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CHAPTER TWELVE

			Rome

			On Via Casilina

			Between Ciampino Aerodrome and Sapienza–Università di Roma

			In the early morning traffic it would take Sean Fox Rucker and his team at least half an hour to drive the mere fifteen miles from Ciampano Aerodrome to the University of Rome, which wasn’t all that bad considering some of the road and highway layout dated back two and a half thousand years before Henry Ford found his calling.

			Rucker and his team—his friend and copilot Jesus “Chuy” Lago, the fussy and aristocratic Prussian Dr. Kurt von Deitel, and Terah Jane Spencer, the femme fatale spy who once broke his heart—were in a race against the forces of the Third Reich. The prize? The Spear of Destiny, the tip of the Roman spear used to pierce the heart of Jesus on the cross. The stakes? The fate of the world. The Black Sun, the inner circle of the New Order that now cast its shadow over Germany, believed the spear—if this was the true one and not another forgery—held the key to raising a hideous, unstoppable legion of darkness. The Black Sun had already tapped into dark energies and portals to the Otherness ripped open in the fabric of reality from the industrial scale of death and destruction in the Great War, to unleash dark magicks and singular demonic creatures. But that was nothing compared to the power they believed the Spear of Destiny could bring them. It could create for them an unholy army that would carry the swastika and the Black Sun across the many nations of Europe, the many nations of North America, and then the rest of the world.

			Rucker and his people, backed by the extraordinary and strange Prometheus Society in the Freehold of Texas, didn’t know exactly how the spear was to be used, what its power was, or how the Nazis planned to use it. They didn’t know if its power came from magic, alchemy, superscience, or, God forbid, a wrathful deity.

			What they did have, though, was the name of the one man who might know where the Spear of Destiny was, and what its arcane power might be. And that’s how they found themselves racing through the exurbs of Rome, bound for the Vatican, hoping to stay ahead of the agents of the Third Reich.

			After a marathon fifteen-hour flight across the Atlantic, the drive was a welcome change. The unlikely foursome was working their way from the southwest side of Rome to the city center in a 1926 Itala two-liter roadster with the top down. Rucker was behind the wheel, Terah riding shotgun, and Chuy and the doctor in the back.

			Rome in April is like Rome in November—perfectly mild and cool, with more sunny days than not. Today didn’t disappoint. The air was fragrant and alive. The rise of diesel engine autos had dramatically reduced the choking smoke from steam cars, which still populated the roads but in dwindling numbers.

			One of the ancient city’s foremost repositories of history was the Sapienza–Università di Roma—the University of Rome. Founded in 1303, the university itself was the oldest and largest in all of Europe.

			According to Terah, that’s where the foremost authority on the Spear of Destiny, Professor Claude Renault, on sabbatical from the Université de Cergy-Pontoise, was supposed to be, according to the French intelligence agency.

			Chuy was deep in thought, scratching out numbers and formula in his pocket notebook.

			Deitel leaned over and in a quiet voice that Rucker and Terah wouldn’t hear over the rush of the wind, said, “Herr Lag . . . I mean, Chuy, may I ask you a question?”

			Chuy nodded, brow still furrowed at whatever he was looking at in his notebook.

			“Captain Rucker seems reluctant to take on this assignment, and yet sometimes it’s like he enjoys the thrill,” Deitel said.

			Chuy didn’t look up. “I’m not hearing a question.”

			“Well, why?”

			Chuy closed his notebook.

			“Good question. What he doesn’t like is taking jobs working for the government.”

			“I thought your Prometheus Society wasn’t connected to the Freehold’s government,” Deitel said, confused.

			“It’s not. But it serves in the interest of the government. And the Freehold. It tries to balance the principles on which the Freehold was founded with what it takes to ensure the Freehold in a world that keeps changing. For Fox, that’s close enough to government.”

			“I don’t get the western distrust of government,” Deitel said.

			“Look where you’re from,” Chuy said cheekily.

			“Okay, fine, but it’s not like the Freehold has an overpowering government to begin with,” Deitel said. “Why does he still chaff so at its presence?”

