dangerous man."

His face went still and his shoulders relaxed, claiming the title, and the power he presumed it conferred. The gun shifted to a beckoning movement, urging Grant off his knees and up the rough road.

Grant staggered as he rose, his legs cramping from the awkward posture combined with the cold. He shifted his weight, trying to stretch out the muscles. "You know my name. What's yours?" He asked for the mark of trust, to seal the moment. Too soon?

Seemed like it: the man ignored his question. "Il mio auto." He pointed his weapon toward a gray Volvo parked at the corner. "Warm enough. C'e una coperta."

They approached the vehicle together, Grant moving like an old man, bracing his left arm as his joints protested the moments he spent suspended from a handcuff at his wrist. The shaking had gone beyond his power of control under present circumstances. He made pain his accomplice in winning over the gunman. He used his own weakness to undermine the other man's strength.

The stranger tried to keep him covered, clearly ill-at-ease with their roles. Trust was the razor's edge on which all human relations balanced. Lose that balance and someone, sometimes everyone, got hurt. Half of Grant's training in the Unit focused on gaining the trust of those who shouldn't trust him, whether they were enemies he would betray, or informants fearing such betrayal. If he faltered now, which one of them would end up dead?

Producing a key chain decked with discount cards, the husband popped open his trunk, the gun slantwise as he pulled out a thick old blanket. Grant imagined one of them swaddled and stuffed inside, the kidnapper racing away in the old Volvo, the kind of moment he faced all too often, on one side or the other. Abductions, death threats... He'd lay strong odds that possibility never occurred to Marianna's husband.

For a moment, he regarded Grant. "Le tue labbra sono blu," he murmured, his gaze tracing Grant's features. His...lips? were blue.

Halfway hypothermic, no surprise there. Grant tipped his head. "Si. Lo so."

The man hesitated. "Parli Italiano?"

"Piccolo piccolo." A tiny bit. Grant shrugged. "I'm trying to learn."

With a huff of breath, the man thrust the blanket into Grant's arms. "Sono Gian Martino."

Water and blood dripped down Grant's face as he wrapped the blanket around his shoulders, its rough warmth better than a hot tub, its owner's trust warmer than any flame. "Grazie, Gian. Mille grazie."

Better still than the thick wool, the Volvo had heated seats, which Gian punched up to high on Grant's side as he seated himself on the driver's side--never thinking that he couldn't keep a man a gunpoint and drive at the same time. That kind of thing took practice.

Grant stripped off his soaked jacket, and turned to lay it aside. A child's booster seat took up one side of the back. Grant's eyes lingered on it, and Gian glanced back as well, then resolutely forward.

The desire to express some condolence pressed the back of Grant's head, but the distance between compassion and confession was hard enough to parse in English, much less across a language boundary, porous though it might be. Instead, he snugged the blanket up close, pulling a flap up to wipe the water from his face. Gian drove silently up to the main road, turning away from all the excitement, and Grant told what he could of how he'd gotten to Apice Vecchia and the encounter with Marianna.

For a time, mountains trapped the road against the lakeshore, with the occasional small settlement, lights coming on with the last of the sunset. Tears seeped, gold-tinged by the failing light, down the husband's cheeks as he listened. At one point, he interrupted to say, "The priest?"

Grant offered a description of the Centurion, and Gian's expression hardened, his jaw working, and his tears going dry. So Valerio was a priest, or pretended to be. Grant hadn't tried yet to shift the flow of information in the other direction. For the moment, he simply paid the price of warmth. When the lake petered out, Gian hesitated again at a roundabout, and Grant said softly, "I need to go northeast, toward the border."

"To escape the police. And the priest."

"If I need to testify against Marianna's killer, I'll be back." Grant put his power behind his words. "If you believe nothing else I say, believe that."

Gian's eyes misted over. He nodded vaguely, making the turn and driving on, the gun forgotten in his lap. "And not even a passport needed to cross. Ma, forse you never need the passport." He managed a thin smile and a breath of laughter, the distant amusement of a man who's only guessing what he's gotten mixed up with.

After a few miles, they reached the outskirts of Bergamo, and Gian abruptly jerked the car into a parking lot. The gun slid and clattered to the floor as he pulled up in front of a shopping center and killed the engine. They both stared at the fallen weapon, then Gian picked it up and stuck it in a pocket of his coat. He got out of the car, glanced back, and started the engine again, heat still pouring from the vents, the seat sending warm tendrils through Grant.

"Mille grazie," he repeated, and Gian gave a rumble of dismissal as he walked into the store. Could leave right now. Slide into the driver's seat and take off. On the other hand, the police and the Gladio would never imagine the two of them simply traveling together. As long as they trusted each other, this man--the husband of the woman Grant was accused of murdering--offered the best path to safety, and some solace for the spirit who haunted them both.
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"The people from the cemetery. Those are the folks you thought were Mossad." Tony folded his arms, maybe so he wouldn't do something angry.

Dom shrugged one shoulder. "This is what I think, but we have nothing else, no evidence."

"I can make some calls," Nick said. "Encourage a little inter-agency cooperation and see if we learn anything."

Tony tipped his head toward the driver's seat. "I see you got Lake Como on the navigation."

"Si, ma, it is very far, still." Dom's hands spread. "If--"he stopped himself, reconsidering what to say. "Do we go on? Is there still a mission?"

"If the Chief's dead?" Tony's voice fell hard, his shoulders still hunched. "I don't know. I do know he wanted this done. We're in it for D.A., for the heritage lost by the Jewish people of Italy. That fact hasn't changed, and we have part of the map. I say we finish it. Or at least, we go as far as we can." His jaw knotted, his glance cutting away. "What the hell was she doing when that shit went down. Where is she?"

"She's not answering, Gooney." Nick stood tall. "The most we can say is, we don't think she was on board. If they weren't together, he had a reason for it. We need to trust that. To trust him."

"I can do the research," Dom told them, finding solid ground, and a way that he could contribute. "See if there is other footage, anything else to know from what happened. I have some places, some people to ask."

"Like you did when you came for us? That was some solid work." Tony squared off, recovering piccolo piccolo from whatever the video triggered in him. PTSD. That was the name.

"Si. There are dark sites, capisce? People who don't talk with police, but only with each other."

"An echo chamber for whack jobs. Yeah, I get it. You know what this means." Tony put out his hand. "I get to drive."

"Oh, Hell, no," Nick said, but he, too, had relaxed.

Tony wiggled his fingers insistently. "Come on. I need the distraction. Wait!" He dug into his pocket, and pulled out the keyring, letting it catch the light between them.

At Nick's slow nod, Dom stepped aside from the driver's door.

"Woot! Gonna have to push the seat back, though." He turned sharply away, jigging the keys in his hand, and climbed in, starting to make the needed adjustments.

"You are sure this is saggio--it is a good idea?"

"We've all got our hang-ups." Nick's voice rumbled soft and deep. "That's one of his, what happened to the guy on the boat. Out of breath, in the darkness. Alone."

Dom rolled the asthma medication in his pocket. "It is a nightmare."

"One that Gooney lived through. Barely." Nick paused a moment, as if he thought to say more. "But yes, he's solid, A-and-O, all the way. If either of us thought he was impaired, I wouldn't let him behind the wheel. And he'd be the first person to agree." Then he gave a breath of laughter. "Okay, maybe the second or third."

"So. We keep the mission, unless we hear from D.A. with another plan." Dom walked to the back door. "Prossima fermata, Berlin."
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Gian returned to the car with a notebook, a first aid kit and an extra roll of gauze. He dumped them into Grant's lap. "I think they think you are dead. There is the news, the radio."

"I'd like to keep it that way." Grant popped open the kit and methodically cleaned his scraped hand, then started wrapping it with the gauze bandage. That finished, confident he wouldn't bleed on the paper, he started on the map. Gian steered them back to the highway, continuing Northeast. He glanced at the map occasionally, and his hands wrapped over the steering wheel, then slid back, wrapped and slid.

Jotting the street names and landmarks he remembered, Grant said, "You need to go there, to find her."

"At Verona, there is a bus, I think."

"I'll manage. Thank you."

Headlights flashing by on one side, taillights ahead, pinpoints in the spreading darkness. Sleep would feel so good, but not here, not now. At some point, trust crossed over to insanity. Gian might be convinced of Grant's innocence. He might feel a Christian urge to hew to the first Commandment--an urge that many ignored--but Grant wasn't about to test the theory. Didn't need to be any more vulnerable, thanks.

"Fair Verona" made the most of its Shakespearean cred with paeans to Juliet and a dozen hotels, attractions and gelaterias bearing the name. They slowed near the city's transit center, and Grant retrieved his suit coat from the back seat. His other clothes were partly dry, thanks to the heated seat and blanket. Cell phone wouldn't recover, but one of the credit cards would get him what he needed, and more besides.

They pulled up, and Gian kept the engine running, not looking at his passenger.

"If Valerio finds out you didn't kill me, Gian, that you ever spoke to me, he'll kill you."

"He is a priest," Gian said, affronted, then, "and not a priest." He sighed, glancing at the crucifix that dangled from the rear view mirror.

"Just be careful." Grant opened his door and slid out, moving the blanket to the back seat, leaving the notebook in its place.

"Take the bandages, the kit," Gian said, then, as Grant was ready to close the door, "Spetta."

Bending to look back in the door, Grant absorbed the sight of the Barretta in Gian's hand, whatever tension had melted into the heated seat returning in an instant.

The man turned the gun in his hand then, offering the grip. "He kills you, too, if I see you or no." A smile ghosted across his face. "Inoltre, I don't know to use it." He shrugged, pushing it toward Grant.

The weight settled into his hand. "You had me fooled," said Grant, and Gian laughed, a short sound of mirth.

"All the things you tell to me, I think now you lie. I am not danger, and you..."

"When I have to be." He slipped the gun away. "Andare con Dio, Gian Martino."

"E tu, Grant Casey." Gian sat squarely, the map laid out on the seat beside him as Grant slammed his door. He watched the Volvo disappear down the road before he melted into the night, once more armed and dangerous.
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Mounting the steps into the tour bus, Valerio took it in with a critical eye. Several of his people would take their own cars, but he would remain close with the Warden and with her enigmatic American companion. When a pair of Germans stalked for the rear of the bus, the curly-haired woman hesitated, then took the front seat behind the driver.

Valerio took up the place across the aisle. They had all dined together in the Warden's private villa, and conversation remained on the weather and sports. At least, until a servant approached to whisper to the Warden. Certain officers of the law had begun to go door to door on this side of the lake. Conversation turned toward making an expeditious departure, which they now effected.

The bus squeaked a little as someone else entered. The Warden appeared at the top of the steps, removing her sunglasses. "I do regret leaving Bellagio so swiftly, but given the police involvement, it seems only prudent."

"I appreciate your foresight in providing comfortable transportation." Valerio raise an eyebrow at her, and she chuckled faintly.

"If you would prefer to ride with your own men, Centurion, feel free."

"Ah, it's been some time since I have ridden a bus, and then I am sure it was not so luxurious." He spread his hands. Had he, in fact, ever ridden a bus? Perhaps not. Even as a member of a crowded Papal delegation to various events, his rank required at least a limousine though it might be shared with a cardinal or a bishop.

This line of thought reminded him that Rome would begin to wonder where he was, and visiting his home parish was an excuse that would carry him only so far. God willing, this errand would be the end of the last several days of travail. He could return to his other spiritual duties satisfied in the knowledge that he had secured long-term funding for the Gladio.

The Warden continued on her way, taking a spot toward the middle where several chairs faced around a table.

Outside the bus, Adolph oversaw the loading of their final bags, then he cued Herrick, and the two of them climbed inside, Herrick limping slightly. Adolph paused at the main aisle, just near the Jew's seat, to announce, "Herrick has returned from the lost!" He lifted a fist in the air, and the other Germans cheered and clapped. Adolph's grin, and pointed stare aimed at the curly-haired woman. He glowed with borrowed power. When he noticed Valerio, his expression turned a bit more somber, but still carried that glee.

"Centurion." He inclined his head, and strolled the aisle to join the Warden at her table, Herrick and the skinhead following after as the driver shut the door and prepared for departure.

Preceded by one Mercedes, with another to follow, the bus pulled smoothly from the circular drive and started the complex process of negotiating narrow, antique streets with a substantial vehicle.

"Twas not personal, what happened on the lake," Valerio remarked. "You are a mercenary, I'm sure you understand what needs must."

"You're, what, a holy warrior? Is there anything that doesn't justify in your mind?" The curly-haired woman held a phone in her lap, her thumbs working furiously as she spoke to him. She didn't bother to shield the screen, but the few things he caught in her text were not a language he knew.

Instead of pondering this, he considered her question. "The causes we serve--the Gladio, I mean--are so much greater than any one person."

"What about ten people? Twenty?" Blue eyes, deep and yet impenetrable. "I'm curious," she added, "because it's not the first time this has come up."

"All of the Gladio are willing to die to preserve the Italian nation from the godless. Should we perish on the earthly plane, we shall reap our reward in the Kingdom of Heaven." He opened his palms to the sky.

The phone again grabbed her attention, and she jabbed a response, then folded her arms across her breast, the device still clutched in her hand as if she could smother it. "So individuals don't matter at all to you, it's just the common good, the cause you believe in. That's the only thing that counts."

"The service to God and to one's nation outweigh the individual, certo. Do you not feel the same?"

"I dunno. If you're subsuming individual needs completely to the common good, that kinda sounds like Communism to me, don't you think? That whole deal with the loaves and fishes--you really think Jesus wouldn't be Communist?"

Valerio swept that away with a stroke of his hand. "Don't be foolish. You--"he broke off, converting his scowl into a tight smile. "I see what you are doing, of course. You don't believe this, you merely think to prove some hypocrisy, yes? Perhaps you are more attached to this dead warrior than you wish me to know." He gave Casey the honor of the title, flattering her by flattering her dead companion--no, not merely her companion, her leader, from what she and the Warden had said.

The flash of fire that nearly ignited his own indignation a moment ago fled her now, dampened as soon as it had sparked. "Morality's meant to show us how to behave. How to make the right choices. If you're just doing it because God says so, is that even your choice? If you're violating the first commandment to do it, you think God doesn't care? He's like, as long as you're doing this in my name, go ahead." She shrugged broadly.

"So then you are not a believer. You have no reason to make, as you say, the right choices. Is it not possible then, every choice you make is the wrong one?"

She swallowed, and another of those micro-expressions crossed her face to disappear again. His philosophical question struck a nerve in any case. "Oh, I'm a believer, it's just I put my faith in things a little closer to home."

"Ah." Valerio filled the syllable with compassion, and wore his most weighty expression of concern, one he learned from the Holy Father himself. He leaned a little across the aisle, closing the distance between them and drawing her stormy gaze. "I see now why you are distraught, though you think to conceal it."

A slight smile, beatific and intimate. "You placed your faith in a man, a creature of flesh and blood, fallible, fickle, and now, dead. How does a person recover from the loss of their false idol, when their faith proves ill-placed? Because you worship what is worthless, you are left with nothing. Your life without meaning." He let his voice drop very low. "What do you work for now? Why do you go on? For the money? For the vengeance?"

Her nostrils flared as she breathed, still trying to conceal the truth, and she did not speak.

"Yes, I can see your heart, and it lies empty. What is your faith if a single death can destroy it?"

Her curls tossed, and the look she delivered was withering. "Him dying doesn't destroy my faith. If anything, that makes it even more clear the stuff we fight for. Money and vengeance aren't even on the table."

"Who do you try to convince?" His palms spread. "Me? I am secure in my own faith and knowledge of the mysteries of the Lord. The Germans think less of you than of the dirt they tread on. It serves their need, and still they disdain. You are alone here, and you have not even faith to sustain you."

"I never said I don't believe in God, it's just your God and mine are not the same."

"Hm. I should think today's events show which God is real. If one believed in signs, then the man's death is sign enough of the one, true path."

Her lips parted to answer, then she twitched, and pulled the phone back out. She gasped at the screen, then gave a startled laugh. "Oh, yeah, I believe in signs. The universe is speaking, loud and clear."

A grin lit her face, more than half-crazed, given all they'd been speaking of, and she displayed the mystic signal that had apparently confirmed her misguided faith--in the Almighty Dollar.

Valerio sighed. What could be more American, truly, than to find a blessing in a credit card fraud alert?
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Morning came too soon to the cheap hostel. Grant had been lucky to rouse anyone to the front desk--pretty sure they didn't feel the same way, in spite of his paying full price for a room with a private shower. He performed a series of stretches and light exercise, hoping to work out some of the aches. No luck there, but at least he'd stopped bleeding. His cheek felt puffy, his left wrist grinding slightly as he rotated it, the scrapes scabbing over.

Left the gun, the first aid kit and the jacket in his room on the way to breakfast. Clear enough he'd been in a fight, no reason to underscore how out of place he seemed among the backpackers who shared the dining room. A few of them glanced at him sidelong and gave a wide berth. A few others just kept looking. Given his rumpled, dark clothing and the tattoos visible above his bandaged wrist, he expected that.

He loaded up a plate with twice the bread and cheese of anyone else, half of which he wolfed down while waiting for his coffee from the harried server.

Did not expect the young couple, giggling and nudging each other, who joined him at his solitary table. Dirty blond hair, braided back, round face, European clothing brands. Her companion had shoulder-length dark hair and dimples. How old were these people? "Sei Italiano?" the woman asked.

Grant shook his head and took another sip of coffee, looking for the line between projecting menace and just the weariness of a man who could use some time alone. Answer in English, and they'd be looking for common ground. He considered answering in Arabic instead.

The man pulled out a guidebook, well-thumbed, and Grant realized the utility of company. "Posso vedere?"

The woman startled, then giggled again, encouraging her partner to slide the book over.

"Grazie." Grant picked it up, marking their place with a finger, and flicked a few pages, finding Brixen and the museum. Opened at ten. Just needed to get there, by way of a bus transfer—he checked another page—in Bolzano and a cell phone store. More likely to find that in Verona than in Brixen. He opened back to their page and handed it over.

"Sei Americano," the woman said, looking crestfallen, and her partner replied, "I tell her that the Mafia has better hotels, but she still thinks maybe."

Come to Italy, meet a mobster. Why not? Grant let his brows lower and leaned toward them, deepening his voice a touch and conjuring his inner mafioso. "You want me to make you an offer you can't refuse?" He held her gaze, hard and dangerous, fingers steepled on the table between them.

With a shriek of startled laughter, the woman pulled back, covering her mouth. Her partner's eyes went round, and he choked a little on his coffee. Flashing a smile, Grant drained his own coffee, then pushed back from the table. "Buon giorno. Enjoy your trip."

He took the last slices of bread from his plate and grabbed an apple on the way to his room to retrieve what little he had brought with him. Shoes still wet, and he was headed for blisters for sure. Have to take care of that at the next opportunity. No rental cars at this hour, but the next bus north came through in half an hour. He'd grab a car at Bolzano, depending what he needed and where he'd be heading next. The sundries shop at the transit center included a big display of cheap phones, sim cards and all. Perfect.

During the ninety minute bus ride, he configured the device to his own satisfaction, and logged in briefly to the Bone Guard's encrypted messaging app. D.A. should be alerted to his survival by the sudden appearance of a dormant credit card, and she'd know where he slept last night by checking the charges. Several messages waited for him.

D.A.: Embedded with the enemy. Warden/Gladio team-up. Heading for Berlin.

He did not envy her that trip. :Be safe. Staying dead for now.

Nick: G sez "don't fucking die on me again." Driving, or would send his own cussing. En route Berlin. ETA: 1000 local::

Backing up D.A. in Grant's absence, or chasing a lead of their own?

Grant: Warden/Gladio inbound Berlin

Nick: Defcon 4

Grant sent a thumbs up, then switched to a different app, one even more private, where the messages dissolved after a few minutes, for added security, yet a message waited. Phantom: Still there?

Even as he watched, the message vanished. She must have been posting repeatedly throughout the night, every one a call into the darkness, a call unanswered. The thought made his throat tighten. Still here.

Checked a few other things, then a reply appeared. Phantom: Hello, Soldier.

So you heard.

Saw. Dark web video. Odds given 60 to 1 against your survival.

Somebody taking odds on his life? Maybe he should get in the game. Which side are you playing?

Stay alive. Make me rich.

Isn't that why you married me?

Ah! So we are married.

A breath of laughter. Grant felt warmer already, right down to his damp toes. JK nope. Will stay dead as long as possible, juice the odds, maximize return.

A single kiss.