			Chuy shrugged. “Well, Fox likes to say that government is usually worse than the problem it’s supposed to solve. Supposed to keep men from killing each other, and yet only governments kill on an industrial scale. Supposed to keep people from robbing each other, and then robs everyone it serves. It makes it harder for people to get by on their own, and then offers to help you out, and you’re supposed to feel grateful. For him, and a lot of folks in the Freehold, government leads to people telling each other what to do, which leads to people shouting, which leads to people calling for war, and war leads to . . . well, I needn’t continue, need I?”

			It made sense, in a roundabout, backward, Texas way, Deitel supposed. But there was still a disconnect.

			“And yet sometimes he seems to relish this, like an adventure,” he said. “Sometimes he kills without a thought and sometimes he does everything he can to avoid killing.”

			“I suppose there’s the challenge. Fox certainly is good at violence. Or at least he’s good at getting himself into fights, anyway. And when you tell someone like Fox that someone has to save the world, well, that’s something he can’t walk away from even if he says he wants to. Deep down I think he’s a knight of old. Saving damsels, slaying dragons, and all that. And doing it by a code of honor—or a cowboy code, maybe more accurately—which for most of the world is no longer fashionable.”

			Deitel didn’t look any more enlightened.

			“Or put it this way,” Chuy said. “He hates working for government, but he does so love fighting against them.”

			Deitel thought about that one for a good couple of miles.

			“Dr. Renault is serving as a visiting scholar at the university,” Terah said. “His office should be easy enough to find. Lysander wired Renault before we took off, so he’s expecting us even if he doesn’t know why yet.”

			“Let’s just hope the krau . . . er, the Nazis haven’t got wise,” Rucker said. He was dodging through traffic like a native and using his “Roman brakes”—the roadster’s horn—judiciously.

			“There was nothing in the files I brought to Herr Benjamin that indicated the SS had any knowledge of this Dr. Renault,” Deitel said, who had been listening. “I shouldn’t expect we shall encounter trouble.”

			“It’s not that I expect to find trouble,” Rucker said, “it’s that it so often comes looking for us that bothers me.”

			Chuy set the notebook aside and turned around to Terah.

			“I’ve been thinking about what you said, about how West Africans did not have the technology to produce iron in pure enough form to create steel weapons,” he said. “And specifically about what you said about how the Spear of Destiny grants—your exact words—the power of ‘life over death.’ ”

			“Yeah, that’s right,” Terah said.

			“Are you familiar with Vodun?” Chuy asked. “No? It’s the root cosmology of all West African mysticism, animism, and mythology. I may be a good Catholic schoolboy from Sao Paolo, but I’ve had firsthand experience with Vodun in its many forms in Africa, South America, and the Caribbean.”

			Vodun, Chuy explained, encompassed all the spirits and elements of divine essence in primitive African polytheism. For every tribe and region in Africa—the Ewe, Kabye, Mina, Fon, Togo, and the Niger clans—there was a form of Vodun. Some of these forms were carried across the Atlantic in the 350 years of New World slave trade that ended in 1801. The African tradition was combined in the West with native Indian and Catholic beliefs. In Brazil it was known as Candombljé Jejé. In Cuba it was called Santeria. In Haiti it was known as Voodou.

			“One common trait they share—especially in Voudoo and Candombljé Jejé—is the belief that certain magic spells and elements can give a shaman the power of life over death,” Chuy said. “That’s why I remarked on what you said about the Spear. The darkest figure of the New World’s Vodun tradition is the bokors, a sorcerer who practices black magic to steal souls, create monsters, open the world to the chaotic madness of other realms. And, it is said, to raise the dead.”

			“Could there be some kind of connection between this tradition and the meteoric iron?” Deitel asked.

			“That’s a good question,” Terah said.

			“Three words I’ve never heard her say,” Rucker said to himself. He yelped when she slapped him on the back of his head.

			Chuy returned to whatever calculations he was working through.

			“You need to take the long way around and drop Dr. Deitel and I off at the Vatican,” Terah said.

			“That sounded a lot like you giving orders, and I know that can’t be the case,” Rucker said. “Remember? Me? Captain of the plane, captain of this mission?”

			Terah, seated behind the driver’s seat, leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Rucker’s neck. She planted hot, soft kisses up the side of his neck.

			“Know how to access the Bibliotheca Apostolica Vaticana, mon coeur?”

			“The what?”

			“The Vatican Library.”

			“How hard can it be?”

			“It holds 75,000 codices, 1.1 million books, and 150,000 other items. They’re divided by the five historical periods. We’ll be looking in the pre-Lateran. Know how to sort through the catalogues to find a specific document?”

			“Of course,” he said. “What’s a codice?”

			“Exactly. Therefore, the doctor and I are going to find and then sneak out any records related to Cascus Antonius, so that even if the Nazis get wise, they won’t be able to pick up the trail. Meanwhile, my love, you and Chuy can collect Professor Renault at the university.”

			Rucker drove silently for almost a mile. Finally he spoke.

			“I have an idea. Terah, I’m taking you and Deitel to the Bibliotecha Aposti . . . postal . . . the library, and then Chuy and me are going to go get Professor Renault.”

			“Good plan,” Terah said.

			Lieutenant Otto Skorzeny’s modest military rank didn’t reflect the actual power he wielded as de facto head of SS special services. Thus, when he used the Rome airport’s telephone to inform the German Embassy that he’d arrived and wanted to speak to the Special Detachment’s operations chief, he could hear the heels clicking two rooms away from the receptionist’s open line. It was not for him, a humble lieutenant, however accomplished. It was for his boss, Reinhard Heydrich, Himmler’s number two man in the SS, who made the calls to ensure the embassy security detachment knew to extend to the lieutenant every courtesy. Thus, Skorzeny was informed that the team he’d requested fifteen hours before—at 6:00 P.M. local time—was in place, and the orders he’d specified had been executed. Further, as a courtesy, a high ranking officer and three agents would meet him at the airport terminal. While they were equipped as ordered and carried the equipment he’d specified, the team was not informed of his identity beyond his rank.

			He watched through a window as the Itala roadster sped toward the airport exit.

			“Zehr gut,” Skorzeny said, working out the kinks in his legs.

			It was time to cease reacting and start acting.

			A black Mercedes pulled up to the curb where Skorzeny had just arrived. They were punctual. The team leader who stepped out of the car was dressed in a plain black overcoat, but his bearing and age told the young commando that the man probably outranked him by two grades and wasn’t accustomed to being summoned by a mere lieutenant. Skorzeny could see it in the man’s look of disdain for his sloppy appearance and workman coveralls.

			“Herr Lieutenant?” the man asked too loudly, clicking his heels as if to call Skorzeny to attention.

			Skorzeny rolled his eyes at the man’s doltish lack of the concept of covert operations.

			“Quiet your tone, fool.”

			The officer looked incensed at the lieutenant’s insolence, and in a louder tone he began to dress the lieutenant down.

			“You will show appropriate respect. I am Sturmbannführer Wilhelm von Kle— Ack!”

			None of the three other agents even saw Skorzeny move, it was so fast. He drove his mid-fingers knuckles into the man’s throat, slammed the heel of his hand into the sturmbannführer’s diaphragm, and as the man’s knees buckled, he silently gasped for breath that wouldn’t come. Skorzeny wrapped an arm around him, holding him up, and looked to any observer to simply be greeting an old friend.

			Only when it was done did the three agents realize what was happening.

			“Get this fool in the car and let’s go before we cause a scene,” Skorzeny whispered with an animal snarl. The agents almost saluted but thought better of it.

			In the car, on their way to the rendezvous point with the sturmbannführer now gasping beside him, Skorzeny shook his head.

			“Damned lockstep, military school amateurs,” he said with disgust.

			The Vatican was nothing new for Chuy. He’d made the pilgrimage and attended mass at St. Peter’s half a dozen times. Yet being this close always aroused a sense of peace and reverence in the man. Rucker, meanwhile, had an academic interest in the libraries and museums in the Holy City—more than he’d let on—but not this morning.

			At the Vatican’s eastern gates, Terah and Deitel climbed out. They were dressed enough like academics or tourists that they wouldn’t arouse suspicion, on the off chance they were being watched.

			“Is there any reason you and Herr Rucker must always bicker?” Deitel asked her quietly.

			She shrugged. “How is that your concern?”

			Deitel, ignoring the question she answered his with, said, “I wonder if it’s because you fear what you might say if you stopped pretending to fight.”

			Terah started to respond, but stopped herself. She didn’t know what to say to that. And Deitel knew it.

			Rucker interrupted.