The phone rang twice in his hand, paused, then rang again. Nick. Better take this one. Grant glanced around, then answered, "Hi, Mom! Yeah, I'm having a great time. How are you?"

"Just so you know, I've got you on speaker," Nick said after a pause in which Gooney's laughter echoed into Grant's ear.

"Thanks for the heads up. Please tell me you're not calling just to check up on me," he said, unsure, once he'd said it, that he didn't want it to be true.

"Yeah, 'cause obviously, you're just fine, everything under control as usual," Gooney growled.

"I'm keeping my head above water." Outside the bus window, mountains climbed in sharp, young peaks nestled with villages and church spires.

Nick chuckled. "Keep it that way. But no, Dom spotted something in the video. Go ahead, Dom."

"Ah, buon giorno?" A younger voice. He cleared his throat. "Hello, Mr. Chief. Ah, at the cemetery, si? Monte Cassino," he hesitated, and Grant said, "Copy that."

"There was a couple, a man and woman who present as if they are old people, but when the guns are out, they don't move old, and their faces are not so old either."

"They intervened, gave Dom time to get out of there," Nick added.

"Si. But they have guns also," Dom said. "They are putting roses on a Jewish grave, and I think maybe they are Mossad."

Grant absorbed that, flashing back briefly to Bone Guard HQ, and D.A.'s observation that the Israeli organization might have an interest in their quest, then to her reaction when Dom brought this up earlier. "Really."

"That's why we didn't tell you." Gooney paused to curse at another driver, in fluent Italian. "We got no other evidence, no contact."

"They gave an official denial, which means squat," Nick offered.

The team worried enough to reach out through official channels. Grant zeroed in on that. "Why'd you inquire?"

"They watch the boat sink," Dom said. "They are in the video, watching you die."

Nice. Apparently Grant's death scene went viral. "Any line on the big guy, the one with the fists?"

"The video's not so good to search on the face, not for them either, but I know them if I see them again. They are of middle age. Older than me, maybe younger than Tony. She has dark eyes, dark hair at the shoulder, a thin nose and a scar at the corner of her mouth, left side. Eh...one hundred sixty centimeters? He is taller, but only a bit, a little heavy, gray-brown hair and thick eyebrows, eyes are blue. One of them is a smoker, I think him. I have the smell, but not the sight, the teeth, si?"

As Dom described the couple, Gooney--Tony, apparently, to his new friend--chuckled softly, then chimed in, "The memory on this kid, am I right?"

"Pretty impressive. Thanks."

Nick came back on the line. "Where are you? What do you need?"

"Dry shoes." Grant glanced at the signs as the bus entered a roundabout. "I'm chasing a rat--likely dead end. Let me know when you get there."

"Will do." They rang off, and Grant caught a half-hour's nap before the bus pulled up in front of a busy transit station at Bolzano, where Grant made his connection and proceeded along a narrow mountain road.

The further north they drove, the more German appeared on the signage, until it seemed they must have passed some kind of national boundary. The Tyrol region shared the heritage of both nations, making it easy for Nazis on the run to find friends and resources as they continued south to Italy.

Thankfully, with the shops open, Grant was able to pick up what he needed, testing out the new shoes on his way to the former monastery of the Teutonic Knights, a grand stucco building with four levels surrounding a courtyard, towers at the corners, and a church incorporated into one wall.

He paid his admission and picked up the map. The museum rambled in all directions, including a basement level, full of medieval and Renaissance art, imperial and ecclesiastical furnishings. Without more direction, he'd never locate what he was looking for, even if it was still here. A few other people browsed around the place, gawking at the courtyard and trying to find their way. The ratline for the Warden's husband came through the church. Seemed like the place to begin, and maybe he could find someone to ask.

An Italian-language tour trooped along in the same direction, pausing for commentary about the statue outside. Grant dodged in front of them and ducked inside the Baroque church, a compact building that managed to be grand at the same time. Clean, white marble flourishes and gold honored a huge painting of the Virgin.

A security guard whose white mane of hair seemed deliberately styled to match the waves of stone around him, glanced up from his chair and watched Grant's perusal of the space. In one hand, he clutched a German-language magazine he'd apparently been leafing through.

"Guten Morgen," Grant said, continuing in German as the man brightened, "Is there a priest? Or someone who knows the history of the church?" he gestured around.

"Guten Morgen. No priest today, I'm sorry to say, but I've worked here since..." the old man waved his hand as if to indicate an eternity. "How can I help?"

Worth a try, but how to proceed? "I know of someone who passed through here a long time ago. He was so grateful, he left a gift to the church, with instructions that they were to preserve it in his honor. I'd love to be able to see it."

"Would this be in the forties, the fifties, eh? We had a lot of visitors...passing through back then." Heaving himself to his feet, the guard slapped his magazine into his palm, eying Grant, then tucked the magazine into a back pocket and drew closer. "A relative of yours? German?" He spoke in a conspiratorial tone as the doors opened behind them and the tour group entered.

Grant stepped in toward the guard, letting the group filter past. "Ja. My grandfather."

"Ja. I think I can help you." He tucked a hand through Grant's elbow and drew him away.
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"Wilkommen in Berlin," Nick said. "We're here."

Dom rubbed his face, finding the imprint of his keyboard in his skin. They had taken turns resting, though even in the spacious Land Rover, there wasn't enough room for the Americans to really stretch out. They insisted they were used to it, and Dom let it go. He'd been working his contacts, trying to find out the identity of the Chief's assailant, but so far, nothing. Either nobody had seen enough to place him, or nobody was willing to say.

They passed the massive columns of the Brandenburg Gate, calling up faint memories of a school trip to Germany, Jacinta under her old name playing nascondido among those columns, and him perhaps being the junior professor, giving lectures as if he, not the teachers, were leading the trip. Always too much with the history, his mother always told him. Always too much with the books. And now, it was his books and his brain that had brought him together with these Americans. Not that Mamma would see this as a good thing, even if it meant Dom had friends. Do friends get you shot at? Do they make you sleep in a car on an overnight drive? Do you make a friend of a man who drowns in Lake Como and still survives?

Tony, back in the driver's seat after a grudging break, grumbled as he sought a parking place near the autumn colors of the Volkspark Friedrichschain. Finally, he backed it in on the first level of a parking garage, a feat of maneuvering that made Dom hold his breath, cringing on behalf of his Nonno's beloved vehicle. Watching him in the rear view mirror, Tony's eyes crinkled. "Under cover, out of sight. Always back in for a quick getaway."

Dom removed most of the items from his messenger bag, then pulled it over his shoulder. Between research dives, he'd been taking notes on everything that had happened so far, and all the connections between this adventure and his old projects. In case he really did get the book rights. Again, his mother's voice echoed in his head, this time wondering if he'd live so long. Hush, Mamma. Sono un adulto.

Nick emerged carefully, stretching out his leg and walking in a careful circle. He'd removed his prosthetic during his own rest period, but it had to be awkward in the car for so long.

On the other side, Tony reached up, twisting his back in a few directions with a grunt of satisfaction. "You okay there, Nick?"

"Yep," Nick replied in a tone that said, "no."

The other two prepared, choosing layers of clothing that helped to disguise their shoulder holsters and ward off the autumn chill, so much more this far north. Dom's nose and ears felt the change.

"You want a hat?" Tony held out a stocking cap. He added, "Standard kit. Never know when you might want one."

For breaking into buildings and sneaking in shadows, per esempio. Dom accepted and pulled it over his ears. "The towers are mostly destroyed, and make the two hills of the park, but the G tower you can climb to where the anti-aircraft guns are stationed and also see part of the wall."

He led the way along a winding path among the trees. Yellow leaves scattered the brick, hiding broken glass that crunched beneath his feet. Robust stone walls built after the war supported the mounting layers of parkland around them as they climbed higher and higher. Graffiti in colors bold and faded covered any available surface, and Nick shook his head.

"Why they gotta be like that? Look at this?" He pointed to a nicely shaded image of a skull. "This person's a serious artist. They could put that on a canvas and make a buck, instead of messing with other people's park."

"What are we looking for?" Tony hadn't stopped scanning the area. They mounted a long series of concrete steps, and he gave a sigh, looking briefly ahead as if expecting to see someone there.

"We know this man who makes the map was stationed here during the war." Dom shrugged. "But he makes the map after the war, already he knows what the places are, what remains."

"So we're looking for a door, if there's anything left of the interior."

"Credo di si."

Nick put his hand out, fingers wide, and Tony stopped immediately, pressing a finger to his lips.

A group of teenagers clattered down the stairs past them, shouting and jostling each other. One of them cast a rude gesture at Nick who simply stared. The rest of the group cackled with glee as they carried on their way, their shouting now aimed back at the Americans. Dom didn't speak German, but Nick's expression said that he didn't like what he heard. If they had any idea what these men were capable of, they might not be so careless.

"Four shots," Nick said when they had gone. "The way they were lined up."

Tony started walking again. "You need a time-out, you gotta tell me, capisce?"

"If I started using racists for target practice, I'd be the finest marksman on the continent." He smiled thinly. "Also I'd be in prison."

"Don't worry, I'd bake a file into your birthday cake." Tony's attention lingered on the sparse trees beyond the stairs, and he gave a brief, circular gesture. Nick returned a short gesture of his own, down low, invisible to anyone beyond their little group.

Dom's chest tightened, and he forced himself to breathe deeply. If the men were concerned, they'd clue him in, too. They would defend him, to the best of their ability. To the death. He thought of the man on the boat. Piacere a Dio, if one of these men went under, they, too, would rise again. Near the top of the stairs, a large plaque provided more information about the site in German and English, with QR codes to link to a few other languages.

Archival photos and quotations from a few men who had been stationed there added a human note to the data. One showed a very young man, even a child, alongside a gun mount. Gottfried Holle, Hitler Youth member and maker of treasure maps. "Nick! This, you can translate?"

After a moment studying the text, Nick said, "Even at the darkest hour, we must look to command and reach higher." He shrugged. "Like the command tower? But that was destroyed."

"Sounds like another way to claim they were just following orders." Tony took a casual pose nearby, watching their back without looking as if he were standing guard.

Down below, in small print, praise was given to the commissioners responsible for the conservation and maintenance of the site. They weren't doing such a great job now, in Dom's opinion, then he jabbed his finger at the list of names.

"Eccola! He is here later, he is a commissioner for the place."

"So he could've preserved anything he wanted, even added something." Nick's tone of approval put a spring in Dom's step as they finished the climb.

The wind picked up, tugging at Dom's sweatshirt, and he hugged his messenger bag close when they reached the top of the Large Bunker Hill, as Nick translated the signs. A circular plaza with a low stone wall crowned the hill, affording views in most directions past the trees to the city beyond. Wartime concrete buildings jostled against older historic structures, and modern high-rise offices built to replace those destroyed by Allied bombing.

"Here is where the guns have been." Dom gestured around the plaza. A few other people shared the summit, taking photos, taking selfies, and hurrying away again out of the wind. "There should be stairs, on the outside, si, but also here, a staircase to come up, and depots to store the rounds." A plastic portable toilet sat in the woods not far off, and a few concrete and stone remnants thrust between trees or hid under the leaves.

"Not much to see but the view." Nick scanned the horizon, his gaze lingering on the enormous signal tower with its faceted metal globe skewered on a red-and-white antenna.

"We gonna have to quarter this sucker and walk a search pattern or what?" Tony stuck his hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched.

Dom lifted his own phone, pasting on a smile as for a selfie, zooming in on the back-facing camera, on the face he glimpsed among those taking the path down. "Unisciti a me," he called to the Americans cheerfully, inviting them into the photo as he tracked the man he recognized.

Tony stepped up next to him, then flashed him a glance, pasting on a similar grin while Nick gave them "rabbit ears" with both hands. "Who is it?" Tony murmured without moving his mouth.

"The waiter, he--"

Nick seized both of them and flung them to the ground as the air sang with suppressed gunshots.
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The museum guard led Grant along a corridor lined with over-sized portraits into a less ostentatious chamber, this one apparently an archive of sorts, with glass cases and lots of documents. From beneath one of the cases, he pulled out a ledger and carried it to a book stand. "Your grandfather's name?"

Grant hesitated. "He left here as Allessandro Bottini."

Pursing his lips, the guard started turning pages, then landed on a long list, running a stubby finger down the margin, and prodding one name in particular. "Bottini. A fine...German name."

"Lots of things were lost during the war."

"True, true. Says here, an altar arrangement and icon of John the Baptist." The finger tapping continued as the man frowned, then his brows rose again. "It is now in the Renaissance wing, for the artwork. Come, come." He stalked away from the book, but Grant took a moment to close the tome. No one but him and D.A. knew he might come here, but they weren't the only ones on the trail, even without Dom's mysterious couple. Grant should've bought new clothes, or used ones. Half the people he'd seen here wore dark clothes, a notch above the average tourist. Of course, most of them weren't sporting visible bandages. Paranoia was one of the symptoms...

"But you say your grandfather left here as Bottini. Sounds as if he did not arrive there that way?"

In the corridor outside, the Italian group spread out in ones and twos, examining the portraits. Some of them glanced up as Grant and his guide moved on.

"He moved a lot," Grant replied. "You said you've been here a long time? Has it changed much?"

"Did he move over the ground? In the air, perhaps?" The guard's eyes twinkled.

"Untersee."

"A noble thing, but dangerous."

"You could say that."

They took a broad staircase, and the guard expansively spread his arm to introduce the next gallery. "Here we are then. Come, I will--"

"Das is gut, danke. I shouldn't keep you from your duty."

The man's face fell, his lower lip turning out. "It's no trouble."

Taking his hand, Grant said, "It is a private matter." He met the man's gaze with intensity. "I'm sure you understand."

"Of course, of course." The old man patted his hand in turn. "Come find me later, tell me your grandfather's story, if you will."

With a noncommittal nod, Grant sent the guard on his way. A few people lingered at the far end of the long gallery, following the usual route. John the Baptist. Usually depicted as a guy in a goatskin with a staff, someplace in the wilderness. A wild-eyed prophet.

Grant calculated his pace to view the art as if he were disinterested, but not in a hurry, a delicate balance. Arranged into a series of nooks, many of the paintings hung over period tables or chairs roped off against casual visitors. Statuary rested on little plinths sticking out of the walls. He found one John in the wilderness, but it was a life-size piece, an anonymous work showing the craggy prophet with a backdrop of mountains. No accessory items on view. Maybe they'd moved the "arrangement?"

Another painting showed the baptism of Christ, but wouldn't that have been mentioned in the description? Maybe he should've asked...Grant's steps slowed.

Irreverent and out of place among the somber saints and glowing virgins, the small painting showed a cheerful young man, nude, but carefully draped, with a goat or a ram at his side and a staff in his hand. Beneath it, a half-round table of similar vintage held a bowl of fruit, as meticulously dusted as anything else in the gallery. The placard informed him this was, indeed, a young John the Baptist, attributed to Van Honthorst. Something about it...Grant was no art historian, but still, the work felt more vivid than the others in the gallery, its subject lively, his gaze bold and penetrating. Light from one side bathed the young John who seemed to beckon him closer. Grant stepped up to the work.

What if he needed to take it off the wall, or out of the frame? Was there a riddle in the bland text of the placard, or the Dutch artist's own history? What connection was he meant to grasp?

A sidestep let him scan for wires or alarms. His breathing slowed as if he were about to fire a vital shot.

An instant later, he wanted to kick himself. Blame his rough day yesterday and the pulse that throbbed in his injured hand. This whole escapade began with a still-life, gifts you'd never bring to a chapel. In the bowl underneath the painting sat a few clusters of grapes, several apples, a pair of bananas, and a single orange. It fit perfectly into his palm, its weight shifting strangely as he lifted it.

"Please step away from the painting, sir," snapped a stentorian voice.

Grant withdrew on a pivot that left him facing the newcomer, a woman of medium height and build, wearing a plain, gray suit, a name badge askew over her left breast. "Sorry."

Her eyes fixed on him. The woman's lips parted, her face slightly flushed, as if she'd seen a ghost. Thin nose, and a sliver of white scarred skin next to her mouth.

Grant began to stroll from the nook toward the nearest door.

"Sir," she called after him. "The orange?"

Oh, Hell. They also had guns, Dom said. The last thing Grant wanted was a firefight inside a museum full of civilians. Been there, done that. "Right," he said. "I'll take my snack outside." He turned the corner to the broad stairwell, thinking about how to conceal his prize and throw off his witness.

Before he'd left sight of the gallery, Grant bounced the orange in his palm, then took a big bite.
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The breath knocked out of him, Dom lay face down on the stone plaza. Tony rose to one knee already, his pistol out. Screams reverberated around them, tourists spotting the gun even if they hadn't recognized the earlier shots. Tony scooped Dom over his shoulder--messenger bag and all, and ran the opposite direction. Dom's view bounced and jostled, the contemporary scene of chaos overlaying archival images in his memory. Suddenly he knew what to do, and had no power to do it.

Nick scrambled up, moving backward, his limp exaggerated in this mode, but he still made good time, covering their retreat.

"The toilet," Dom gasped. Wishing he could articulate more.

They hit the woods. Tony stumbled, then took a sharp turn around the portable toilet, and let Dom down, supporting him with one hand while looking back. "Dom--you okay?"

Dom nodded, trying to get his breath back. More gunshots and he flinched as they rapped against the plastic. Dom stiffened, anticipating the impact of the bullets, slowed by the thick plastic, but not stopped, certo. Tony's grip shifted, pushing Dom low. Nick moved past on the other side, getting his back to a tree, braced for pursuit.

Dom's feet slid on old leaves piled against the base of the toilet. Two facts immediately presented themselves. First, concrete under the leaves. Little surprise, given the tower's origin. Next, while much of the hill smelled vaguely of urine in the corners of stone where drunks thought they wouldn't be noticed, this toilet carried no more odor than the rest of the place. His mad, upside down insight had been right: Tony's rough handling had shaken loose the truth.

"No bullets," Dom said. "They don't penetrate."

From below, the sound of sirens. Three or more men with guns in the park, in a nation with notoriously strict laws. On the broad, spiraled path to the summit, a park police vehicle rushed to respond.

"Inside, let's go!" Dom grabbed Tony's left arm.

Shaking him off, Tony said, "The waiter's gone. He probably fired because you recognized him. If he's evading the authorities, this is maybe our only chance to find a way in."

"The toilet," Dom insisted. He stayed on his knees, turning to pry away the lower part of the door. It hinged awkwardly against the padlock that held the door closed.

"No joke?" Nick shuffled closer in an awkward squat.

"We avoid la polizia and the waiter, si? The Gladio?"

"Are we all gonna fit?" Tony hunched down, slipping his gun away. "After that car ride, no offense, I kinda need my space."

"It's not what you think." Dom clambered under the bent door onto cool concrete beyond, a small space, but large enough to encompass a square half-height concrete entrance into the hill. A few steps started down, interrupted by a metal grate that cut off access to the rest of the staircase dimly visible below. Sunlight through the plastic lent a strange, green glow to the place, along with a few bright spots provided by the fresh holes. Those holes could've been letting the sunlight into his heart if not for Nick and Tony's quick action.

As Nick scrambled inside after him, Dom edged further, hefting the lock that held the chain Rust had eaten into the metal, but not so much that he thought it could be readily broken. The hinges appeared solid as well. Indeed, the three of them might be trapped here until the police gave up.

"Nice," Nick breathed, then Tony pulled himself under, reaching back out to drag some leaves into place and cover their tracks.

"Yeah, real nice," Tony murmured. Their shoulders brushed, their heads close together as they regarded the doorway. Still, he grinned. "Good spotting."

"Si, ma..." Dom indicated the lock. "Unless we shoot again, and that's not so good."

Outside, bullhorns amplified orders from the police, and frightened tourists chattered in a half-dozen languages, giving just as many descriptions, from what Dom could tell.

Nick sat on the edge of the first step and tugged up his pantleg, revealing his futuristic prosthetic. He plucked a small bottle of oil from its slot.

"For the joints?" Dom guessed, and Nick shook his head.

"Massage oil. For the stump." He dripped a little oil into the top of each hinge, then replaced the cap and slid the oil back to its holder. "Hinges are open at the top. If we get some leverage, we can lift the gate right off."

"That's my job, isn't it." Tony sighed, then squeezed past and stepped down to the base of the grate. He bent his knees as best he could, grabbing the cross bar. Dom and Nick wrapped their hands around opposite corners at the top. Tony mouthed the count, and together, they hauled upward.

In spite of the oil, the metal groaned softly, and all three men froze, Tony with a sharp grimace as he bore the weight. He jerked his chin upward, and they pulled again. The grate wobbled as it came free, and Tony caught it, easing it onto the next higher step as the others lowered their end to rest on the concrete structure.