			“If you find Renault, get him out of there. Take a taxi. We’ll plan to meet up—where, Chuy?” Rucker said.

			“The Coliseum?” Chuy supplied.

			“The Colis . . . really, Chuy? Really? That’s like rendezvousing at the Alamo in San Antonio or the Eiffel . . . you know what? Fine, never mind—the Coliseum at eleven A.M. And good luck.”

			“And if we see any Germans?” Terah asked. She glanced at Deitel. “Any other Germans?”

			Rucker pulled out into traffic and shouted over his shoulder, “Don’t let them see you.”

			The drive to the university took another twenty minutes. The whole time, Chuy was engrossed in his calculations again.

			“It’s not adding up, Fox.”

			“What isn’t?”

			“Fuel consumption for our skip over the pond.”

			“You took into account all the wind variables?”

			“Of course.”

			“The course corrections we made at two-thirty and four A.M.?

			“Naturally.”

			“Weight distribution? Temperature and altitude variations?”

			“Oh please. How long have I been flying?”

			Rucker parked a few blocks from the edge of the university grounds. The university was founded more than six hundred years before, and the city had literally grown around it. It was one of the most urban university campuses in Europe.

			“Then check your preliminary assumptions.”

			“Which one?”

			“Torque degradation. Crosswind streams. Weight. I don’t know. Do the math.”

			It took Chuy less than a minute.

			“Either the Raposa’s engines are running at ten percent less efficiency,” he said, and Rucker’s look told him that wasn’t the case, “or we were about 210 pounds heavier than the crew and cargo should have been,” Chuy concluded.

			“Meh. You know Lysander and Terah. They probably threw some extra stuff in there and didn’t think it would matter,” Rucker said.

			“I’m charging them for the extra fuel when we put in for reimbursement of expenses,” Chuy said.

			Rucker pulled out the city map he’d picked up at the airport.

			“This Renault’s an academic, so Lord knows what kind of schedule he keeps. He’s got a temporary office in the history building, and an apartment four blocks south. I’ll take the office, you take his residence,” he said to Chuy.

			Rucker checked the twin Webley revolvers he wore in a shoulder rig under his leather jacket. Chuy checked his Beretta semiautomatic.

			“Time to go to school,” Rucker said.

			“Aye, Captain.”

			Rucker went north, while Chuy went south.

			The history building was, not surprisingly, one of the more historical places on campus, and the four-story building’s façade was currently undergoing restoration work. Wooden scaffolding and pulley systems for raising brick and mortar wrapped around two sides of the old stone structure. The scaffolding was almost as tall as the ancient conifers and oaks shading the building from the rising and setting sun.

			Signs in Italian indicated that most of the regular offices and classrooms were temporarily being hosted in a few other buildings, but the main doors were open. Renault’s office should be on the second floor, according to what Terah had gathered, so Rucker made his way upstairs from the empty foyer.

			Two men in ordinary gray suits were in the interconnected office suite where Renault’s office should have been. When they saw Rucker in the doorway, the one closest to Rucker smiled.

			“Good morning, sir,” he said in accented Italian. “May I help you?”

			Rucker’s Italian wasn’t half as good as his French, so he couldn’t place the accent.

			“Yes, thank you. Dr. Renault?” Rucker responded in Italian.

			The two men exchanged glances. Rucker noticed the slight bulge under the right side of the first one’s jacket, and a similar bulge under the left arm of the other man.

			His mind and his eyes went to work: at a glance, likely semiautomatics in the popgun caliber of nine millimeter. A German favorite. The two men stood a good six inches taller and had thirty pounds on Rucker. Their ties were perfectly tied and their shoes were polished like mirrors. Pretty much the opposite of academics. More like police. Or soldiers.

			“Dr. Renault is working in the offices upstairs because of the noise of the workers on the first floor,” the right-hand one said. “He is up there now. We can take you there.”

			Right. Because every visitor needs two escorts.

			Trap. Trappity trap trap, Rucker thought.

			Might as well see this through, though, and see what they know.

			“How very kind,” Rucker said. “Grazie.”

			The two escorted him up the main stairwell in the foyer. Rucker noted their subtle jockeying for tactical positioning, with one working his way behind him and the other one ahead.

			“Reckon there’s more than twelve feet of your boys,” Rucker said to himself in English. “They sure don’t make academics like that back home.”

			Outside the door to the main office on the fourth floor, the subtle physical maneuvering continued. As Rucker raised his hand to knock on the office door, he smiled at his escorts and said, “Schlag auf holz.”

			Knock on wood. In German.

			Right-handed smiled and nodded before he caught himself, but it was too late.

			Rucker elbowed the left-handed one in the solar plexus and stomped hard on the man’s instep. He struck out at the right-handed goon, catching him in the throat with an open-handed strike.

			Neither could make a sound now.

			With the man in front grasping at his throat with both hands, his midsection was wide open. Rucker kneed him in the groin, grabbed his ears, and brought the man’s face down into his other knee.

			The one behind him was still hunched over but tried to take a swing. Rucker caught his wrist, twisted it around, and snapped his foot out, connecting the toe of his ankle boot to the man’s temple.

			Rucker pulled out each man’s pistol—Walthers—and checked their loads. One in each hand, he kicked open the door and charged in, prepared to take on whomever was laying this trap. Prepared, he thought, for anything.

			He wasn’t prepared, however, for the half-dozen pistols and submachine guns pointed at him by German thugs in plainclothes. A seventh man with a long scar on his cheek and screen actor good looks sat behind a desk still drinking his coffee as if nothing were out of the ordinary.

			“Guten tag,” Scarface said.

			There was only one rational course of action.

			“Drop ’em or you all die,” Rucker said.

			The man with the coffee couldn’t help but nod approvingly.

			“Ah, Herr Rucker. I would have expected no less. Please, there’s no need for all this gunplay now. Put down the pistols and join me for, as you Texans say, a ‘cuppa java,’ ” Skorzeny said, sweeping his arm out to the chair across the desk.

			Rucker saw they had him dead to rights, and this was one German who wasn’t going to react to bluster.

			One of the Germans approached Rucker and took his appropriated Walthers. Another, approaching from behind, started to frisk him. Rucker elbowed the man square in the face. The agent fell back, blood pouring from his nose. Fingers tightened on triggers.

			“Don’t . . . touch . . . me,” Rucker said through gritted teeth.

			Slowly, deliberately, Rucker pulled his twin Webley revolvers from the shoulder holster rig under his leather jacket. He spun them around, butt first.

			With a nod, Skorzeny signaled for his men to stand down.

			Rucker set the pistols on the desk in front of Skorzeny.

			Skorzeny’s men lowered their weapons. Rucker took a seat across from the commanding German. Despite the man’s good looks, there was an edge on him as sharp as a Bowie knife and a look in his eyes Rucker had only seen in jungle cats. The German had a boxer’s nose and the kind of thick fingers a man only gets from a life of hard labor. He recalled that his old friend, Captain Blackadder, had a particularly crude and particularly British expression for a man like this: a “hard cunt.”

			“You probably do not know me as well as I know you, Captain Rucker. I am Lieutenant Otto Skorzeny, at your service,” the man said as a he poured a second cup of coffee and set it in front of Rucker. “Cigarette?”

			Rucker took the coffee. “Much obliged Lieutenant Skorzeny. But no, I don’t smoke.” He took a sip. Not bad.

			“Our files on you are quite extensive, though I must admit that your crashing the party at Hamilton House was the first chance I had to see you at work,” Skorzeny said. “Impressive.”

			Hamilton House? Then that meant . . .

			“Let me guess, Lieutenant—you weigh about 210 pounds?”

			Skorzeny inclined his head.

			There it was. Chuy’s anomaly. Skorzeny had hitched a ride in the Raposa’s cargo compartment.

			Skorzeny opened a file.

			“You have quite the history. Sean Fox Rucker. Son of a West Texas rancher. Started flying at age fourteen. Lied about your age and joined the Freehold Volunteers, 315th Fighting Fireflies as a pilot before your seventeenth birthday. Twenty-nine air combat victories. Shot down three times. Captured three times. Escaped three times. There was that whole incident with Baron Manfried von Richtofen,” Skorzeny said. He looked up from the file. “You know, I’m sure Herr Richtofen would like to have words with you about that.”

			“Manfried is a good man,” Rucker said, “and we have spoken since the war. Last I heard he’d emigrated to Switzerland, so I doubt he’s still all concerned about protecting the honor of the Fatherland.”