From one of his numerous pockets, Tony produced a high-powered tactical flashlight and flicked it on, then squeezed past the grate to descend into the ground. "Coming?"

The other two descended the few steps to join him, then Tony clamped the flashlight in his teeth and lifted the grate back down. No way to refit the hinges from here, but that wouldn't be immediately obvious. He revealed another flashlight and handed it to Dom. "Don't leave home without it."

Tony's glance flicked back to Nick, who said softly, "You got this."

Turning away, Tony started down the stairs. The portable toilet shed had kept out leaves and litter, but the steps showed the wear of decades, the concrete crumbling at the edges, cracks running down the walls from the strain of the partial demolition and the tons of dirt heaped on top.

Dom poked a button on his light, producing a laser dot. He rolled it, and found the switch for the proper torch. Running his light over the walls and ceiling, he searched for any connection to the clues that had led them this far. Some graffiti marked the walls, but even this looked old, strung over with cobwebs. The stairs ended in a small round room directly beneath the gun emplacement. Old bins and boards lined the walls, suggesting the storage of munitions or other supplies. A heavily barricaded door led toward what would have been the upper deck running around the entire structure five stories up. A spiral staircase, claustrophobic even from Dom's perspective, led down.

A second door led further in. Dom nodded in that direction, and the others followed. From somewhere nearby, water dripped in soft plinks and the cement overhead bore thick accretions of mineral.

"I always forget," Tony said, playing his flashlight along the doorway with its whitish spikes and drips of new stone. "Is it stalagmites or stalactites?"

"Stalactites," Nick said. "Because they cling tight. You never heard that?"

Tony's chuckle sounded strained. "That's clever. Won't forget now." He tapped the flashlight to his forehead in a kind of salute. Beyond the round chamber, the corridor forked. To the left, a ruined hall filled with crumbled cement and earth. "How deep does this thing go?"

"With the top level?" Dom swallowed. "Six stories." From what he could tell, one quadrant of the structure remained relatively intact, one gun emplacement at the top, with the rooms and corridors below. That meant the outside staircase, maybe the inside one as well, if the building had survived that far.

He turned to the right, the small beam from his flashlight illuminating a span of water-stained concrete, some of the rebar showing through. His off-hand gripping the strap of his messenger bag, he walked resolutely through to the next room. "Up here should be for the crews and the guns. The other tower is for command, but it is gone."

"So where do we look for the stash?" Tony stayed close, swinging his beam in a regular search pattern, finding nothing.

"Ah..." Dom cleared his throat. "I don't think it's here."

Tony stepped in front of him, so close that Dom tipped his head back to meet the American's eyes. "Not here? What the hell are we doing here, then?"

"Chill, Gooney." Nick's resonant voice echoed in the chamber. "Think it through. The Allies have been all over this place, and so has the German government, before and after bombardment. We know the museum stored things here, but if what we're looking for had been hidden here all along, somebody would've found it."

Tony slid a half-step back, rolling his shoulders down. "Sorry, you're right, you're right. All we know is our guy was here, and he used his clues to send us here, too."

"Essatamente." Dom forced a grin. Alone in the dark, Tony's nightmare from what Nick said. At least they had each other. "So what does he wish us to see? He is active after the war, he comes back, his name is on the commission, si?"

"One of the principles in code-breaking is to consider who it's meant for. What resources does the target have to understand the communications?" Tony kept walking, through two more empty rooms, and they reached the stairs heading down. Originally, this staircase wrapped around an interior concrete wall, but now the wall crumbled and gave views into darkness and rubble.

"This guy, he's talking to his friends, his wife, not some trained operative, nobody with access to equipment or special services." Tony started downward.

"The travel, the different places, these are for her as well," Dom suggested, and Nick laughed.

"It's like the honeymoon they never had."

"These interior rooms—"Dom shone his light around—"they are for civilians, to keep them safe." They reached the next landing.

From above a clang of metal echoed, then a low murmur of voices, and the three shared a look. Tony flicked out his light. "They're here."

His palms sweaty, Dom fumbled his flashlight and turned it off as well, the moist air suddenly stifling as reality struck hard. Dom had been so proud to be part of the team, to work the clues and solve the mystery. He'd brought them to a six-story dungeon with no way out.
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Wax coated Grant's teeth as he trotted down the stairs. The hollow interior of the orange revealed something hidden inside, just like the old smugglers had done. He shook it into his palm, stuck it in a secure pocket as he reached the door to the outside. He pushed the door open, then slipped into the shadow beneath the stairs, holding his breath as the door swung ponderously closed again.

A flurry of footfalls from above, then the woman appeared, running for the door. She opened it partway, scanning, then stepped through. Grant jumped the baluster to the next floor landing and hurried downstairs, doing his best to minimize sound. How the Hell was she here?

With the bite of wax still between his teeth, Grant stuffed the remainder of the orange into his jacket pocket. That'd be a mess later; nothing for it--he needed both hands. Sliding through a glass door at the bottom of the stairs, he entered a white, vaulted undercroft lined with glass cases. The door opened and closed without sound. No good. He plucked the bite of wax and pressed it into the seam between door and jamb. Stacks of brown chairs punctuated the series of vaults. Free-standing cases on big stone bases marched down the center and Grant dodged behind one of them, crouching, listening.

For several long moments, nothing, then the thunk of the wax falling free as the door opened. He slipped the Beretta from the back of his belt to lie easy in his hand. The slight breeze of movement as the door swung closed, then the faintest scuff of shoe on stone. Shadows shifted on the document case to his right. Grant tensed, shifting to his toes.

A foot, carefully planted, stepped into view, then another. Black soft-soled shoes in a feminine style. Grant held his breath. She took another step.

He launched, catching the back of her neck with his left hand. His momentum propelled them both into the next vault, the Beretta pressed to the base of her skull as he pinned her to the wall.

Her hands pressed to the stone, arresting her impact.

"Who are you with?" He demanded in English, low at her ear.

Her left arm pivoted, her hand wrapping his wrist, a fingernail applied with precision to his gouged flesh. The pain jolted his hand.

She twisted and went low, ramming her knuckles into his gut. Grant sucked a breath. Oh, yeah, she'd been there when he went down: she had memorized the map of his pain.

Grant slammed his knee into her side, dropping her to the floor. In a flurry, she rolled toward him, sweeping his foot while he was still off-balance. Falling against the wall, Grant stomped on her arm, pinning her, both hands on his weapon as he glared down the barrel.

For a moment, their eyes met, and her mouth pinched in determination.

She jackknifed, both feet slamming into his core, right hand emerging with a gun of her own. He turned aside and fired. The thunder of the shot reverberated through the vault. His bullet pierced her jacket close to her chest and cracked into the floor. Bound to get them both the wrong kind of attention.

Her eyebrows twitched, but she was already rolling, coming up in a crouch with her weapon extended. "Don't do that again."

He'd rather not be trapped down here with an unknown corpse. Hadn't shot him: she wasn't Gladio. Didn't arrest him: she wasn't Carabinieri. Grant feinted toward her. She dodged aside, tracking him, not pulling the trigger, and he ran for the end of the vault, knocking down the stack of chairs to spill across her path.

"What did you take?" she called after him.

Grant didn't answer, skidding between cases holding dozens of clay models. Ahead, a lighted sign showed the green figure of a man, also running, pointing toward another exit. Grant secured his weapon and ran hard. Her footsteps pounded after him, and someone's voice called out in Italian, then German, from the entrance they'd come through.

The light changed to his left, the warm glow of day. He jumped the three steps to a cobblestone floor, displays laid out in glass-topped tables that would make lousy cover--if she wanted to kill him. Apparently not enough to trash the museum and blow her own cover, but neither did she seem to care if he died.

Hard right and up a ramp to another glass door. By the time he exited, his pace dropped to a brisk walk. No hurry, except to return to some unknown tour group or local lodging, or maybe a cappuccino. Hands in his pants pockets, he cut along the inside wall of the courtyard, catching the whoosh of air behind when the woman emerged from the undercroft.

A large flock of tourists clustered around a guide near the entrance, complicating his getaway. Grant reached their fringe as the woman called out, "Sweetie! Wait for me!"

She ran up, hand outstretched, and caught his elbow with a firm grip. Her gun, too, had disappeared. He let her close, but not too close, two operatives, taking advantage of civilian cover.

"Who are you?" Grant ambled at the edge of the crowd, angling toward the entrance.

"What did you take?" She nestled close to him, perpetuating the illusion of the relationship she claimed.

"Turn me in," he suggested. Her museum name badge, too, had vanished, likely dropped for its real owner to find later.

"Then we both lose." She stroked his lapel with a distinctly patronizing air. Looking for something. He let her.

No discernible accent, or at least, not so much as to reveal her. "You watched me die."

"Apparently not."

He paused in front of a polished stone monument, watching her reflection. "Mossad."

No reaction, no surprise.

She met his eye in the reflection. "Nazi lover," she said. Releasing his arm, she strode briskly away. The wax orange she'd swiped from his pocket went with her.
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Morning rose on the Autobahn, illuminating Valerio's path to a light breakfast from a roadside vendor as the bus driver filled up the tank. A comfortable bus should be a contradiction, but Valerio made the most of it, keeping an eye on the Jew, and on the Warden--though she seemed content now to play cards with her men. Valerio had not packed such amusements on his journey. He had not expected to be going to Germany, much less in the company of these people. His own people, the two Mercedes, kept pace, making their presence known in case the Warden's people needed reminding.

Valerio whispered his prayers in the parking lot, asking the Lord's guidance and blessing on their holy mission, wherever it should take them. Sunlight touched the mountains and cities around him, as if in token of the Lord's response, and Adolph beckoned him back toward their transportation.

No games, however Valerio did have some reading material he wished to take a second look at. Taking his small valise, he strolled to the back of the bus, feeling sure the curly-haired woman's eyes followed him the entire time, her gaze piercing through the seats and the other occupants.

Ah, he'd been mistaken. The Warden slept now, her seat reclined, her companions still vigilant. Herrick gave him a nod on his way past, and the skinhead added his own piercing gaze to that of the Jew. Just as well to recognize one's enemies. Adolph, he thought, remained unconvinced, but Herrick's rescue and the American's demise boosted Valerio's credibility. If they did not work with him, then he would become their implacable destroyer, prepared to take any action to ruin them.

At times, since he had aimed the vessel to dispatch his enemy, he thought it an act of hubris, a childish assault that served to bring him more attention and turn his Carabinieri associates against him, but the daring of his deed brought the Warden to heel and made clear the risks he would undertake. It was not hubris then, but a symbol of his full commitment to the cause. Silendo Liberatem Servo.

Valerio took a seat in the back row, where none could come behind him, nor even pass by as if taking a stroll and take a peek instead at his papers. Four rows up, the rear-facing seats at the Warden's table allowed Herrick to notice Valerio, then start pushing back his cuticles with a special tool from his wallet.

All at peace. The folder in Valerio's hands had taken on the feel of Holy Writ, albeit untranslated from some ancient tongue. He had people investigating the locations mentioned, the villas and chambers where lost artworks might still be concealed by the careful work of this long-dead mafioso. So far, niente. What remained? Loose pages of legal documents, mostly from the US Army, pertaining to this same mafioso, and a few in German. The urge gripped him to open the window and hurl the entire contents of the folder, the papers that Marianna had died for, out the window.

Instead, he chanted the rosary until he felt stillness. What had become of her husband and the gun? Perhaps he would kill himself, thus tying off another loose end in this tangled web.

Valerio pressed his hands together. He apologized to the Lord for wishing any Christian ill, especially willing him to an act abhorrent to the Lord. Convenient as that would certainly be.

His phone rang, and Valerio shuffled the pages to pull it from his pocket. Cosimo. "Si?"

"The traitor is here, with his Americans. They spotted me, but I threw them off."

Cosimo's voice sounded a little hollow, and Valerio frowned. "There is more."

A pause, then he said, "Si, Centurion. Shots have been fired. I am now under cover, but the others have pursued our targets to the interior. If there is a clue to be found, we shall find it, or force them to reveal it. A pig who would squeal for the Americans will surely squeal for me."

"A Dio piacere." Valerio gripped the pages. "Do what you must." Cosimo rang off.

This quest rapidly became a debacle. Gladio was meant to be secret, to be unknown unless they confronted their true enemies. Instead, they wasted time and blood, they revealed themselves too much and antagonized the law, now in two countries. Another crackdown against the Gladio could be the end of the organization.

He smacked the pages against his thigh. One of the random German receipts fluttered to the ground, and Valerio stuffed the papers back in his valise before reaching for it. A canceled railway ticket from several decades back. Only a German, conditioned to an extraordinary degree of bureaucracy, would keep such a thing.

Why should any man give a fig about this ancient journey to Campagna? 1962. Valerio had been a child learning to shoot by killing caged pigeons, not even ready for them to take flight.

Valerio leaned back, brow furrowed. 1962. The year of the earthquake that broke Apice Vecchia. He might think this person came there to pay homage to a lost heritage, save that the name, and the origination point, were Polish.

Laughing aloud, but only for a moment, Valerio kissed the receipt, the latest message from the Lord, and from his benefactor beyond the grave. What more certain sign that Valerio's mission was righteous and his heart was pure? The Lord's radiance shone upon him, and the Lord's vengeance would rain down upon any who stood in his way.


CHAPTER EIGHTY-SEVEN
[image: ]



Tony pulled them into the next chamber, keeping a hold, keeping them together. Their heads close in the darkness, Nick said, "I double back through the hall on this floor and take the spiral stair. If I get the chance, I even the odds. They follow me, if at all possible."

Dom translated in his head, from colloquial to clear: Nick intended to kill someone. "And we go down?" Dom proposed. "Or we get out? Nick clears them from the round room, and we use the grate." He wished he could see Tony's face so he didn't have to imagine the conflict that must play out in his friend's head. Abandon their comrade and get to safety, escape from the darkness he must be dreading.

"Then we don't find the objective, and we don't know what happens next," Tony said at last.

"So Nick leads them, and they follow, but we search."

"I head for the exit. The floors are identical, right?" Nick confirmed. "I go down the spiral, double back here, up these stairs out the top."

"Meet us at the parking lot," Tony concluded.

Was it strange or normal that they never spoke of consequences? They never said, "if we survive" or "a Dio piacere." Ottimismo? O fatalismo?

"Catch you on the flipside," Nick said. His hand found Dom's in a brief warrior's clasp, then his presence receded with a soft sound of footfalls.

Tony's shoulder brushed Dom's. "Give him time. He'll make a noise, something to get their attention, that's when we move."

"Their sound covers ours."

"You got it." His voice sounded rough and breathy.

Dom leaned against the wall and took a dose of his medication, breathing more deeply, then he said, "You are not alone this time."

A breath of disbelief, then Tony said, "I shouldn't laugh. You came after us in the van. You got mad skills just...different ones." He lightly gripped Dom's shoulder.

Different ones. The question was, what did they lead him to? What analysis or historical knowledge could reveal the location of the next clue? He hoped it did not lie with the American's client, the mysterious woman once married to the map-maker. Both supported the Gladio. Both had been children in the Nazi regime, had grown up into that and believed in it. Wealthy after the war, and art-lovers. What else? A can of sardines that led to an old truck. A satchel they never examined and more papers taken by the Chief. A Polish name on a plaque and a tombstone, linking the numbers that brought them here. All of the tombs had been the same at Monte Cassino, save for the cross or the star. Dom used a bouquet to fend off an assailant. The darkness, the tension scattered his thoughts as if that treasured album of memories were cast into the wind.

Dom squeezed his eyes shut, bringing the moment into focus. So far as he knew, this man who laid the map they now followed was neither religious, nor Polish. His heart sank a little as he suspected what this meant. Not only was Berlin not the last stop on their journey, but the next would be another long drive.

They must have another clue, unless it was in their enemy's possession or something the chief had to discover on his own journey. What, then? Surely this man knew that it would be impossible to find all of these things, for them all to last through the decades between. Had he created some redundancy to make the map more robust?

A muffled mechanical sound, then Tony's light came back on, a weak glow aimed at the floor. From the darkness above, a sudden crash and scuffle of movement. Nick.

"Let's go."

"But where?"

"That's not my job." Tony set out. "Three staircases, right? We don't take the big one."

A shouted curse cut the silence, maybe a gunshot, then more running. Dom hurried after the receding light. Tony's tension level made his own jaw ache

"Can't just be in a random chamber, too hard for our man to direct us," Tony muttered as they reached the stairs. "What are the known locations?"

"Command tower, but it is destroyed. The hospital. The guard entry, the magazine for munitions." Dom stumbled, and Tony steadied him.

"Sounds promising." Tony snorted softly. "Promisingly dark, deep, dank and inaccessible." Then, more quietly, "And nobody's coming for me, either."

"You are not alone," Dom told him. He kept one hand along the wall, his fingers slipping in the occasional trickle of nasty water and attendant slime. "I know more of this place than almost anyone who never served here."

"Great, so find the trail." They paused on a landing, and Tony shone his feeble light over the doorway and chambers beyond. "Any reason to pick this floor?"

Dom shook his head, invisibly--idiota! "None."

"Okay, let's go deeper. We try the magazine, our man would expect that to survive the demolition, right? But we also know he came back. He's one of the park's commissioners, so he can preserve what he wants and conceal what he wants. We just need to figure out what that is."

As Tony talked his way through the idea, Dom's nerves edged tighter. This was how Tony coped with anxiety, by talking too much. Meraviglioso. "You don't need to be rescued, you need to be quiet."

Tony stopped, and Dom caught Tony's arm to stop himself, solidly muscled, rigid with tension. "Did you say something?"

Dom hoped not. He swallowed. "Mi diaspace." Here they were, descending into Tony's nightmare, the sounds of Nick's chase receding behind them, and Dom could not afford to antagonize his partner, his friend. Truly, had they come to the darkest hour?

His eyes snapped open in the gloom. "Tony. I know where to look."
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If Grant escaped the museum first, no way would he pass up the chance to see where his assailant went after exiting. Mossad or not, the woman matched him for a lot of strengths, and he had to assume she'd follow a similar protocol. Curiosity urged him to draw her out, to force another confrontation, this time in a private location where they could pursue their own ends to the logical conclusion. Which could likely mean one of them dead.

Browsing in the gift shop, Grant did a quick self-assessment. Too many sleepless nights, too many injuries recently exploited or exacerbated. Could he win? Did he want to, if it meant her death? And aiming the entire Mossad organization at his own head. Yeah, no.

Nazi lover, she had called him.

His chin dipped, his slim, dark reflection cast over a display of medieval replica swords behind glass. Yes, he worked for a Nazi this time—he wasn't all-in with that either—but he took the job to get back a Jewish library, because his friend, his comrade, asked him to. Just how much did they know, and how did they know it? Enough to follow him, or to precede him, not enough to care about his motives. Had the big guy, the one who chained him, beat him, and left him to drown--had that guy been one of them? That went a few steps beyond just watching him die.

Grant had a leak, or a bug. Maybe a sleeper agent in the Warden's own organization? An intriguing thought, but not one that got him out of the museum without picking up his tail. Nazi lover...

He left the gift shop, starting toward the courtyard, then merging with another tour group. He split off again in a shadowy corner taking the stairs up to the next level, quick and quiet. He found a window seat with an overlook to the courtyard below. As the morning waxed later, more tourists ambled around in the sunshine. If these people really were Mossad, they'd never work alone, and always be ready for the trade-off.

Grant scanned carefully, looking for anyone who disrupted the pattern, or who fit in too well. Ordinarily, they'd also be ready with disguise or deception, especially the people Grant hadn't seen yet. His one advantage was her surprise at seeing him alive. They weren't prepared for a living adversary interfering with their plans, or for the level of active stealth that was a hallmark of Mossad operations.

Tourists taking pictures, listening, moving on into random doorways. And there, he spotted an eddy in the movement. The woman's partner, too, ambled in the sunshine. He stood partway into the yard, phone in hand, rotating slowly as if he were making a video tour of the place, an excuse to linger, and to take a good, long look around. Good tactic; one of Grant's surveillance favorites. What had they ever done before cell phones?

Time to give the guy a photobomb. Grant strolled the gallery, breathing deeply. Not long before he found a man at the back of a tour group with a backpack carelessly slung over his shoulder and the telltale reek of cigarettes, still so common on the Continent. Lighter and a pack in an outside pocket for easy access.