			“Ja. The baron, war hero or not, has not been a supporter of the New Order.”

			“Most soldiers aren’t, if I hear right,” Rucker said quite dismissively.

			Every one of the half-dozen muscle men in the room shifted into more threatening postures. Even Skorzeny’s superior grin fell a little. He returned to the file.

			“After the war you studied mechanical engineering at the University of Austin. You dropped out and for the next several years, flew charters in just about every backwater corner of the world. In 1925 you and your fellow Firefly veteran, the Latin Negro Jesus D’Anconia Lago of Sao Paolo, founded Far Ranger Air, where you now serve as a pilot and trade facilitator. All of which, of course, is a cover for your true work as a spy for the Freehold government in Austin.”

			Rucker laughed loudly.

			“Oh, good Lord, your people actually believe that?”

			“It is the truth, nicht wahr?”

			Rucker shook his head.

			“Not everything that people in other nations do is about military conquest and government spying, just because that’s how it is where you’re from,” Rucker said.

			The look on Skorzeny’s face reminded him of Blackadder’s Axiom Number 13: “One can always reason with a German. One can always reason with a barnyard animal, too, for all the good it does.”

			Skorzeny lit another cigarette and put his feet on the desk in front of him. Rucker waved the smoke off and coughed to the side as a cover for checking the room, the position of the guards, and the proximity of the exits.

			The door was not an option. Four of the guards, while large and muscled, were young and their faces unmarred. The one to his right with the machine pistol, though—from the scars and missing teeth, he’d been in his share of brawls. Mark him as the most immediate threat, Rucker thought, but the man would be cautious about shooting at him if Skorzeny was in the line of fire. The sixth man, by the window, presuming the others had Rucker covered, had reholstered his pistol. His wide eyes told the story—a true shavetail. Skorzeny, Rucker figured, had his sidearm either under his jacket or inside the desk drawer. Within easy reach, certainly. Rucker’s pistols sat on the desk between the two.

			He did the math.

			“The point, Herr Rucker,” Skorzeny said, “is that we know all about you and your friends. We know you are after Dr. Renault and the spear. We have him. We’ll soon have your friends, and we’ll soon have the Spear of Destiny. Your efforts to interfere with the Reich are now kaput, and you should prepare yourself for an extended stay in Germany.”

			“Oh goody, German hospitality,” Rucker said. “Stale sausages in the morning and rough rogering at night.”

			Skorzeny leaned forward. “The only question before you is, do you plan to come with us peacefully or do you plan to make it difficult?”

			Rucker didn’t miss a beat.

			“Oh don’t be so stupid. Of course I plan to make it difficult,” he said, shooting up from his seat and with a kick sending the chair into the stomach of the guard posted behind him. He grabbed his pistols and, with them in his hands, lifted the front of the desk and flipped it over, toppling Skorzeny backward.

			Rucker rolled over the desk, spinning 180 degrees, and landed on his feet. He zeroed in on the hard one with the machine pistol, and though his shot went wide, Fortune was with him. The bullet hit the man’s weak-side shoulder and sent him spinning left, his finger pulling the trigger of his MP-40 in reaction to the pain. The four guards to his left scrambled for cover from his accidental fire as the man went down in pain from the muzzle energy imparted from a .45 caliber round. In this case it was 480 foot-pounds of energy, as Rucker used his own hand-loaded .45 ACP rounds, which carried a stronger punch than factory rounds.

			Skorzeny and the guard who’d taken the chair in the stomach were just recovering. Rucker spun to his right and sprinted toward the nearest window, firing a shot to break the glass. He holstered his revolvers just before he reached the ledge and dove out.

			Suicidal idiot, Skorzeny thought for just a second. But no. If he wanted to die, he would have stood his ground and fought to the end.

			Skorzeny and his men rushed to the window.

			Rucker had grabbed one of the ropes used to haul mortar and bricks up the scaffolding and was swinging out toward one of the conifers. He let go—still a good forty feet off the ground—and fell through the branches, letting them break his fall all the way to the ground.

			Not graceful, Skorzeny thought, but effective.