Grant hung around for a moment, then lifted the lighter from the guy's backpack and kept moving, out to the staircase and down. With a flick of the lighter, a discarded museum map took flame, its glossy text curling into smoke beneath the lower level detector. He walked back up, into a gallery of ecclesiastical portraits, and took on an official demeanor, just sorry he didn't have a tie.

A shrill alarm sounded, startling the tourists present, and Grant sprang into action. "Achtung! Carefully please! Everyone to the exit!" He barked orders, opening his arms and herding his charges toward the door.

A glance across the courtyard showed guards all over the building doing likewise, tourists streaming down the stairs, rapidly overtaking the man with the camera. Bonus round: somebody left their overcoat on a bench by the shop. Grant slipped it on, flipped the collar up and slumped his shoulders, merging with the crowd as a few officials rushed past, shouting for information, searching for the origin. He breathed a silent apology for making their lives that much harder.

Tourists swarmed into the street outside, almost immediately stumbling into familiar clumps, looking for guides or pushing toward cars and buses. Grant angled away with one group, then back with a different one, cutting across the street. Where would she be? The cafe with its outdoor seating? A parked vehicle, watching in the mirror?

Nope: diagonally next to the Tourist Information center, handing out brochures with a big smile on her face. At least, until the rush to evacuate the museum came at her. To his left, a partial moat, and a formal garden. Grant moved along the tree-lined shop fronts, cutting through a pedestrian plaza, then toward the burger joint. A round mirror meant to help drivers make the turn revealed another change in the pattern as the woman started to follow.

Grant scrapped the overcoat and ran. Leapt between bicycles in their dedicated lane and circled partway through the roundabout. Via Dante--that would be a helluva place to die. He settled into an easy pace, paralleling the train tracks.

The distinctive clang of safety gates closing chased him down the road, and he put on a burst of speed, ducking under the next gate as it swung downward. He leapt the tracks, the train's brakes squealing as it came in to stop at the platform. Grant sped up the ramp to the boarding area. A few passengers descended from the train as he jumped aboard. Out the opposite windows, he saw her rush closer, glance side to side, then cross in front of the train, a station agent shouting at her.

The chime sounded, warning passengers to clear the doors.

Dodging passengers, Grant ran the length of the car and out the far door.

He glimpsed the woman's gray suit as she got aboard.

With a final sharp tone, the train pushed into motion, taking her with it. Grant circled back to the nearest taxi stand and took the first car. He sank into the back seat, directing the young man behind the wheel to take him to Bolzano. The woman's partner appeared at the roundabout as Grant's car whizzed by.

From his inside pocket, Grant finally removed the item he'd taken from the smuggler's fruit. His burst of laughter drew the eye of the driver, but it couldn't be helped. In the palm of his hand he held a miniature hearse, circa 1930's, complete with a coffin, as if he were being taunted from beyond the grave. The question was, whose grave?


CHAPTER EIGHTY-NINE
[image: ]



"You know where to go?" Tony's grin flashed. "First good news I've had all day. Where to?"

"There is a tunnel to connect the G and the L towers, the defense to the command. I think maybe it is still there, even with the L tower gone."

"Darkest hour, look to command--makes sense. Let's go." Together, they hurried down the stairs, Tony holding his light slightly back to illuminate Dom's steps. The fact that every step brought them further from the only known exit weighed on the back of his mind. He wanted another dose of medication, but he dare not stop. Broken glass and metal screening held back dense windows onto the dirt beyond.

The sounds of the chase above receded briefly, then echoed again, certo that was a gunshot! He flinched, imagining the bullet taking Nick down.

"Keep moving," Tony muttered, and Dom realized he'd frozen in place. He kept his hand on the wall. Something rough brushed against his arm and he bit down on his cry. Roots or branches. He conjured skeletal Nazis, eighty years later, still manning the tower, their remains grown through with worms and vines, their bony fingers clawing him toward his own doom.

Dom hurried to catch up. Three levels remained. Then two. His knees throbbed. Then one level. Only his imagination made the darkness more complete with each level they passed.

"Back toward the corner, to the northeast," Dom whispered. "Which way--"

"Come on." Tony touched his arm, guiding Dom alongside, then a little in front. They moved briskly, Dom stumbling a little, grateful for the guiding hand. Tony's voice had changed with each level as well. Dom expected the tension to be stronger the deeper they went, instead, he sounded confident, determined.

"Are you okay?" Dom asked, then hesitated. "Nick tells me, the dark, that you--"how could he articulate another man's fear?

"You being here makes it easier. I've got a job to do. Doesn't matter how I feel about any of this. All I gotta do is get you out alive."

This was not entirely comforting. Tony's breath hissed, and he stopped them both at the round wall, the exterior bound of the spiral stairs. Overhead, metal scraped and groaned, then something tumbled, something hard. The initial shriek became a gasping wail cut off by the sickening crunch of impact.

For a long moment, they stood in the darkness, waiting for some sound even more terrible. Nothing came.

"It wasn't him," Tony said. "We'd hear the leg hit ground."

Comforting. Dom crossed himself.

Tony's eyes reflected the feeble glow, then he started forward, crossing the end of the staircase. Dark liquid stains rimmed the walls. Not blood. Certo. Just the water of the ages. Whatever seeped down that long, spiraling stair.

"The air's getting harder to breathe," Tony murmured. They followed a corridor that ended in an open doorway, giving angles left and right. To the right, brackets and holes showed where pipes had been removed from the ceiling and the top of the wall.

"So this is not just me, then." Dom heaved a breath, his hand to his chest. "Va bene. We go right, follow the pipes." He started around the corner.

"No, it's not good." Tony stopped him. "Take your meds."

Dom complied, but the release of his chest took forever, and still felt incomplete.

"The air quality's crap. Means there's not much circulation down here. And I am not looking forward to climbing back up, lemme tell ya."

His words were dire, his attitude light. Did Dom's presence veramente give him confidence, or just the reason to make a better show of it? Tony flicked his flashlight onto full power. "Nobody's gonna spot it down here."

Holding the light under his chin, Tony grinned like a Hallow's Eve specter. "You ready? Which way?"

Every step echoed, every drop of water magnified like that infamous torture technique. No graffiti down here. No leaves, no litter, no sign of life from the last eighty years. Tony's breathing sounded labored in the damp, heavy air. The beam of their light caught something furry, and Dom flinched, but the thing didn't move. A rat, long dead.

"How you gonna put this in your book? Maybe bring the bad guys in closer, make yourself into a hardcore hero. What do you think?"

"I am no hero, I am a historian."

Tony's laughter echoed even louder. "You know what's crazy about that?" He looked back at Dom. "That's what the Chief wanted, what he was going to school for. Thought he was gonna be a history teacher, maybe write a book, and look at him now. So you never know."

The light went suddenly wild as Tony's feet slipped out from under him. Dom grabbed his arm, arresting the fall, and Tony swung about, grabbing for a handhold and finding it in a metal rail that jabbed Dom's hip with an ominous groan. The flashlight clattered down and ended eight feet below, illuminating a set of metal stairs, or what remained of them. They tilted hard to one side, the struts rusted through. Even the corrugated metal of the treads showed rotten holes chewed by rust.

Clinging with both hands to the old railing, Tony blew out a breath. "Good catch. Thanks."

Dom fumbled in his pockets, and came up with the flashlight he'd been handed, flicking that on to show the tunnel before them. The roof sloped down over the stairs, with a few broken pipes and bent conduits still thrusting along the ceiling like a frozen metal monster, flailing toward them.

Dom hiccupped a laugh. Veramente, his mother had been right. Too much imagination.

Tony finished his descent more carefully and retrieved his flashlight. "What was the rest of the quote? The darkest hour, look toward command--what else?"

With gingerly steps, keeping close to the standing rail, Dom followed after. The steps groaned and tilted, then wrenched free with an echoing crash. He staggered off the last step, pinwheeling his arms, and Tony grabbed him, pulling him out of the way. They held on a long moment, listening, then Tony smiled and released him. "Guess we're gonna have to take the hard way out."

"And what would that be?" Dom waved his light where the stairs had been, where they now lay in a skeletal mass of rust and twisted metal. The railing still stuck up into the gloom. "Che uscita?"

"Don't know yet. That's half the fun, y'know. Getting in some place with no idea how you get out again." He stuck his finger in his mouth and pulled it out, holding it up as if he were about to make point. He frowned, shrugged, and turned away.

Not trying to make a point. Trying to find a breeze, and failing.

The tunnel stretched out before them, endless, it seemed, though Dom knew it could be only a few hundred yards. Each of them aimed his light at the nearer wall sweeping up and down, searching. "The quote says even at the darkest hour, we must look to command and reach higher. But this is the translation that Nick gives me. I don't know if this is accurate to the words."

Tony aimed his light upward and ahead, tracing the pipes. Their feet sloshed through a puddle and more water seeped down the walls from a series of cracks. "The duck pond."

"From the map. Si. And this means--"Dom's heart lifted. "We go to the monument to the Polish soldiers--"

"Like the cemetery! Ah, crap. We're going to Poland, aren't we?"

"Credo che si. Ma, we must know where." Dom picked out an indent in the concrete wall. A shaft headed upward at an angle. An exit?

Their voices turned back on them, the resonance changing, and they came to the end of the tunnel. A matching staircase, equally rusty, led up to a wall of cinder blocks. Tony's shoulders drooped. He danced his light around, then back up to the ceiling head cocked. "He didn't say look high, he said reach high."

"Si, this is the word." Dom sank to his weary knees. Niente, niente. How lovely it would be to just stop. To lie down, right here, and surrender.

"You got a piece of paper in that bag? And a pencil." Tony tested the first step with his foot. It didn't collapse, but after their experience with the last staircase, Dom preferred not to risk it.

"A pen, certo." Dom pulled the bag onto his lap, his shoulder aching from carrying it so far. Why had he even bothered? He rooted through the pockets.

"A pencil would be better." Tony climbed the stairs slowly, suddenly fascinated by the mineral deposits on the ceiling. Stalactites, as he had been so proud to learn not so long ago.

"Eccola." Dom pulled out a page from his yellow pad and even came up with a pencil.

"Gimme, gimme." Tony made grasping motions like a three-year-old, and Dom bestirred himself to bring over the tools, looking up. His jaw hung open as he stared. Inverted over his head hung a series of small, rough white patches. Like a tiny mountain range. Exactly like that: complete with little roads and rivers, a little arrow, and a little cross.

"Whadaya know," Tony said, as he balanced on the rickety stair and made a rubbing of the map overhead, "x really does mark the spot."


CHAPTER NINETY
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Alittle unusual, perhaps, for a tour bus from Italy to pull up outside a park in Berlin, especially to disgorge so very few passengers. The Germans stretched their backs and shook out their limbs, like athletes after a long journey. Marksmen and hunters, si, so they should qualify. Adolph descended promptly, moving briskly into the park toward a large kiosk with a map, then engaging in rapid conversation with a landscaper of all people.

The curly-haired woman hung back a little to talk with the driver, reassuring him of their good intentions, and steady payments, as Valerio edged past her to take the steps down. A black Mercedes idled not far away, and one of the gladiators emerged, eyebrows raised.

Valerio shook his head. Soon, but not yet. One place he should visit before leaving here. His discovery of the train ticket made even the raw German weather feel merely crisp and comfortable.

"What do you say, Aufseherin? Is it like coming home?" He smiled down at the old woman as she stepped from the bus to take the skinhead's arm.

"Very like," she said, "Though it's been quite a long time. It's always so pleasant to be surrounded by my countrymen. To hear my own language as the music of the world."

How very German. "I hope you are ready for a long climb. I believe the flak tower we seek is now the mountain." Valerio pointed toward the highest part of the park. A few police vehicles clustered there, and the Warden's face pinched.

Valerio strolled over to stand beside her, viewing the scene together, and allowing his superior size to be plain. She stood literally in his shadow. "Ah, che peccato. Perhaps we cannot visit the summit at all."

"I should expect you to be more disappointed, Centurion," she replied archly.

Perhaps Valerio should be more circumspect about his attitude. "Whatever is happening up there may be a setback, but I am confident that, with our combined resources, we can overcome it."

Adolph returned from his excursion. "There has been a report of gunshots, and the mountain is closed until further notice."

"Gunshots." The Warden swiveled her head to regard Valerio. "What do you know, Centurion?"

"What do you?" He cocked his head. "You can't be ignorant of the work your hounds have been up to."

He smothered his jubilation. Anything they found here would be the double shot for his cappuccino. He already knew the next stop. In fact, he had already dispatched his other gladiators to that destination.

Something in her face, in her very stillness, suggested that, in fact, she did not know what these other people had been doing, though clearly they had been working together, a coordinated effort between the Americans.

The curly-haired woman strode toward them with strikingly masculine directness. "We need to reconnoiter and see what we can learn. Sounds like there was an altercation not long ago, possibly involving several gunmen and/or an abduction. Bad news is, our bus driver needs to head home--the contract didn't include international travel, and the bonus you offered can only get us so far."

"Adolph, see to the arrangements," the Warden said. "Transportation from here and transfer of our belongings."

The man practically clicked his heels as he accepted the order and departed. The Warden raised her hand in an imperial gesture that brought two of her other men close, then turned to the other woman. "D.A. will instruct you."

The Jew--D.A.--pulled up a map of the park on her phone, adeptly flicking it around the screen, larger and smaller, different areas as she spoke. "Okay. We need to know what happened at the top, also look for any evidence of the gunmen and where they might have gone, and get a sense for what the police know. You guys speak the language, that should help--"

Valerio summoned a pair of his own men, bringing them into the briefing. "You can make teams and work together."

D.A. gave a sharp nod which could have been acceptance or annoyance. "We need you to cover the ground from the duck pond to the hill and down to the southwest. We'll cover this area, from the pond to the smaller hill. We regroup here, past the Polish war memorial. Got it?"

Efficient, effective. And it brought Valerio to where he needed to go. "You two, go with the Warden. See to her needs." He directed his gladiators, certain they understood his intent. "If his leg is up to it, Herrick and I can go to the smaller hill. We move anti-clockwise, you move clockwise and we cover more ground."

"Very well." They broke out into their pairs, leaving a few men with the vehicles in anticipation of Adolph's return.

Setting a quick pace, Valerio moved toward his quadrant, Herrick striding alongside with a slight grimace every time he set down his right foot.

As they left the others behind, Valerio said, "You should know, Herrick, I may have discovered a lead."

"Ja wirklich? But you say nothing to the Warden." He turned a little, tracking his employer's course toward the other end of the pond. A tall black man stood by the rail, ducks clustering in front of him while a woman and a pair of children scattered bread scraps into the water.

"I don't wish to disappoint her if I am mistaken." Valerio heaved a sigh. "You must know that I treated her rather shamefully. Now that we are reconciled, I wish to make amends. My faith requires this." He gestured toward the sky and crossed himself. Herrick grew serious as Valerio continued, "If we investigate, if we make a discovery, then we shall reveal it, and lay it at her feet as a gift. And if we do not--"he rolled a shrug--"then at least I have not disappointed her again."

"I see, Ja. It is a good thing to make amends this way. What do we look for?"

"This Polish war memorial, on German soil, it seems strange." He was about to refer to the cemetery, but had no way of knowing how much Herrick understood about the chase between the gladiators and the rest of the American team. No reason to make him suspicious. "There is a name I found in the other documents, a name we may find again here, Aurelian Petrowski. We should make this our priority, you and I, for the Warden's sake." Besides, he hardly needed to investigate a shooting his own man had committed.

"For the Aufseherin."

They crossed broad lawns turned brown with autumn, beneath stands of trees, moving fast. Students and old people occupied some of the lawns and benches, their attention drawn upward to the police activity near the summit. At any moment, Valerio expected he might see Cosimo or one of his other men. It began to seem a long time since heard from them.

The Polish memorial consisted of a series of low granite steps rising up to a series of platforms where a knot of boys with skateboards performed tricks for each other, or maybe for the couple of girls not far away. A pair of slender rectangular pillars rose from the top level, wrapped with some kind of bronze...thing.

Bare rose bushes occupied troughs between the stone plazas, and large, ugly relief sculptures depicted cooperation between the Poles and the Communists. Indeed, such art should be ugly. Along the low wall of the middle layer, a series of bronze plaques attracted commemorative wreaths but no visitors at present.

Valerio prowled closer. "Herrick--see about those plaques and the top. I shall search down here." Walking the other direction, he stared down at a big bronze circle capping a ring of stone. It appeared, for all the world, like a sewer access, albeit one with memorial words inscribed like the rays of the sun. The ground vibrated slightly beneath his feet, perhaps due to the skateboarders. Valerio leaned in close to examine it, then his body stilled, his mind open to miracle.

The gap between the stone half-circles supporting the cap gleamed, then went dark again. A sound rumbled below--the groan of metal, and a soft murmur of voices. The bronze circle lifted very slowly, tilting toward him like the opening hatch of a submarine.

Smiling to himself, as the Lord smiled on him, Valerio sank down to one side. He cradled his pistol, and waited for the head of his friend, or of his enemy.


CHAPTER NINETY-ONE
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At the airport in Bolzano, Grant picked out a pair of eyeglasses--tortoiseshell--a sweater vest in the colors of the local soccer team, and a matching tie. A toiletry kit, khaki pants, a backpack to hold the clothes he changed out of. He had abandoned the Beretta under the landscaping some distance from the airport proper, somewhat regretfully, but no way was he carrying a weapon of unknown provenance through airport security, and he didn't even have a bag to check.

The backpack now...Grant bought a cup of coffee, drank half, then poured the rest over the backpack, and attacked a few of the seams and edges with the nail file from his new kit, aging it in moments. He had entered the men's room a black-ops character, blooded in battle, and emerged as a high school teacher who'd injured his wrist on vacation.

Nothing fit perfectly, thanks to the limited selection at the small airport, but that only added to the guise, topped off with a tweedy cap. He slouched as he walked the corridor, jiggling the hearse in his pocket, not getting a second glance.

Second floor observation lounge had a few people in it, probably, like him, waiting for the flight to Berlin. He'd been lucky to get a seat, or so the attendant told him. All the better: maybe his new friends would take longer to catch up.

Rows of windows looked out onto the runway and the mountains beyond. Grant took a place at the far corner, leaning as if he admired the planes, but letting his gaze track the entrance on the other side, scanning for the agents he had ditched at Brixen. Deep breath, make the call. Would she answer a number she didn't recognize?

The phone rang three times, four, and he began to suspect she would not. He imagined her as an American grandmother, targeted by scammers who insisted that her grandson had been arrested, and if she would only--

"Guten tag." She sounded brusque, maybe a little breathless.

"Guten tag, Aufseherin. Did somebody order the catch of the day?"

She broke into a gale of laughter, and another voice spoke in the background. "Margaret! How delightful to hear from you," she carried on in German. "I've been missing you, my dear. Do tell me you are feeling well?"

"Can't complain." His wrist still throbbed from the woman's nails-in grip earlier on top of the injury, and he switched the phone to his right hand.

"Really. Well, I am enjoying my time in Berlin, thank you for asking. Perhaps we could meet up for lunch?"

"Might have to be nachtisch at this rate. I'm still in the mountains. I found something I need your help with. Sounds like you have company. Gladio?"

"Of course. It sounds delightful."

"I land at 13:40. Nothing but carry-on, so I should breeze through passport control." Another deep breath. "We've got a mole. I had company, but not Gladio."

"Well, I am intrigued. You must tell me the whole story over tea."

"Yeah, but nobody else." Grant considered asking for D.A., but that would be a red flag to the other side. True to his word, he planned to stay dead for as long as possible. D.A. would have to fend for herself a little longer, or hook up with Nick's team. "Is Kaden with you?"

"Indeed."

"Have him bring you. Make an excuse, whatever it takes. Nobody else."

Some of the giddiness ebbed from her voice as she said, "I can't wait to see you again, Margaret. Life's been so dull without you."


CHAPTER NINETY-TWO
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Dom aimed the flashlight as Tony, wedged into the shaft ahead of him, grumbled curses at the aged round handle in the center of the lid over their heads. He perched awkwardly on metal rungs protruding just a few inches from the wall like giant staples that failed to penetrate.

The big American was like a Swiss-army knife: ready to take on anything, no matter how strange or uncomfortable. Bits of rust flaked down into Dom's face and his nose twitched, then, the moment he prayed for, a sliver of daylight showed at the edge of the lid.

A fat elbow-hinge waited to push the lid up to their left, but they had no idea what waited beyond. Tony held the handle, head cocked, listening. He squinted, then breathed, "Skateboarders?"

The swish and thump of wheels reached Dom as from a foreign realm of sunlight and fun. He nodded. Laughter, young and masculine, echoed above, then a short, aggrieved shout. Tony's eyes flared, glancing up, then he gave a shake of his head. "In for a penny," he muttered, and shoved the lid further.

The lid rose fast to vertical, then a hand grabbed Tony's arm. Tony pulled back, curled into the stone, his other hand fumbling for his weapon. It fell, smacking Dom's arm and tumbling into the darkness below. "Shit!"

A head obscured the circle of sunlight, features lost to shadow.

Dom flicked the flashlight to a laser and slashed it over the face.

With a snarl it retreated, the stranger still hauling on Tony's arm.

Tony yelled, feet stumbling on the rungs as he was dragged from the hole. No—no!

A gunshot cracked the air, and the screaming began.

Dom shoved his messenger bag to his back and scrambled up the rungs. Was he the hero of his novel? Macche! But neither could he stay in the hole and let Tony get shot.

Two men tangled in a patch of old roses, the one on top trying to bring his pistol to bear, the one underneath—Tony—desperate to keep it away.

Dom swung his bag against the assailant, who jolted aside. Both men rolled from the raised flower bed with a crash to the stone steps below. The gun clattered away. The two men scuffled with fists and feet.

A hand wrapped Dom's neck from behind, and cold metal tucked beneath his ear. "Non muoverti."

Frozen, Dom's lips parted, but no breath came. The next gunshot sapped all warmth from his body, replacing it with a lash of blood across his cheek.


CHAPTER NINETY-THREE
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Valerio slammed the American's head against the stones, but the man's skull was so thick, he only grunted, and rammed his fist under Valerio's ribcage.

Instead of pulling back for another blow, he kept shoving, as if he would punch straight through to Valerio's spine. Somehow, the man twisted his knee into the space he'd created, rolling them again to end up on top.

"Don't move!" shouted one of the gladiators, and the American's gaze flicked away, just for an instant. Valerio grabbed a handful of his shirt and hurled him against the bronze memorial plaques.

Valerio's own glance, obscured by the rosebushes whose thorns he bore, showed the traitor in the grip of a gladiator, the warrior's face blazing with righteous glory.

A second gunshot rang out. The gladiator's head rocked sideways and he fell with boneless grace, his prisoner tumbling with him to sprawl across the stone.

"Dom! Find cover." A voice commanded in English, a voice so deep and threatening that Valerio recoiled.

The tall Black man from the duck pond stood too far away to have made the shot he obviously had. He swiveled toward Valerio with mechanical precision.

Cosimo slithered, scrambled, leapt down the slope, and the assassin turned again, firing, missing Cosimo's frantic form.

"Achtung!" Herrick cried. "The police."

Cosimo and the Black man stared at each other down the barrels of their respective weapons.

His own dazed American moved convulsively, pitching him off, and Valerio rolled, a controlled retreat that brought him back to a crouch with his gun in hand.

"Hold it right there, Centurion." A woman's voice. D.A. stalking into view with a pistol of her own. "We got two minutes, then we're all under arrest. Or we back the hell off, guns away, and get the hell out of here."

Curse the woman's efficiency.

"You shoot him, I shoot you," she continued, her stance on the upper level giving her the perfect executioner's angle on Valerio. "You shoot me, he breaks your neck. Nick and your man sort their own problems, and my money's on Nick. Trust me on this one. Back off."

Valerio gave a sharp whistle, disappearing his pistol into a hidden holster, already turning. Cosimo retreated, gun extended, covering their withdrawal. If it were him, he'd shoot them in the back, but these Americans had no such discipline. Two more gladiators stood among the trees, three of the Warden's people trying to work out whose side they were on.

Valerio need not die here today. He need not expend any more blood from his warrior's anointed bodies. No. As the gladiators raced, scattering, from the oncoming police, he prayed only that his downed man had not, like Marianna, left some stupid letter.

He need not kill the Americans here. He already knew their destination. And it was not the Kingdom of Heaven, oh, no. But he would be waiting there to send them to their judgement.


CHAPTER NINETY-FOUR
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Gasping, Dom huddled behind the bench where he had scrambled at Nick's command. The Gladio men retreated, fast and orderly, but he couldn't make them out. His head rang, and when he touched his face, his hand came away with blood. Grazie Dio--Grazie Nick--it wasn't his own.

His glasses...

D.A. and Nick's weapons vanished as they converged on the spot where Tony lay, all three of them a blur.

"Gooney, are you all right?" She dropped to one knee.

"Where's Dom? Is he hurt?" Tony's voice.

"I'm here." Dom's voice came out in a raspy whisper. He swallowed and tried again. "Non c'e male. I'm here." He used his hands to push himself to his feet.

A cluster of skaters bubbled to one side, pushing each other toward the dead man, then pulling back again, giggling and horrified all at once. At least one of them had been sick and the odor lingered.

Dom stumbled back to the center, trying not to see the body. His glasses glinted a few feet away, where he had fallen, and he snatched them in shaking fingers.

"Get up, man, on your feet," Nick urged, adding, "I'm sorry; you need to believe that."

"Yeah, yeah, all right. Where's--"Tony's head lifted as they got him up, and their eyes met. "Dom. Who's the friggin' action hero?" His battered face broke into a grin, his arm open to clasp Dom briefly to his shoulder. "Jesus, man, I'd be dead without you. Couple of times over now."

"Come on." D.A. steered them toward the bushes as the police, who had wound all the way to the top of the hill now had to reverse course and rush toward the bottom.

"We got wheels near the hospital," Tony said. He wiped blood from his mouth, but more came. His other arm still wrapped Nick's shoulders. "Not that I'm driving this time."

"Hospital sounds like a good idea," D.A. remarked. She thrust her hand out, and they stopped behind a dense evergreen hedge as an ambulance rounded the corner in a squeal of rubber and halted on the sidewalk, lights flashing.

"Not here. Too close to the scene." Tony swayed, and Dom added his arm at his friend's waist. Jitters shook through him, like he should run in circles or start hurdling the parked cars.

Three people leapt from the ambulance. Two of them popped open the back to remove a stretcher on wheels while the third raced toward the monument with a medical kit in hand.

"But the car is there," Dom said. "I know how we can get there fast." He aimed his eyeglasses toward the ambulance, then finally put them back on his face.

D.A. smiled. "I like the way you think. Not like that guy's got much use for it anyway."

Nick immediately broke for the driver's seat while they assisted Tony into the back. Dom pulled the doors shut as the engine roared to life. The ambulance peeled out into traffic, sirens clearing their path. Tony lay back on the floor, palm pressed to his head while D.A. ransacked the cabinets.

"Here, my bag." Dom opened up, shoving in whatever she handed him: rolls of bandages, tape and gauze, a bottle of alcohol, packets of sutures.

He grabbed at a handle as their vehicle swung around a corner. One more turn, then sirens off, pace slowed. The ambulance moved steadily, but no longer getting all the attention. The ambulance stopped, and Dom closed the flap over his bag, now bulging with medical supplies. He peeked through the back window before he popped open the door. Nick had delivered them to the first level of the parking garage, pulling in next to a delivery van. He appeared at the back bumper, already in place to take Tony's weight.

"Keys," Tony said. "Right front pocket."

D.A. plucked them out, and held them to Dom. "Lead the way."

The Rover sat where they had left it, nose out for a speedy getaway, just like Tony said. D.A. hoisted herself into the passenger seat. "Nice and easy, Dom. We've got too much attention already."

"Si, certo." He jabbed buttons, resetting the seat for his own build, then started up, pausing to pay their fee on the way out. Just a few ordinary, law-abiding tourists who happened to be covered in blood. Mi dispiace, Nonno. Then he chuckled.

"What's funny?" D.A. asked.

"When we steal an ambulance, nobody thinks we bring it straight here."

"Proof we were only borrowing," Nick said from the back seat. "Can you pass me the first aid kit?"

Dom unslung his bag, and D.A. rotated in her seat, handing the contents to Nick as he needed them.

"Any chance we've got drinking alcohol?" Tony asked. "Lord knows I could use some." He gave a sharp intake of breath. Injured, si, but not too badly.

"Where's the client?" Nick asked. "Thought she was with you."

"No idea." D.A. winced as she looked in the back seat. "You're not gonna be so pretty for the next couple weeks." She shook that off and continued, "We were quartering the park, watching out for the cops and the clue. She got a phone call from her sister, or so she said, and decided she and Kaden would go off for lunch. You should've seen the faces of our Gladio buddies. No idea what to do. They might've gone after her, but then the fun started."

"Her sister."

"My money's on the Chief. He's in airplane mode right now. She lit up at the call, then she looked at me. Dom. Nice to see you again. Where we headed?"

"Poland. There's a map." He lifted his chin toward the bag in her lap.

"It's in pencil," Tony clarified. "Lined paper. Jeez, Nick, could you maybe be gentle with that?"

"Not today, buddy."

D.A. pulled out the paper, already rough from the rubbing and now crumpled as well. She smoothed it on the dashboard. "When you get a minute, Nick, hand me the tablet." She stroked Dom's laptop. "We need to keep this safe so we can easily access our files. Mine's gonna be trapped with the Germans for a while, until they catch up."

She took back the bottle of alcohol and doused a handful of gauze, waiting for a traffic light before handing it to Dom. "You need to clean up your face, or we'll be pretty conspicuous on the traffic cameras."

The odor tingled his nostrils as Dom complied, wiping the other man's blood off his face and neck. His ruined jacket could not be helped, but perhaps could be saved as a—no, he would need no souvenir to remember this day. He saved a man's life with a laser pointer and now he drove the getaway car toward a secret Nazi hideout. His book would be a bestseller one day. If anyone ever believed it.


CHAPTER NINETY-FIVE
[image: ]



An hour outside of Berlin, Kaden drove sedately along increasingly rural streets to pull into the lot at some kind of park, apparently deserted. Grant glanced at his companion. She'd barely taken her eyes off of him since picking him up at the airport, as if he were some kind of trophy she was bringing home in triumph. "You're sure about this?"

"If my Gottfried truly created this map for me or for other friends of Edda, then yes, this is it," the Warden answered.

Julia. That was her name, but he couldn't bring himself to humanize her in that way. Nazi lover. "Carinhall was destroyed before the Red Army ever got here, though." He stepped out of the car, and reached back to assist her. He had stripped off part of his disguise, discarding the glasses and vest, the tie stuffed into his pocket.

"Hermann Goering hated the idea of the Communists in his home. He designated a group of his own men, the Luftwaffe, to set demolition charges." She stood staring around. "I wish you had seen it, Mr. Casey. Carinhall was the most grand of villas. Edda had a tiny palace for a playhouse, a model of the Schloss Sansucci, if you can imagine. Hermann had a room just for his model trains, as the model you found evokes."

"And a mausoleum for his dead wife." Just hearing her wax nostalgic for the glory days of the Third Reich knotted his muscles.

"It was a great romance, and a great tragedy." She beckoned him forward. "You are impatient, I see. Let us walk while I tell you." She tucked her hand automatically over his arm, and Kaden followed along several paces back. A large stone at the start of the trail announced the grounds of Carinhall, named, as Goering's yacht had been, for that same dead wife. A short way ahead stood a large sign with images from the period she described, but the Warden did not pause or linger over the photos of the men she must admire: Hitler and Goering, dressed in full Nazi regalia and backed by ranks of SS officers.

"Carin had gone to visit her mother, and when her mother died, Carin suffered a heart attack of her own. Hermann diverted his own travels to rush to her bedside, but she passed away four days later. Grief-stricken, he brought her here. The Fuhrer himself attended the funeral, laying wreaths for her. Hermann eventually remarried, and had Edda, but still he carried the torch for his love who died too soon."

"So we're headed for the mausoleum." Made sense, given a hearse as a clue.

She laughed and patted his arm. "Truly, you haven't a romantic bone in your body, have you. I suppose most of the women you meet are trying to kill you."

Including the one he'd married. "About fifty percent. Maybe sixty."

Their steps crunched through fallen leaves as she guided them from the main path down a narrower track into the forest. Old pipes and broken stones thrust from the leaf litter, but few other remains could be seen from the Nazi pleasure palace.

"You would be quite a catch, Mr. Casey, as a husband or as a scalp for some contract killer's reputation. Pity there is no other line of work that could entice you."

A statement uncomfortably close to the truth. Relax, relax, relax.

Grant recalled the days she treated him as her pool boy, and the charm he'd worn to get past her defenses. "Sounds as if you and Gottfried were very much in love."

"He was so young and handsome in his uniform. It was late in the war by then, and though he was still too young for a soldier, he'd been given the role of gunnery captain as the older men departed for the front."

As they ran out of cannon fodder in a losing battle. "You met in Berlin?"

"Here, actually. At a ball, of all things. Do you dance, Mr. Casey?"

He offered a rueful chuckle. "Last time I danced was in Frankfurt, of all places. With one of those women who tried to kill me."

"Well, that is intriguing, but I don't expect you'll tell me more..." she glanced up at him sidelong, coy and playful since his return from the dead. When he didn't respond, she sighed. "Perhaps one day you shall satisfy an old woman's fantasy and dance with me."

"Not if it means you're trying to kill me."

"Perish the thought, Mr. Casey. I was furious at the Centurion for his rash deed."

"Right before you invited him onto the bus."

"He mentioned something about what my hounds had been doing. I don't wish to think of how much you've kept from me, even in the matter of our own contract."

"What are your people doing without you?"

"Purchasing ammunition, I imagine. My last message from Adolph suggested our detente with the Gladio has reached its conclusion. Ah, here we are."

She tugged his arm, drawing him off the trail entirely, ducking under vines deeper into the woods. "The mausoleum was certainly grand. It was demolished some years ago to discourage my kinsmen from honoring the spirits of our dead. But Hermann had moved Carin's body long before. He feared for the damage the Russians would cause when they arrived here. Small-minded men turned the Fuhrer against him, and he was unable to return himself. During his trial, Hermann let some things slip about the treasures he had saved. For decades people came here, digging, and sadly desecrating her grave. Very few people knew the true location, but some undesirables are remarkably persistent."

"But you knew already. You haven't looked at a map since we got here."

"Of course. Carin's resting place is the ultimate symbol of Hermann's devotion. His undying love, if I might go so far." She smiled warmly. "Gottfried brought me here when he asked me to marry him. And you would never have found it without me."

It resembled any other clearing in the forest: fallen leaves and the foliage of pines, dark tree trunks rambling in all directions, with a distant glimpse of the lake, the pervasive odor of leafy decay. A rugged stone with a mossy crown hulked nearby. A few small wreaths and trinkets rested on the top and at the base of the stone: swastikas, eagles with fierce eyes, Viking symbols twisted to a new purpose. The authorities who wanted to dissuade neo-Nazis from building a shrine had failed, at least out here.

Grant worked slowly around the stone, examining the surface. On the front, it bore a carved cross, token of the burial, but maybe more. Beneath this, a spoked circle, broken and surmounted by a bird. On the back, another inscribed pattern, a series of lines, mostly vertical, crossed by a few horizontals. Grant pulled out his phone and took photos, experimenting with the angle and clarity to get the best images he could. The Warden rested a hand atop the mossy stone, watching. "What have you found?"

"Cross on the front, and some other symbols--"

"St. Catherine's wheel," she supplied. "And the dove that fed her during her imprisonment. The name Carin is derived from Catherine, you know." Her voice quavered a little, revealing her age and her level of exhaustion. In spite of her show of bravado, she was still an old woman recovering from a nasty ordeal.

"Do these markings mean anything to you?" He showed her the pictures of the back, the array of lines, and her brow furrowed, then she shook her head.

"Gottfried wouldn't bring us all this way only to abandon us now, would he?"

"You know him better than I do." Time to check on the hounds. "Why don't you sit for a minute. I have to make a call."

He paced away from her, and Kaden approached with a tip of his head, pulling a bottle of sparkling water from a pocket of his black motorcycle vest and offering it to his employer.

Two rings. Disconnect. The phone barely had time to ring again before D.A. answered. "Where the hell are you, Chief? What's going on?"

"I take it you're in a safe space."

"We're in Dom's Land Rover--"

"Driving to Poland," he supplied

She cracked a laugh. "You got it. Guys found a topo map with an arrow and an x"

An arrow and an x. Okay. "Sitrep?"

"Gooney's pretty beat up. He rolled in a bed of roses with the Centurion." In the background, Gooney protested, and Nick's low voice answered, but D.A. continued her calm briefing. "We're at minimum supply levels--your bag and mine are still with the Warden's people. All tired, otherwise, we're okay. We're en route to the village, but the map's got no detail after that."

Grant stood in a Nazi shrine, with a Nazi survivor, growing colder as the afternoon darkened around him. Too bad D.A. couldn't beam him back to his team. Kaden stood guard while the Warden sat with her head bowed. Praying? Seemed unlikely. "We'll hit the road. Send me the coordinates."

"It's like a five hour drive from Berlin, but Chief, what do we do then? All I have is an x. Unless you found something solid."

Solid as a rock, and just as enigmatic. Then it hit him like the bolt from God that shattered Catherine's Wheel. Maybe they all needed more sleep.

"Not an x. A cross. We're looking for St. Catherine's."


CHAPTER NINETY-SIX
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In the back of the Mercedes, Valerio patted his scrapes and enjoyed a scotch while Cosimo delivered his report on all that had happened since he began his mission.

"The traitor. His name is Domenic DiMarzio. That took a little digging, but--"

"Spetta." Valerio put his tumbler in a cup holder. "DiMarzio? That name is familiar."

"Si, Centurion." Cosimo's grin looked pointed. "Two years ago, he wrote a book about the organization. Lots of detail, some speculation."

"You recommended we should interrogate him to determine his sources."

"And you counseled against."

"If we had performed the interrogation, that would seem like confirmation of his revelations. His disappearance might have been suspicious."

Cosimo drained his own glass. "The book has failed in the market. Few readers and poor reviews. We have someone to monitor that, and to upvote the one-star reviews. I have been asking the new recruits to disparage the work online. Poor research, hard to read, on and on. We are believed, and the author is irrelevant."

"Until now. Va bene. We'll stop his voice this time. If he dies abroad, it's harder for our critics to connect the dots." Valerio plucked a tablet from the seat back pocket and waved his hand at it. "This region has been thoroughly searched. The Owl Mountains have miles of Nazi tunnels, nine separate facilities, all dug by the prisoners from their local camps. Half of the internet believes there is a lost train of Nazi gold hidden here."

"And maybe it's true, if this is the source of the funds the Warden and her mate have channeled to the Gladio."

"Eh. It's not the gold; Too easy to pass. What is left will be the art. Paintings, sculptures, those things. The Warden mentioned Caravaggio, and the Americans look for a library for the Jews." He watched the countryside roll past, darkness rapidly consuming the world around them, pierced by the distant light of villages near and far. "Some of these works may be notificati, the great works of Italy never meant to be removed. We shall sell them to Italians. The sort of Italians who prize great works and don't share them with museums."

"The made men will appreciate that. A few private sales and the Gladio can go on for a long time."

A phone rang in the front, and the passenger answered, listening briefly, then said, "Centurion. We have secured the church and set a watch. When they arrive, we'll be ready."

Valerio pressed his palms together. "Let us pray." Cosimo and the front seat passenger bowed their heads, their hands together. "As it says in the book of Joshua, 'And stay you not, but pursue after your enemies, and smite the hindmost of them; suffer them not to enter into their cities: for the Lord your God has delivered your enemies into your hand.'"


CHAPTER NINETY-SEVEN
[image: ]



Dom stretched his fingers, palms against the wheel. His headlights jumped from hedges and fences to illuminate old farm houses, then neat cottages and grand stucco buildings with white trim. A few other vehicles drove this road. His stomach growled. It had been hours since their last stop, picking up food and sending D.A. to replace their blood-stained clothes.

"Just ahead on the left," D.A. said. "Don't pull in, drive by."

"We've got no reason to think they know where to come," Tony said from the back. His numerous scrapes and bruises had been cleaned and treated as best they could. D.A. deemed him fit enough, but Dom had his doubts. Tony's eyes looked dull, as if he had trouble focusing.

"The Centurion spent the whole bus ride reading something, old pages."

"The dossier Chief went after. Crap."

"We don't know what was in there, but we can't be too careful. The Warden's people should be right behind us, with the principals incoming maybe a half-hour later. Another bonus, Centurion still thinks the Chief's dead. He'll be looking for us, not for him."

"At least we've got an ace in the hole," Nick said.

"Maybe a few of them," D.A. remarked.

"Hope so, if you're right about the Gladio."

"Remember, too, they are multi-national," Dom pointed out. "You have met the Italians, but they are not the only stay-behind unit."

After some hedges, a large yellow building loomed up on the left, fronted by a rounded apse flanked by two smaller round towers with sloping covered stairs ascending each on the outside. At the back rose an elegant baroque tower topped by a silvery dome and a cross.

"That's the sniper's nest," Nick said. "Watching the approach from any direction. The hillside beyond is another danger zone, they could have people in the trees or near those hedges, behind the monument even."

All good information, and every detail wound Dom's nerves a little tighter. To distract himself, Dom fell into historian mode. "The altar will be in this round part, and it looks like the entrance in the tower on the right. I think with side chapels, maybe with columns, otherwise the building proportions are not right." Jacinta would be so proud that he knew more than just the rumors of war.

He kept driving past the wrought-iron fencing punctuated by brick piers. More hedges beyond. A few lights shone on the outside of the church, and a few on the inside. Perhaps they held evening services. Across the street, an open grocery store reminded him of his hunger. "The region was Germany before 1945, but is divided afterward. They have mines all through here--not mines like explosions, but like minerals, si?"

"Mine shafts," Tony said. "Even before the Nazis started digging?"

"Many of them, but the Nazis expanded for miles underground, bunkers, bomb shelters, storage."

"Went a lot faster with slave labor," D.A. remarked. "They had a bunch of camps around here, too. Thousands of people died for these tunnels. Most of them Jewish."

Nick rested his hand on her shoulder. "That's why we're here. Taking back what we can. Just because it's right doesn't mean it'll be easy."

A few people walked along the road, with or without dogs, frowning suspiciously as Dom drove by. "The Catholic faith dropped somewhat after the war. Many of the new people are not religious. This is one of the things setting off the Gladio, of course."

He turned at a florist's shop. Shortly a large, dense cemetery rose up on the right, full of stone cenotaphs packed in together like blocks of miniature apartment buildings. Like the barracks of a work camp, full of the dead. At the next intersection, he paused. "Do I circle back?"

"There's no parking lots, not even a junkyard to hide this thing," Tony muttered.

D.A. flicked her screen around, then said, "Go left, there's a school. We can leave the Rover behind it for now. My hope is, we can reconnoiter before Chief gets here, maybe have some ideas where to look."

"So, who's going to church?"

"Anybody speak the language?" D.A. asked. Heads shook. "So, two of us with Italian, two with German. Have to do I guess."

"Yeah, I don't think Duolingo offers a brain dump yet."

"It has to be me," Dom said. "And maybe D.A., if she can do this. Tony maybe looks Polish, but also like he's a fighter, and Nick--"

"I'm the wrong color around here. I know. Perfect color for covering the exits. Anything goes down in there, we're in. Meantime, let me out here and I'll double back. I'll sweep left and up, clearing the trees."

"Silent running, phones on vibrate, you know the drill." D.A. was already changing her own settings.

Nick hopped out and disappeared into the darkness, then Dom followed D.A.'s directions to the school, parking in the deepest shadows. "You sure about this?" D. A. asked. "You didn't sign on for any of this."

"That's been my refrain the last few days, but maybe he'll listen to you." In the back seat, Tony checked the clip in his pistol and slipped a spare into his pocket. "I'll cruise the street and scan the store. I'll position right and wait for you guys to go by for the church, see what kind of attention you attract."

He aimed a finger at Dom, adding, "I'm gonna tell you one last time to stay here. There's no dishonor if you don't go in, you hear me? You've already earned your stories." He sighed. "And I already know you're not gonna listen."

He and D.A. shared a fist bump, then he slipped out of the car with a breath of discomfort, and melted into the night. She checked her own equipment, her weapons concealed under a long cardigan. All the while, Dom gripped the wheel, head bowed. More so than anyplace he'd gone with them or for them, this could be a death trap. The puttanaio to end all puttanaio. Or it could be the culmination of their quest, the discovery of a long-lost stash of looted goods. Or both: his chance to bleed out with the full vindication of his own studies. His chance to be there when they needed him.

"Take care," she said. "Stay out of sight. I've already cued up your freelance payments and the rights contract for the story. There's a lot of caveats. Needs the Chief's approval, if that's possible." With a nod, she stepped out.

The door closed on his plaintive, "Wait."

What did he have to prepare? No guns, no knives, nothing but his knowledge. Ah! He pulled his laptop from his bag. The knowledge D.A. had told him to protect. He stuffed it into his shirt, checked his belt to secure the laptop, and zipped his new jacket against the cold, pulling on the dark watch cap Tony had offered in Berlin.

She stood outside, her breath misting the air. "I'll be glad to have your eyes."

"All four of them."

She beamed. "Absolutely. Let's go."


CHAPTER NINETY-EIGHT
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Even in a foreign language, the power of the liturgy flowed over Valerio as he listened to the old priest at the front of the church.

Sadly, the old man tended to mumble, and his attendants appeared listless, the altar boys half-asleep during the service. Behind the officiant rose a fine painting of Saint Catherine, a lovely and pure teenager, as she became the Bride of Christ, the instruments of her torture depicted in the background to remind the viewer of her impending martyrdom.

Valerio had chosen his seat in the middle-back where the shadow of one of the columns provided him a little more concealment among the meager congregation. He would have liked a few more of his own men to be present, but how many strangers could such a place support? Already, some of the older people glanced around and fidgeted.

Eighteen congregants, himself included. Three of them gladiators. None from the German group. Either they hadn't worked out where to come, or they lacked faith. No surprise. Of the remainder, nine were women, and most were older than he. The streetward orientation of the nave meant that most people entered through the round vestibule to his left.

The door opened now with a breath of cool air that flickered the candles around the altar and in the chapels down the side. Valerio quickened, seeking his enemies, his hands clasped together in prayer. Since receiving the notice that a Land Rover with Italian plates had driven through town, even he found it hard to be patient.

An old couple shuffled in, fumbling their way through the sign of the cross and making their way toward the back. Disappointing.

Two other gladiators had taken positions where they could watch the entrance from above. Earlier, in Berlin, he implied they could kill with impunity any of the Americans or their allies who stood in his way, including the Italian traitor. Now that he had come to the address given on the old receipts and seen the church itself, uncertainty returned.

Three doors at the back gave onto the sloping lawn with its steps to a shrine and some other monuments. A door at the left led to a vestibule accessing the curving stairs: up to the side galleries, down to the crypt. Another door opened on the right, to the vestry and office. The Gladio performed a cursory search prior to the start of services, learning the place, but found no obvious vault or exit into the mountain itself.

Valerio's phone vibrated in his pocket, and his prayer became more fervent.

The entrance door opened again, and Valerio contained his hope, though several of the congregants glanced over, glaring at the latecomers.

Valerio, on the other hand, welcomed them with silent rejoicing. After riding in the bus with her for hours, no disguise could conceal the Jew, D.A., from his gaze. As for the young man who accompanied her, the one sweating despite the chill, prodding his glasses back up on his nose, dark waves of hair barely held back by a knit hat, this must be his traitor. Piacere a Dio, Valerio would have the chance to deliver to him an appropriate justice, as he had done to the American leader. This sacred ground would be anointed with blood.

At least the young man had enough respect to swipe the hat down from his head, bunching it into his hand as they moved, heads bowed, into the chapels alongside the nave. Another door opened: access to the staircase landing, then it whispered shut.

A moment later, stairs creaked. Did they ascend to the gallery to get a full view of the church? Or would they descend to the crypt, the most likely venue for the access they all sought? And where he would be pleased to bury them.

The priest at the altar finished his blessings, and Valerio slid his phone into his clasped hands. Cosimo reported their entry into the gallery. Perfetto. With a swish of his thumbs, Valerio directed another gladiator to prevent their descent.

Altar boys snuffed candles, then the little party recessed down the main aisle to the rear door, opening it wide as their congregation rose and began to file out. A few people moved to the chapels, or to kneel at the front, crossing themselves and gazing up at the holy martyr. From the back of the church, high up, came a soft crack, and a resonant thunk. A shot that found its target.

Valerio surged to his feet. He tapped a waiting message on his phone, activating all of his men.::Take them now!::

He raced outside with the dispersing congregants. Several of them had stopped, quizzically glancing up at the tower, one pointing to the woods and expounding on something with great excitement. Valerio didn't need to speak Polish to understand the direction of the shot. A dark shadow slumped over the low wall in the tower cupola. Their accursed sniper at work, eliminating his.

Four more gladiators materialized in the gloom, and Valerio led them up the hill, issuing commands with rapid gestures before they left the light. For a few minutes he and his men would suffer the degradation of their night vision, so they moved carefully along the margins of hedges and trees. The sniper would move, and when he did, they'd have him. If not, well, they already had the Jew and the traitor. Gifts from God. Unholy martyrs-to-be.
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Get high, scan the room. It sounded like a better idea than enter the crypt, get trapped in a grave. At least, until Dom reached the top of the stairs and saw the waiter kneeling in front of a small side altar with a few candles, their flames dancing, the scent of wax and incense enveloping him in memories from his childhood. Dom flashed his hand, palm out down low, as he'd seen his friends do, and D.A. stopped, then started down the stairs in a rush as another man appeared on the landing at the bottom.

The waiter rose and pivoted, a gun appearing in his hand like a terrible magic trick. He advanced toward the stairs. Dom shoved the nearby prayer stand. It crashed into the waiter and toppled, forcing him aside as Dom scrambled back down the stairs.

By the time he reached the landing, D.A. had the other guy on his back, a gun in her hand, but no shots fired. "Go, get out!" she urged, pushing Dom past her out the door into the church proper.

Three other men rushed him, one from the vestibule, two from the nave. Dom dodged behind a stone column as a bullet chipped a flake.

One of the remaining parishioners, a real one, he presumed, screamed, hands to her head, giving him a momentary distraction to scramble behind a pew. He should have stayed with the car.

D.A. fired, and one of their attackers punched backward, blood streaking the floor. She dodged. Trapped in the stairwell she couldn't hold out long with one above and two below.

Chiedo scusa, nonna! Dom grabbed the end of the pew and yanked hard. It swung in a circle, battering one of the gunmen, forcing the second to dance away.

D.A. raced up to him. "Come on! Back door—their sniper's down." She grabbed his arm, then almost immediately pulled both of them sideways under the gallery as shots puffed into cushions and cracked wood from above.

They ran along the pillars, Dom clutching his stomach, holding his laptop in place. Two dark figures across the way, in the corresponding chapel, and old couple, leaning together. Potrebbe essere-- he tripped and fell, sliding to a halt near an iron fence that separated the next chapel.

"Dom!"

Shots streaked over his head, through where he'd been a moment earlier. God defended him for a madman. D.A., squatting behind the next pillar, returned fire. Three more men stormed through the back door they'd been running for.

Only two at the front, stalking more slowly, using the columns and pews as cover to approach.

Dom leapt behind the nearest side altar. "Behind you," he called. "Two o'clock."

She turned sharply and squeezed off a pair of shots.

With a spectacular rush, the waiter leapt from above, breaking his fall on a pew that crashed over backwards. He rode it down and came up into a crouch, his gun already extended, targeting D.A.

Before he could fire, the waiter jerked, his temple blossoming red, and finished his tumble to the floor, the gun sliding harmlessly away.

Across the nave, the "old" man took aim and calmly dispatched another of the gladiators as his partner turned the other direction, doing the same. They stood nearly back to back, angled behind a column.

The gladiators fired back, retreating, then fleeing out the doors.

D.A. shouted something in a language Dom didn't recognize. The sharp-nosed woman replied, then all three moved fast, the two women toward the ends of the church.

"Do what they say, Dom! They're with me," D.A. barked as she sprinted. "And you protect him."

The man marched straight toward him, gun held up, his other hand reaching, imperative. "You. Get up. With me."

Dom pushed to his feet, his legs trembling. The stranger braced a hand against Dom's spine, directing him hard toward the apse. "You'll wait in the office. You'll do nothing or you'll go down. Do you hear me?"

He propelled Dom against the wall and threw open the door, shoving Dom inside, then slamming it again behind him.

Utterly bewildered, Dom caught himself on a desk, then sank into a chair, his breath too short. The room, sparsely furnished with some bookcases and an old table, took up half the length of the church. Nobody else in sight. He pulled out his medication and started shaking it, then came the thought that truly took his breath away. D.A. was Mossad.


CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED
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Aspit of fire, a single tiny point of light in the forest, and a cry for God, in Italian. Valerio's teeth set. He sprang from behind his hedge, rolled and came up beside the monument.

At the church below, three of his men rushed the door.

Valerio glanced around his cover, looking to the woods. Another spit of fire. He pivoted around the corner, gun out and fired.

As if he'd shot himself, pain streaked from his shoulder to his arm and the gun leapt from his hand. A second shooter, this one below him. Valerio dove behind the stone, gravel and dirt grinding into his fresh wound. It stung, but he kept the use of his arm. The bullet had furrowed along his upper arm, nothing more. His quick movements and the darkness preserved him from worse, grazie a Dio.

He gave a whistle, asking for cover fire, then crouched, glancing up to the dark forest, then down. Two men burst from the church door, splitting left and right. One of them spun and fell immediately as the second gunman took him.

His outriders, the gladiators watching the roads and doors would take a few moments to get here.

A stentorian voice boomed across the field. "Lay down your arms. Abassa le armi. Legen Sie Ihre Waffen nieder."

Who--? Valerio pressed his back to the stone, keeping the landscaping between him at the forest beyond. He scanned the ground, looking for his gun, and didn't see it. Apparently, he complied without intending to.

He pulled out his phone. The light could serve him now, or it could reveal him. A message flashed across the screen. ::Third party intervention. Cosimo, four others down.::

Cosimo had fallen? What on earth was going on? Valerio crossed himself.

::Silendo Libertatem Servo::

Just after the second message flashed, the surviving gladiator from the church began firing, laying down a pattern and drawing the two shooters on himself, making himself a martyr to the cause, may he rise in eternal life!

A gardener's tools lay nearby, and Valerio snatched a sharp trowel. If it came to that, he could gut a man or slash his throat. So armed, Valerio raced from his cover, diving for the next planting, then scrambling past, putting a long hedge between him and the gunfight. Somehow, he must return to the church. He must know what was happening to his people, and who had turned the tide. Fortunately, Centurion was not the only title that gave him power.
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The Warden squinted at her phone. "Well, they are close. There is gunfire behind the church. My men should be able to contain the Gladio threat while you and I complete our quest."

"Copy that." Grant wished he knew the disposition of his own team.

Last he heard, they intended to reconnoiter the church and establish two defensive posts from which to cover the exterior. Were they pinned down by Gladio fire, or teaming up with the Germans? Silent running, so they wouldn't respond unless they were 100% safe and believed he could say the same. Could he?

Kaden steered through town, his headlights catching a cluster of people huddled together, hustling the opposite direction. Their eyes gleamed white, and somebody shouted, waving both arms in an attempt to stop them. What was that line about fools rushing in? Except this war zone already belonged to the Nazis, or soon would. Just a little longer, and he'd be quit of the Warden, whatever happened next.

A black Mercedes parked near the store, unoccupied. One of the Warden's cars parked facing it, ready to t-bone, and two men used their car as cover. They thrust their arms out in stiff salute as the Warden's vehicle pulled up.

"Aufseherin. The battle moves to the rear. Additional gladiators have just arrived. Adolph is in command of our forces."

"Danke, Wilhelm." The Warden slipped her handbag over her elbow, waiting, as usual.

The people of Jugow, Poland, had no idea what was hitting their town. Grant stepped out of the car, once again clad in his customary dark clothing, then gave the Warden his arm to rise from the car.

"You!" Wilhelm reared back a little.

"Spare me a pistol?" Grant said, but the German shook his head abruptly.

"I have no arms for a dead man. We'll provide escort." The pair moved ahead briskly, their training in evidence as they walked on the diagonal, each covering one side of the party, Kaden taking up the rear.

An owl hooted as they entered the downlights of the churchyard. No way there was an owl out in this mayhem, but whose signal was it? Not enough intel, and Grant's arm hairs itched, his shoulders knotting. Two more Germans held positions to the side, defending the entrance for their employer's use. One of them flicked a wave, directing them onward.

Two bodies sprawled just past the vestibule, neither one familiar. In the polished brass of a hefty candelabra, Grant spotted movement. One man in an overcoat crouched near the altar, sliding behind it when Grant's party entered. Wilhelm didn't notice or didn't respond.

Call down a strike on a stranger? Could be the enemy, could be a friend. Grant held his tongue.

Several pews scattered off their parallels, another body lay by the far door, another German using the door itself as cover, his attention on whatever was happening outside, and a high-powered rifle in his hands.

"We seek the entrance to a mineshaft or something similar, yes? Mr. Casey?"

The Warden seemed fully at ease in an environment of men armed to the teeth, already littered by corpses. Maybe it reminded her of her youth at the camp, living outside a barbed wire fence with riflemen at every tower, their weapons always pointing at somebody else.

"I'd like to know what happened to my people," Grant said.

"Haven't seen them." Wilhelm stared at him flatly, his own automatic rifle resting lightly in his hands.

"There's no need for hostility, surely. Mr. Casey has a job to finish. Haven't you."

Wasn't a threat out-right, but neither did she order her people to arm or defend him. Noted.

Picking their way around the blood, they walked toward the side door. This revealed another body, and the stairs that curved in both directions from a broad landing.

"Guard the stair, would you?" The Warden said. "None but we will enter."

Kaden and Wilhelm immediately took posts to either side, hidden from the nave of the church, but prepared to move up, down or in. Couldn't fault their obedience.

At the bottom of the stairs, Grant flicked the switches up on a light panel. Dim yellow bulbs revealed ranks of columns supporting the floor above. A second, less ornate altar occupied the apse on this level, with a few simple icons and candlesticks. Large cenotaphs flanked that niche, and the floor beneath their feet showed worn-down names and images: crosses, skulls, the eagle. They walked on the dead of centuries.

Grant brought out his phone and called up the photos he'd taken at Carinhall, the grid inscribed on the back of the stone, Carin's gravestone. He walked to the middle of the crypt, standing in front of the altar, looking down the long space. The grid aligned very nicely with the elongated slabs covering the graves beneath their feet. Four rows up, near the left hand wall, one of the boxes on his screen had a chipped circle or pockmark in the middle. "Four rows, then all the way left."

The Warden paced slowly in that direction, her heels clicking, and he joined her, looking down at a dark stone inlaid with bronze letters, spelling out a name and a set of dates, with a bronze inset of Catherine's Wheel at the top.

"Do you know, Caravaggio painted a famous portrait of St. Catherine? Much better than the one upstairs."

Not the first time she'd mentioned the artist. "You must be quite a fan."

Grant squatted down, studying the tomb. Scuffed and scraped, the stone appeared to have been laid a long time ago, according to the dates, back in the seventeen hundreds. But they also showed a pattern of wear...He set his fingers between the spokes on the wheel and turned.

The bronze grated slightly against the stone, then loosened with a metallic click. He waved the Warden aside, clearing both of them off the slab. The right edge of the stone now rose slightly above the surface of the floor, revealing a pair of carved indents in the edge of the stone. From the hinge side, he fitted his fingertips into the slots and lifted the door open. It groaned softly and came to rest upright in front of him.

"Oh, Mr. Casey. We have done it." The Warden gazed down in satisfaction at the stone stairs before them.

Grant squatted in front of the stairs, using the flashlight on his phone to stare down into the darkness. "Stairs look sound, can't see much further than that. Who goes first?"

She eyed the stairs. "Much as I would like to, Mr. Casey, self-preservation forces me to allow you the honors."

In case of bogeymen. Other than the ones in his party, of course. Grant started down, ducking his head under the floor.

Down below, the smooth walls of the staircase gave way to a broad space with ranks of columns marching in all directions. A dusty wooden rack held a few mining helmets with old-fashioned kerosene lights at the front. He brushed off a few items, finding a box of matches.

"Come down!" he called back to her. He lit a pair of helmets, placing one on his own head, then the other on hers. "The ground looks even."

"Seems as if I should have done that for you, like a knighting."

"The surface terrain dips down to the left, rises up to the right and back, so that's my bet. More room for excavations." Their footfalls echoed through the space toward the right hand wall, turning toward the hillside behind the church. Three tunnels led onward, then another at the far corner. "Lady's choice." Grant motioned toward the tunnels.

The first one led around a corner to a dead end. The second had a metal door blocking further access. From her handbag, the Warden produced her set of keys, flipping slowly through. She tried one that didn't fit, then a second, shaking her head, sorting them faster, blinking rapidly. A third, a fourth--scraped into the lock and turned. He pushed the door open and they stepped through together.
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Valerio returned to the churchyard more cautiously. His clothes changed, his arm bandaged underneath, aching. Three large vans parked on the sidewalk along the front. Four men in dark clothing with Uzi sub-machine guns stood alertly nearby, and Valerio stiffened his spine.

"Sorry, no entry," one of the men snarled, in English.

In the same language, hoping his accent would not be placed, Valerio said, "But we must know what is happening to our church."

"Not right now. Move along." The man gestured sharply to banish Valerio from the presence.

"I see that you men are very busy, that you have an important mission." He pressed his palms together. "Most of the congregants escaped early on, but it's possible--"

Another spate of gunfire from behind, then shouting in German. The man who'd been addressing Valerio broke off, gestured for his companion, and they raced up the slope. "Achtung! Legen Sie Ihre Waffen nieder."

Valerio slid into the shadow of the first van. The two remaining guards spread out from each other, one looking in each direction up the road. He waited a moment longer, walking slowly around the perimeter of the vehicle, placing it between him and the first man. When the second reached the end of their caravan, Valerio stepped briskly through the patch of light to the shadowed church door, and around the side, away from the lighted courtyard. He paused again, his back pressed to the wall.

A woman's voice, with a distinctive accent, hollered, "Nick and Gooney! It's okay—I need you to stand down so you don't get shot. Come on." The Jew, from behind the church.

"You sure about this?" one of the Americans shouted back.

"Weapons down! Hands on your head!" barked another voice, Israeli, Valerio suspected, from his own travels there and his work at the Vatican.

"Hey, that's not necessary," the woman said.

"Do it!" the man barked again.

At the front, several people approached, two more heavily armed men, wearing body armor marked with the German flag. A joint operation then. They escorted three of the Germans, limping and bloody, their hands already cuffed behind them. "Is the church clear?" one of the soldiers asked.

One of the Israelis answered, "'twas empty before. We'll do another sweep."

Valerio's visions of claiming the secret treasure shredded with the bodies of his slain warriors. But he need not leave empty-handed. After all, what could be more natural to find in a church than a priest?
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The door slammed open, startling Dom onto his feet. A woman entered, pistol in hand, but not in a threatening posture. At least, not to him. She stepped aside, and Nick entered, apparently unarmed, hands on his head. "Glad to see you in one piece, Dom."

"Stesso." Dom swallowed. "Same."

Tony came after, limping a little, though it was hard to tell if he were more injured than before, or just feeling it more after engaging in a running gunfight with the Gladio. He managed a half-smile, starting to relax, then a man jabbed him further into the room with a long gun, following after. "Hands stay up--on your knees."

"No, no, no." D.A. strode in at the back of the group, with the gray haired man in pursuit. Her curls bounced free of her scarf and her face glowed with sweat and fury. "This is my team—there's no call for that."

"Until we can confirm that we've got the people we want," the man drawled, as if they'd been having this argument for hours already, "they do what we say. If you continue to be fractious, then so do you."

Another man with an Uzi stepped inside, shutting the door at his back, blocking the exit, gun in hand.

"Nick's got a prosthetic leg," D.A. said. "You don't have to be like this. None of this was supposed to happen."

The gray-haired man stared at her, flicking a gesture to the nearer guard, who nudged Tony with his gun.

Wincing, Tony sank down, first to one knee, then both. "Wish to hell I knew what was going on."

Nick came beside him, briefly dropping his hand to Tony's shoulder, Tony reached up to brace his arm as he lowered himself to his knees, then both men, almost in unison, slowly returned their hands to their heads.

"I'm sorry I couldn't tell you; they're a little paranoid," D.A. began. She moved closer, or tried to, but the gray-haired man blocked her path with his arm.

"Mossad," Dom breathed, and the other woman looked at him for the first time, her face devoid of expression, a fact that chilled him more than anything. Stupido to speak at all. Dom had somehow infiltrated high level concerns of one of the most famous secret services in the history of the world. Better to keep his mouth shut and his ears open.

"The Warden is a person of interest to the nation of Israel," the male agent explained. "Having been alerted to her movements and possible location, we coordinated with the German intelligence service to make some arrests. Certain destructive right-wing elements. It is only by our sufferance that any of you have been allowed to move freely."

"Oh, bullshit," D.A. said. "You're here because of me. You wouldn't know where to go or who to go after. We control the stash, you get the Warden. Simple as that. None of my people were supposed to get hurt."

He glanced impassively over Tony and Nick. "They haven't been hurt by us."

Standing by the wall, the female agent glanced away, a crease marring her brow.

"Really? Who was on that boat?" D. A. stalked back and forth near Dom's chair, penned away from her friends.

"Carabinieri." The man shrugged.

"Sure as hell looked like Moishe the Fist, working over my boss, chaining him up and letting him drown." She slammed her hands down on the desktop, the barrel of her gun ringing against the desktop. "While you stood there, doing nothing."

"The Fist isn't with us any more." The man shrugged again. "He's freelance. He did say he could get in with the Carabinieri, and would tell us what he learned. We've got no association beyond that."

So they had known the assailant on the boat, known he'd be there, even, though they claimed not to know what he'd do.

"And your boss is a Nazi sympathizer," the female agent said at last.

"He's what?" D.A. exploded from her place, and the other woman took a step back, perhaps regretting she had put her gun away.

From the floor, Tony said, "The Hell he is," and Nick's voice dropped to a low tone of warning. "You can't say that without some explanation."

Now she folded her arms, regarding D.A. sternly. "You heard him. Did you know his grandfather was Kriegsmarine?"

"He didn't know that until last year. It's not like Judaism, it's not born in your bloodline."

"Why else would the Warden even reach out to him? Why would he be willing to take her custom and maintain the relationship that he has? He's damaged property, stolen from museums--he's killed for this woman now."

For a long moment, D.A. stood there, lips slightly parted, then she shook her head, her eyes gleaming. When she spoke again, her voice was hoarse, her breathing so tight Dom wanted to offer her a hit of his own medication. "He did this for me. And I called you. I did exactly what you wanted from me."

Into the silence, Nick said quietly, "Does he know?"

D.A. shook her head again, very slowly. She scrubbed a hand over her face, and stayed hidden. Tony breathed an oath that Dom dare not translate, even in the privacy of his own mind.

The knock on the door startled them all, and the guard swiveled as the gray-haired man strode across to crack the door open just a bit. He listened, frowned, and stepped outside. Dom gripped his chair, waiting for the next revelation, unprepared for what happened when the man returned.

Aiming his finger again in Dom's direction he said, "Dominic DiMarzio. Get up." He marched forward, extending his hand, ready to seize and assist.

Before the man lay a hand on him, Dom scrambled to his feet.

"Hey--where are you taking him?" Tony called out, already rising to one knee, in spite of the rifle that came down to nudge his head.

To the room at large, the man said, "He's a civilian. He should never have been present." This last was directed at D.A., then he gripped Dom's elbow and steered him out the door. "Get out of here."

He expelled Dom from the chamber of secrets and slammed the door behind him.
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"Thank you, sirs, and God bless," Valerio said, making the sign of the cross over the Mossad guard on duty, enjoying how the man's eyes narrowed.

Draping his arm over the young man's shoulders, Valerio led him from the office door. In Italian, he said, "We'll have you away from these men, my son. It's all right." He gave the tense shoulders a brief squeeze.

The vestibule door opened, and they both twitched as a German SWAT member entered. Valerio directed his charge toward the side chapels immediately. "We're clearing the church," the officer announced.

"Yes, yes." Valerio nodded, lifting his hand as well, in benediction and acknowledgment. He aimed the gesture then toward the back, where he had entered. The German gave a sharp nod, then entered the staircase door.

"Shiese!"

"Achtung! Legen Sie Ihre Waffen nieder."

A spate of rapid gunfire, and Valerio hurried them both into the chapel proper. Unless the Germans emerged through the end door instead of the vestibule, Valerio and his prisoner would be invisible. "Pace, my son. Peace, peace." Let the SWAT team clear the stairs for his own descent.

"Aufseherin! Lauf!"

More gunfire, and he pressed the young man down to a prayer cushion, kneading his tense shoulder. "We should pray for the Lord's mercy, and for your life to be free of violence," he murmured.

In spite of his pristine white alb and the rich brocade of his chasuble, it became harder to maintain the pretense when his prize lay at hand, and his enemies lay low, destroying each other. He wore a heavy iron cross on a chain at his throat, a cross which had been used on occasion to forcefully introduce the ignorant to the fear of God.

"What will happen to my friends, Padre?" The young man tried to look at him, blinking hard behind his glasses. His brow furrowed.

More shouts in German summoned others from outside. Feet thundered down the stairs behind the door, and Valerio remained safe because the Lord defended him. With every moment he was undiscovered, his conviction grew. "Are they true friends who lead you into danger and temptation?"

Dominic was silent a moment, head bowed as if he considered Valerio's words, then he lifted his chin. "Si, Padre. More true than almost any." He swallowed. "Who are you? How did you come to be here?"

"I am a priest of the diocese of Genoa, you may call me--"

"Genoa." Dominic flinched away from him, twisting, trying to get a good look at his face.

Pity. Or not. Valerio pulled the garden trowel from his sash and thrust the tip beneath the young man's jaw, gripping the back of his neck with his left hand. "Any word, any sound, and I will drive this through your chin and skewer your brain."
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Grant gazed around the chamber revealed beyond the metal door. Their mining helmets illuminated ranks of shelves and stacks of packing crates, towering sculptures covered by draped cloth, the walls receding beyond the power of the kerosene lights.

On another shelf just inside stood a glass-walled kerosene lantern and another box of matches, alongside a rectangular space where the dust suggested something had been removed. Grant lit the lantern as the Warden walked past him, faster than he'd seen her move before, twirling almost like a child, her eyes alight and a smile warming her pale skin.

Her head lamp blew out. "Mr. Casey!"

"On it--just stay still." He popped the matches in his pocket and took up the lantern, moving toward that glowing snapshot of her still caught in his mind's eye. The air chilled his cheek to one side. "Seems like a breeze over here. Must be another entrance at the far end of the room."

"They would need trucks to move these things," she said, her voice ringing.

His circle of light revealed her, and he held out the lantern. "Take this. I'll light your helmet."

"Thank you." That done, she placed the lantern on a marble table a few rows down, so that she could open her handbag and remove the ledger, holding it to her chest with a sigh. "Mien Gottfried. So organized."

It matched the size of the missing item on the entrance shelf. Must be his record of the items, and what he removed. Several of the crates nearby had stamps from the Kaiser Friedrich Museum, the collection thought destroyed during the Allied bombing of Berlin. A Roman-era marble statue peeked from beneath a cloth like a demure maiden surprised by their arrival. A barrel by the wall held medieval and Renaissance weaponry, spear points and ax heads casting hard shadows on the stone. Light glinted from gilt frames and neo-classical sculptures. She moved ahead of him, almost in a trance. The store room wasn't huge, maybe the size of a basketball court, with a vehicle-sized tunnel leading out at the far corner.

The Warden turned down a row filled with crated paintings, their contents concealed apart from carefully typed labels adhered to the wood. Organized indeed. "Which Caravaggio?" he asked.

"The fourth one." She kept searching, her casual words confirming his suspicion.

Somewhere, these boxes also hid the library of the Jewish Community Center at Rome. Couldn't wait to show D.A.

A shout echoed from above, faint, but clear enough. Cursing, in German. Their guards had been discovered. Followed by a spate of gunfire.

"Ach, nein," the Warden protested, grabbing the corner of a tall, shallow crate and starting to pull it out.

"Leave it--get to safety."

"Aufseherin! Lauf!" the voice cried from the stairwell.

Grant turned fast, already racing for the entrance, instinctively placing himself between the gunshots and his client, and the treasure they had discovered. Had the Gladio rallied against her men?

His head lamp guttered and blew out. He placed it on the shelf inside the treasure room, going dark.

Moving more carefully now, he listened for any clue to what was happening up there. Close the door, closing them in? Rejecting that option, he slipped out into the undercroft with its forest of pillars and tangle of passageways. He hustled up to the first passage, crouching by the entrance. Light from the crypt stretched out at the base of the stairs, then more footfalls, no shouting this time.

Two men entered, dressed in SWAT gear, carrying high-powered weapons. They immediately separated, expanding their power. "Achtung! Attention! Hands up!" No lights on.

"You, crouching. I see you," a man said. "Hands on your head."

A red dot tracked up the floor to Grant's chest, to his head. Could run for the darkness, right now, in spite of their night vision tech. Get himself shot by unknown assailants.

"I'm an American citizen. My ID is in my breast pocket, cell phone in the right back." Grant placed his hands on his head, submitting as the second man rushed him, pulled him to his feet and gave him a pat down. Good news/bad news, he had no weapons. He stood patiently, no resistance.

They urged him up the stairs to the crypt where blood seeped around the curve. He edged past Wilhelm's body, sprawled across the stairs, where he fell defending his employer. Guess that was some kind of honor, for a Nazi believer. No sign of Kaden: he must've been taken, but not without a fight.

The SWAT team herded him across the nave, not pushing if they didn't have to. Respectful, professional, and totally prepared to blow him away if he so much as looked aside.

Outside a door near the altar, the male Mossad agent stood waiting, with another well-armed man at his side. "Ah. We'll take him from here. What was the trouble?"

"Two more insurrectionists. One down, one wounded."

"The old woman?"

"No sign. We can--"

"No, we'll handle the search, thank you." The agent's dismissal placed him firmly in command, his own soldier taking over to move Grant into the brightly lit office beyond.

Grant swept the room with a glance. A few chairs, desks, table, bookshelves, two more soldiers at the far end, standing guard on Nick and Gooney--who really did look as if he'd taken a roll in a rose garden. Off to the side, not far from the woman he'd fought in Brixen, D.A. stood rigid, an image of tension as captivating as any work of the Old Masters. Her eyes widened a little at the sight of him, then glazed with pain and squeezed shut.

"Sorry I'm late to the party," Grant said, pitching his voice low and casual. "What did I miss?"
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As heavy footfalls tramped past the closed door and into the church nave, Dom willed someone to notice him, to feel the urgency of his need--but if they did so, the priest would impale his brain before anyone could come to his aid. The grip on the back of Dom's neck tightened and the point sliced into the flesh under his chin. Blood seeped into his mouth like the scream he dare not voice.

He wrapped his arms around his chest, hands tucked under to stop them shaking.

The priest lifted him, digging in his fingers at the base of Dom's skull. "You match my pace, or you die. You stay silent, or you die. You do what I say, or you die."

Dom swallowed blood and his stomach churned, his throat stinging with bile.

Pressed together against the door, they waited as two men left, the vestibule door, then the outside door opening, and closing. With every departure, Dom's slim hopes shriveled even more.

The priest muttered, "Open the door."

Dom freed a hand and fumbled over the surface. His sweaty palm found the knob and he turned it.

"Lento, lento."

Slowly, slowly, Dom opened the door onto a fresh body and the bloody tracks of the men who had come and gone since then. Bullet casings littered the floor.

"Down."

They turned together, the blade carving to one side as they navigated the turn, then took each step together in a stately pavane.

More blood trickled down the stairs into the crypt where one of the floor gravestones stood open, beckoning him to his grave.

"Grazie a Dio," the priest whispered, pushing harder. Dom stumbled, the blade jabbing his tongue from below. He focused on his feet, on doing exactly what the priest had said, matching his pace as if they were partners in the Dans Macabre.

The next stairs were narrow, short, steep and dark. They could not descend together, in lock step, forcing the priest to withdraw his weapon. He placed it horizontally along Dom's throat instead, ready for a slash instead of a thrust.

At the bottom of the stairs, the crypt lay in near-total darkness. A weak light shone somewhere ahead and to the right. But whose side would it be on?

"That helmet. Light the lamp."

With shaky hands, Dom found a box of matches, the flame quivering in his grip as he brought it to the wick.

When he was a child, he and his Nonna lit candles for the souls of the dead. Her brother, his infant sister, a dozen people whose faces he could not recall. Was he lighting the candle for his own soul? Alone in the darkness, just as in Tony's nightmare.

But then, Tony's Chief had died recently, dramatically going down with the ship, only to tell them on the phone that he kept his head above water. It could not have been easy, escaping that trap. Dom drew a deeper breath. A person didn't survive by expecting to die, but by fighting to live.

Dom lifted the helmet, and whispered, "How should I--" The blood oozing down his throat made him cough, his chest squeezing.

"On my head, boy. Now." The priest released his grip on Dom's neck, allowing Dom to turn and lift the helmet higher, exaggerating his shaking, moving like a pantomime.

With a snarl, the priest grabbed the helmet, taking control. The blade shifted away--and Dom fled into the darkness.
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Grant didn't expect a joyful reunion, but maybe his team could look a little less stricken at the sight of him. D.A. never fell apart like that, not once in his decade of knowing her. He stopped just inside the door as the plainclothes man closed it behind them, the soldier sticking close to Grant's back, rifle at the ready.

"Where's the Warden?" the female agent demanded, stalking a little forward.

Grant kept his hands on his head, finding the balance between tension and rest, the balance from which he could move between one heartbeat and the next. Sniper's rest. "Her man told her to run, I assume she did. Who are you?"

"Not your business," the man said on a breath of smoker's air. Dom had been right.

His gaze flicked over the occupants again. "Where's Dom? I've been looking forward to meeting him."

"He wasn't in the nave?" Nick asked, instantly alert.

"The priest will take him someplace safe. We can't have civilians involved." The smoker affected a laconic air, as if the proceedings bored him. "Where is the Warden?"

"The priests evacuated before I got here. We passed them on the road," Grant said. Gian Martino's voice echoed in his memory, describing how the priest had given him a gun. "This priest. Big blond guy? Italian?"

D.A.'s eyes flew open.

The smoker shrugged. "He had all the priestly things, the cross, the drapery. He knew the man's name."

The balance of Grant's world shifted. "Because they're enemies. Everything he's done to them? They want him dead," Grant said.

"Why aren't you on your knees?" the smoker demanded.

Across the room, Grant and Gooney locked eyes. Gooney lifted his chin, a question. Grant lowered his, then Gooney exploded to his feet.

"I cannot believe you gave him to the Gladio! You fucking turned him over to the enemy." Gooney started to lunge, and Nick surged with him, arresting his movement.

Nobody could take up space and air like Gooney could. His energy drew the eye like iron filings to a magnet. He fought against Nick's resistance. "You son of a bitch! I'm going after him."

The smoker took a hard stance. "You stay here."

"Don't get us shot," Nick said. "These bastards won't hesitate."

"If my people get hurt," D.A. declared, swinging about to face the smoker, "I spill everything I know. This operation, everything--you hear me?"

"Calm down, everyone," the other woman tried, raising her voice to be heard.

Grant reached back and grabbed the barrel of his captor's gun, shoving it aside. He pivoted, kicking the back of the man's knee spinning him to the floor like a failed figure skater. In two strides, Grant burst through the door and knocked it shut again behind him.

He swept the nave with a glance. Nothing. Where would they go? What would the Centurion—the treasure. He didn't come all the way to Poland to lay his trap because of Dom.

Grant raced for the stairs and slammed the door open, skidding in the blood. Two sets of footprints entered from the door to the chapel and descended, bloody, down the stairs.

He wasted a minute casting about for Wilhelm's gun: gone. Shit.

Unarmed, he plunged once more into the dark.
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Valerio stalked forward, through the undercroft, looking and listening. The light from his miner's hat reflected strangely, making shadows leap from corners. A dim light off to the right caught his attention, a lamp beyond a partially open door. Would his target go to the light, or run from it?

"Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord," Valerio intoned, letting his voice fill the space with a sense of menace and the full power of the righteousness in his heart.

At the far end of the undercroft, a sharper movement. Valerio ran on the balls of his feet, propelling himself toward his prey, a greyhound coursing after a rabbit. He would shred the quivering thing. A passage opened before him, and another to his left.

"Where are you, my little bookworm?"

He could not mistake the stumble he heard to the left. Rounding the corner in a lunge, he saw the young man lurch forward, only to smash his shoulder into the wall. A dead end. Fitting.

The man turned around, scraping his shoulder against the wall, still hugging himself, gulping at the air like a fish. His glasses sat askew on his face, but he made no move to adjust them. Sweat dragged down his hair to frame the terror on that face. Blood dripped down his jacket from his gashed chin, and it rimmed his lips to resemble a man already dead.

Slowly, slowly, Valerio entered, filling the passage. The young man's legs shook, and his knees already buckled.

"How should we deal with a traitor to his race? To his nation? To his faith?"

Dominic shook his head, a fierce negation, but without words.

Valerio smiled his most beatific. "An eye for an eye, says the Good Book. I think the eyes are an apt choice, no?" He reached as he walked, and Dominic shrank before him, as if he could press himself into the concrete wall.

Valerio plucked the glasses from Dominic's face and tossed them aside, then seized the young man's chin. "Gouge them out, for seeing what they should not see." He squeezed, digging in his manicured nails. "Cut out your tongue for speaking what should not be said."

Dominic whimpered, and Valerio released him, savoring the leap of hope in the young man's eyes, then Valerio glanced down to those desperate hands, arms wrapped around his middle. "No, it wasn't your tongue that betrayed us. Well, mezze mezze. It was your fingers, tapping out our secrets. I'll take them off, one at a time. I will carve them to stumps and whittle the bones."

With a sudden deeper breath, Dominic said, "Thou shalt not kill. God's first law."

Valerio's laughter echoed. "Ah, my good little sheep. Who said anything about killing anyone?"

Dominic sank to his knees, gasping for breath. Valerio reached for his head, a little benediction before the work began. From the undercroft beyond came a sharp whistle.

"Dom! Where are you?" American. Too close.

From the back of his sash, Valerio pulled the trowel and slammed it into the young man's chest. He was already turning away when the body fell.
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Grant slipped down the stairs and left, behind one of the pillars. Laughter from somewhere to the back, a little while ago, furtive steps, and now, nothing. It had been a risk, calling out--calculated to signal to both men, putting Valerio on notice, maybe preventing whatever he had planned; and letting Dom know he was not abandoned to that fate. He hoped to God the risk hadn't been the tipping point for Dom's death.

The light from the treasure room dimmed and brightened, temporarily eclipsed, and Grant bolted toward it. Unless the Warden were foolish enough to linger, Valerio must have gone that way, hopefully taking Dom with him.

Grant slowed at the door, still empty handed. A second lantern remained on the shelf, and he grasped it around the middle. At the very least, it served as a glass grenade.

Fine markings swept the dust to his left, around the corner to the first aisle. Grant dropped low and darted forward, toward the cover of the shelves.

With a clang of metal on metal, a pole arm tipped with a giant ax swung down, trying to cleave his head. The Centurion, clad in a high priest's robes glared at him from behind the weapon, heaving it back up again and advancing along the aisle. "How do you live?" he thundered.

"By the grace of God," Grant answered.

Valerio roared, rushing toward him. Grant ran partway down the aisle, pivoted behind a swaddled statue, then grabbed the pole arm as Valerio angled it around, trying to impale him. Grant shoved the blade against the statue, straining against Valerio's considerable strength to keep him from drawing back. "Where's Dom?"

"Gone to meet his maker." The Centurion's eyes blazed beneath the brim of his helmet, as if he did, indeed, shine with holy fire.

Their faces came so close the man's hot breath stung Grant's scraped cheek. He swung his off-hand.

Valerio let go, twisting away to shield his face from Grant's weapon. The lantern smashed against his back, shattering the glass and spilling the sharp odor of kerosene into the chamber. Oh, Hell. This could be very bad. Grant hefted the battle ax and charged.

"I know how to get you now, dead man." Valerio dodged around a stack of boxes, his voice drifting back.

Grant lunged, wielding the ax with both hands. It hacked into a shelf near Valerio's shoulder as he sprinted away down the aisle.

"You come for them, don't you? No matter the risk, no matter your own pain. For the traitor, for the Warden. The true punishment of your soul is to know their agony, to know they suffer. You would do anything to make it stop—and it kills you when you cannot."

Deeper in the room, something scraped. Was it Dom? Was he lying somewhere close, still clinging to life? Grant hesitated, hoping for a sign.

But Valerio's eyes flared, then he flashed a grin. "Is that you, my old friend, my new enemy? I shall finish you both, you and your Lazarus!" He ran along the wall toward the truck entrance, snatching a sword from the barrel of weapons.

Grant pursued him, balancing the polearm in his grip, drawing another weapon in his right hand.

A wobbling, narrow drag mark led into the passage.

The Warden turned at the far end, losing her grip on the crate she was trying to haul away. A pair of tall garage doors sealed the passage, but banging from outside suggested she had an ally. She turned and gasped as Valerio rushed toward her.

"The sword of the Lord is filled with blood!" he howled.

With a shriek, she dropped the crate, stumbling back.

"Hey!" Grant hurled his polearm, his wrist aching.

Valerio pivoted as the ax crashed to the ground between him and the Warden. "You can't have imagined that would work."

"No. But this will." Grant pushed open the box of matches with his thumb and tossed it toward the Centurion.

Matches rained down over him. Some of them bounced off his shoulders and sword, some clattered harmlessly to the ground. A handful slid along his miner's helmet to the lamp he wore, and sparked into flames. Valerio shook his head like a bull. The helmet wobbled, and a lit match tumbled like a falling star along his brocade robe. The kerosene soaked cloth sparked to life, then lit in a rush of fire.

The Warden pulled back against the wall, fragile and frightened.

Wreathed in flames, Valerio shrieked and spun. He tripped over the ax and sprawled to the ground, thrashing. The Warden grabbed her treasure, trying to drag it out of the way.

Outside, a voice said, "Aufseherin! Are you hurt?" A crowbar thrust between the two doors, prying back one side. "Come, hurry!"

Her eyes lifted to Grant's face, the corridor filled with glorious, dangerous light. The Centurion shrieked, then gasped, sucking in the super-heated air of his own personal hell. He scrambled, trying to rise or roll, his hands blackened and shriveled as he tried to beat back the flames. Heat rushed the passageway, and the smell of burning flesh.

Valerio had been right about him. Grant hadn't found what he was looking for.

He turned and raced away.
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Darkness beat at Dom from all directions, cold below, shuddering above, pulsating like a horror film some friends had made him sit through. Had it been Jacinta, in the before times? No, she had never been so cruel. Dom's chest burned and his lips cracked. No strength remained in him, no breath, no life, and yet he throbbed with pain and longing. His body curled, wanting, demanding, what it could not have. And still, this deep red darkness. What had he said? That phrase for a title? His shadow in blood.

The ground vibrated beneath him, a rhythm? No, allucinato. He was hallucinating. A voice? A name. His own. It threaded through the pounding in his ears and the thunder of his heart. Here, he wanted to say, I'm here, but he hadn't the power.

So far he'd come, to end in the darkness and alone. Too far, crossing borders and boundaries, becoming someone new. Becoming someone. A secret weapon, revealed to the enemy. He shoved his heel against the wall, scraping.

The darkness flickered into madness. Nick would be good for this moment. Nick would be the angel to watch him rise. Tony, too, sharp and mercurial. Tony would defy the darkness to stand by him.

"Dom? Dominic!" The voice echoed and pierced him from all sides and the light became real.

His angel hovered over him in unfamiliar form, the powerful hand that stroked over his head, along his back, resting there over his heart.

A metallic clatter, an incongruous chuckle. The other hand slipped beneath Dom's unfolding arms, feeling out the shape of his armor. His laptop, that rectangle of plastic and metal and circuits had so long meant his life, impaled by the blow that aimed to kill him. It might be the death of him still.

"Hope you had a backup, cause I don't think it's gonna boot with a gash like that through the motherboard."

The laptop was pried from his grasp, his arms finally releasing their grip. His chest felt cold, stinging, where the tip of the blade had punctured his laptop and jabbed into him, not deep enough to kill. Dom didn't think that would matter.

The hand rested against his chest, feeling the struggle, containing his need for life, his fear of death.

"Gooney said you have asthma," the voice said, quietly commanding. "Do you have your inhaler?" One of the hands patted down his sides, searched his pockets, then the voice, more quietly, "Well, hell."

A light flared, illuminating a face he didn't know, then the hands pressed a lit-up cell phone into his grasp. "Hang on to that, we'll want it, okay?" The stranger held Dom's hand on the phone for a moment, examining Dom's face. "That's a lot of blood."

Releasing Dom's fist, the stranger touched his throat, seeking the injury, then careful fingers tracked along his jaw and chin.

The stranger's face swam in a smear of darkness. Dom squinted, trying to focus.

His other hand vanished a moment, and reappeared with Dom's glasses, gently lifting his head, sliding the frames over his ears. "Better?"

Dark hair, dark eyes, something like a smile, not cruel, like the other one, but confident. A band of tattoos around his throat. Quel demone, his Nonna would say. Just the kind of angel that Dominic earned.

"Here we go, Dom. I need you to sit up, to clear the blood and ease your lungs. Okay? Don't worry, I'll help." He shifted to come beside Dom, to wrap him in a powerful arm and ease him up, leaning against the wall that had so lately trapped and pinned him down.

"Should make it easier to breathe." The stranger kept him close.

He shuddered, but his lungs eased, his throat opening, head tipped to rest on the other man's shoulder. The stranger's hands worked, unwinding a bandage from his own wrist and pressing it to the gash in Dom's chin.

"You survived your boss battle, Dominic. You survived gunfights, and car chases, and Gooney's driving," the stranger said, his voice even, calm, almost cheerful. "Those were all new enemies, and you won. This is the enemy you've lived with all your life, am I right? Don't let it beat you."

The stranger, the Chief, it had to be. "You've done a thousand new things in less than a week. Now there's only one thing you need to do, and that's breathe."

The phone trembled in his grasp, the light skittering over the man's dark eyes.

"You know how, Dominic." Chief kept his own breathing strong and clear. "You've done this every day, every moment. I know you can do this, Dom. Besides, you've still got books to write."

Dom listened, and tried. He wanted to respond, to give some sign that he heard, something of the gratitude that welled from his wounded chest just to know he wasn't alone.

"If you go into respiratory arrest, I'll give rescue breaths, blood or no blood. I'm just letting you know so you don't think I'm kissing you and freak out, okay?"

The urge to laugh hurt his chest in more ways than one. If he understood 'freak out' he couldn't imagine being more freaked out than he had been a little while ago.

"Take it easy, take it slow," Chief said, his voice showing the way. "The light's going out in a minute, the battery's almost dead."

He almost laughed. "Sorry, poor choice of words. Don't worry, Dom. I'm not going anywhere, not until we leave here together." His voice warmed Dom and held him, along with his strength. "Trust me on this: you made it this far, it's not your day to die."

Moment by moment, as if the other man could make it so, Dominic remembered how to breathe.
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With a final flare of warning, the cell phone's light flicked out, and Grant held firm as Dom twitched. "See, told you. But you know what, there's nothing left down here to hurt you."

At last glimpse, the bluish tinge to Dom's lips had receded, and his chest rose and fell more steadily, without the same stutter and gasp. Dom would be okay.

Grant tipped his head back against the wall. "Do you know Dylan Thomas? The poet? 'Do not go gentle into that good night/ rage, rage against the dying of the light.'"

"Sei un angelo?" the young man murmured.

Words, in a coherent sentence. Grant considered what he'd just done to Valerio, but he kept the smile in his voice. "Absolutely not, but I gotta say, that's the first time anybody's asked. That poem's for old people, though, Dom. You're too young to die."

"Anche tu."

"Yeah, me, too. So far."

From the undercroft, somebody shouted, "Casey, where are you?"

"Hey, Chief!"

Other voices followed, the low rumble of more methodical searchers, and light grew in the passage. "Are you ready, Dom? Do you think you can stand?"

A few more breaths, then Dom whispered, "Si." He let go of the phone, his hand finding where Grant pressed the bandage against the wound.

"You got that?" Grant slipped his own fingers away, stuck the dead phone back in his pocket, then said, "We're down here, Nick! I've got Dom. He'll be okay." Then, to Dom, he added, "After a visit to the hospital." He shifted his arm around Dom's shoulders, and they rose together, the young man leaning slightly into him.

A vivid electric light preceded Nick around the corner, nearly as bright as the sniper's grin when he saw Dom on his feet. "My man! You are a sight for sore eyes. Not that mine are as sore as Tony's—he just got a helluva shiner for you."

Dom managed a slight smile of his own. Nick scooped up the skewered laptop and lit their way back to the undercroft with his flashlight. The smoker and the Israeli soldiers paused, flashlights in hand. Glowering at the small gathering, the smoker indicated the treasure chamber. "They went this way, to look."

From the stairs, Gooney rose stiffly, one eye starting to swell shut, teeth gleaming. "Jesus, kid, I was afraid we lost you." He limped over and enveloped Dom in his embrace, lifting him off the ground, setting him down again before he let go.

"You want to see what we've been fighting for?"

Dom started to nod, flinched, and said, "Si."

Speaking and nodding probably both hurt like hell right now, given the two-inch opening in Dom's throat, but it could be much worse.

Inside the treasure room, Dom stopped, eyes wide as he took in the stash, and Gooney stood with him, just watching him absorb the impact while Nick traced his flashlight up and down the shelves, revealing the wealth hidden away for so long.

D.A. and the woman agent stood with a pile of boxes, dustier than the other shelves as if they had been stored, undisturbed, until Gottfried needed something small to send to the Warden as evidence of the cache. Small and, from their perspective, without value. To the two women who now revealed them, though, the missing library meant the world. Some fragment of the heritage that had been stripped from so many European Jews during the Nazis' reign of terror.

D.A. lifted her eyes. "I'm sorry, Chief. I'm so sorry. I should've trusted you."

"And violated our secrecy," the other woman said.

D.A.'s haunted stare didn't leave his face. "Can you forgive me?"

For sharing the details of their own operation with a foreign intelligence agency, undermining their client's privacy and security? Pretty sure that violated about ten clauses in her own employment contract the one that she, as the HR director, had written. On the other hand, the client was a literal Nazi, and one he'd only taken on because D.A. asked him to. Her blue eyes swam with pain of a different kind, and Valerio's words echoed in Grant's memory. "We'll talk."

"In the meantime..." He gestured toward the stacks. "We need to manage security and transportation for all of this."

The woman said, "Our team has called the Polish authorities. We'll wait until they arrive."

Grant gave a nod. "There's a truck entrance down the passageway—"

"And another dead man. Your work?" the Mossad woman asked.

"Just that, one casualty?"

"The door is bent, and there's evidence of dragging something, other footprints. The Warden, wasn't it? What did she steal?"

What remained unspoken, except in her tone: the Warden, and Grant had let her escape. Rather than let Dom die.

"Dominic?" Grant tracked back toward the main shelves, pausing by the marble-topped table where the ledger still sat, clearly left on purpose—the Warden ceding her claim, now that she'd gotten what she came for. An item, she claimed, with no provenance, no proper owner to return it to.

The young man straightened, as if he'd been called on by a teacher. "Tony says one time you wanted to be me, an historian."

Grant tipped his head. "Something like that. My mother was a history professor. You think I'd be good at it?"

"I think you are good at anything."

"But you're the man with the memory. Most of this stuff is from the Kaiser Friedrich Museum, right? How many Caravaggios did they have?"

"Three. Portrait of a Courtesan," he coughed, winced, and carried on, "Saint Matthew and the Angel; Christ, on the Mount of Olives."

Grant lifted the ledger. "This shows four. The contract we signed specified that we should return everything of any known provenance, starting with the library."

"So she stole a painting, one without an owner?" The Mossad agent waved at the ranks of items. "Why that?"

Grant shrugged. They might never know. In the meantime. "We need to get Dom, and probably Gooney, to a hospital, and I'm guessing that's a bit of a haul. Any reason we shouldn't get started." He raised his eyebrows, staring down the Mossad. They hadn't actually arrested him at Lake Como, but neither did they stand in the way when it all went wrong.

"We will not stop you," she said.

"And?" D.A. prompted, arms folded.

The other woman pressed her lips together, then finally said, "And I will make some phone calls. The German and Italian authorities shall be given reasons not to pursue you. Not to prosecute."

"Thanks." Grant walked over to join Gooney's group. "What's the status of your transport?"

"Dom's grandfather's Land Rover," Nick supplied. "Should be fine, and seats seven, even if two of them are me and Gooney."

"Glad to hear it."

Dom pulled the keys from his pocket, holding them out mutely, and Grant took them as they started toward the door. He let the others get a few steps ahead. One member of his team was conspicuously absent.

Would he forgive her, she wanted to know. Grant didn't have enough friends to start leaving them behind.

D.A. kept her hand on the pile of boxes, head bowed, breath held. Grant raised his voice, just enough. "D.A. You coming?"

Her curls twitched back, her face keen, then she broke into a trot. "Yeah, Chief. Yes, I'm coming."

He took rearguard for his team as they left the crypt behind.
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Outside, the mountain air cast a chill over them with a fine dusting of snow that sparkled through the churchyard lights. A few soldiers stood watch, a few bodies lay still, accumulating a layer of white like morgue blankets already spread. Grant let the others lead, passing a few knots of scared and curious townsfolk. He smiled, gave a nod, and they withdrew, pulling closer together, their glances flicking over Dom's bloody chest and Gooney's battered face. You should see the other guys, he wanted to say, but they could--the bodies would take a while to clear, the bloodstains even longer.

Soon, word would get out, the Nazi stash revealed, the speculations and theories around the gunfight and the number of the unnamed dead, foreigners all.

"D.A. You take any pictures down there?"

"The treasure chamber, you mean? A few, why?"

"We need to get ahead of the curve before your friends take over the narrative, before we turn this over to the Monuments Men or the European authorities."

"Right, okay." She fell in step with him, as he switched his stride. Her every glance showed the battle between hope and dread. Did she still have a job? Were they still friends? Would he forgive her breech of trust? Would she be able to forgive herself?

"What do you have in mind?" she asked.

"Press release, immediately, all your available news outlets. Historian and author Dominic DiMarzio leads the hunt to recover stolen Nazi stash, supported by the Bone Guard—you know the drill."

At the sound of his name, Dom glanced back, his excitement marred by a sharp wince, hand pressed to his wound.

"You've earned it. Wasn't that the deal, you get the book rights?"

"Not to mention some royalties on your current releases," Nick said. "You maybe need to upgrade those covers though. Did you do them yourself?"

Dom's brow furrowed, his scowl too fierce to be serious, and Gooney looped an arm over his shoulders. "Told you everything would work out."

They rounded the front of the school, kicking up snow as they walked, then Grant said, "Hold."

His people stopped immediately, going for guns they didn't have--except D.A., who'd been allowed to keep hers.

"Sitrep?" she asked, her voice low. The three of them shifted subtly, each now covering a different direction.

"Snow started falling after I got here, way after you all did. And you haven't been to the car since then, right?" He pointed.

Another set of tire tracks pulled alongside the Rover where it waited, mostly covered with snow. The coating looked uneven over the trunk and footprints moved from the other vehicle, now gone, to the back of the Rover, then returned.

"I don't remember if I locked the car," Dom murmured.

The chill and the snow tingled Grant's skin, and he felt more alive than ever. "D.A., on me." Skirting the others, who had closed a little to defend Dom between them.

D.A. circled to guard Grant's flank as he approached the Rover. No reason to think anybody stayed, but also no idea why anyone had come there. The Israelis? The German SWAT team, maybe, sweeping the village for more strangers, and drawn to the Italian license plate? He peered under the vehicle, circled it, while D.A. kept her weapon ready. Nothing. Looked in the windows. Nothing to see, but then, he couldn't be sure what had been inside the car to begin with.

"Bomb, you think?" Gooney asked.

"Negative. Nobody had time to prepare that kind of surprise." This adventure had begun with an unexpected parcel, maybe a bomb, which turned out to be an invitation from the Warden. How would it end?

D.A. took a few steps back, setting up in a shooting stance slightly off from the trunk door as Grant pulled a sleeve cuff over his hand and gripped the cold metal handle. He flung it open. She aimed, fierce as ever. Nobody jumped out or started firing.

Inside the trunk, on a bed of scattered clothing and a few farm implements, lay a shallow crate about four feet by three, the lid pried open, and now lying askew on top. Another gift? Another mystery?

A scrap of paper fluttered in the wintry breeze, tucked into one of the crosspieces. "I find this not to my taste. I trust you will see it home. Presuming, Mr. Casey, that I may trust you with anything," signed with a scrolling letter "J." Julia.

"Clear," he said, closing the trunk. Snow filtered from the door over his feet.

"The Warden?" D.A. holstered her weapon as the guys escorted Dom into the vehicle.

Gooney shouted, "Can we get some heat going here? We got casualties on board!"

"What do we do?" she asked.

"First, we take care of our people. Then we do the next right thing."

"What's that?" She walked with him to the front.

Grant blew out a breath that fogged in the air. "Honestly? No idea."
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