			Oh, very graceful, Rucker thought, coincidentally, feeling the small explosions of pain in his ribs and along his arms with every impact on every branch until the final impact on the ground. He made a point to remind himself later: just because Daniel Boone had jumped off a cliff, broken his fall by crashing through the branches of a large tree, and walked away uninjured, it didn’t mean he could.

			He pulled himself off the ground, almost threw up, and then saw Skorzeny and his goons still in the fourth floor window. With great pain he pulled himself up and limped off across the campus park to the side streets.

			Skorzeny’s men couldn’t get out the door fast enough.

			Skorzeny watched Rucker until he disappeared around the corner. Helmut was still on the floor, stoically applying pressure to his gunshot wound. He would need medical attention.

			“Well played, Captain,” Skorzeny said in English.

			As Rucker ran though the streets of Rome, he did the math. Five well-trained plainclothes killers right on his tail. Dr. Renault was in the German Embassy. Likely the trap was closing on Terah and Deitel. They probably already had Chuy.

			He passed a street cart vendor making his way up the avenue toward a tourist section, and as he sprinted past he grabbed a city map while dropping a copper coin.

			As with air combat, Rucker needed altitude. Altitude and speed were life for a pilot. Sprinting through a back alley with the sounds of the pursuers on his six o’clock echoing off the sidewalks and cobblestones, he scanned the horizon. Come in out of the sun, he thought. He vaulted atop a refuse bin and leapt to the railing of the second-story fire escape. He didn’t have time to think about how he’d just smashed his finger or the bruising his knee took. Up and over the railing and up the fire escape as the first bullets struck all around him.

			He reached the ceramic tiled roof on the fifth story and spun around, taking in his route and a quick glance at the map. He saw the top of the fire escape shaking as the Germans started climbing.

			“Fine. I’ll race you,” he said to himself.

			Rome’s inner city streets had an advantage—they were designed when most of the traffic was by foot or cart, placing the buildings closer together than in modern cities. He leapt across the chasm between two buildings and made his way across the rooftops, swinging down onto a balcony and running through an apartment and out to a second story lanai. He vaulted over the railing, landed in the back of a cart being pulled by a donkey, then scrambled to the ground. Behind him he could hear the Germans struggling to keep up. One was way ahead of the others.

			Fine, deal with the jackrabbit first.

			Turning into an alley, he came to a halt and pressed himself against the wall. As the German rounded the corner at a dead run, Rucker threw a forearm that caught the man in the neck. His legs whipped out from under him and the back of his head hit the stone street with a sickening thud.

			One down. Four left.

			Why am I running anyway? he thought. They had his friends and they were after the Spear. They should be running from him. At the least, he should be following them.

			Rucker took off at a sprint right back the way he’d come, passing between two Germans so caught off guard it took them precious seconds to realize what they’d seen. As he rounded another corner into an alley, bullets pinged off the wall next to him.

			The tailing two Germans, following the sound of the gunshots, found the alley just as Rucker was out the other end, which opened up on a wine barrel manufacturer’s loading dock.

			The nice thing about a .45 caliber, as opposed to the 9mm, was that it brought to bear a hell of a lot more foot-pounds of energy on impact. A shot from a Lugar or Walther, with its mere 350 foot-pounds of energy, would have just penetrated the wood of the chock that kept the line of wine barrels from rolling. A shot from one of the Webley .45 pistols, however, sent the chock spinning away, freeing four of the barrels to fall from the second story into the alley below, where one of the four Germans had just come to a halt trying to determine which way Rucker had gone.

			A fifty-nine-gallon oak barrel weighs about 120 pounds when empty and six hundred pounds when full. These barrels were empty, so the German only suffered multiple broken bones and a massive concussion instead of a terminal case of flatness.

			Two down, three to go.

			Do the math—greenhorn or experienced, these were SD men. Getting either of those fanatics to talk would be damn near impossible. He needed one to lead him back to their rendezvous point. To do that, they’d need to think, think, think—

			Got it!

			The gunfire just seconds before sent Roman citizens scrambling in every direction, which separated the last three Germans. Good, Rucker thought, watching them in the middle of the street from the second story balcony of a building adjacent to the barrel maker. He whistled to get their attention, gave them a single-digit salute, took off across the balcony and leapt down to the street. He was a good fifty feet ahead of the lead German and a hundred feet ahead of the other two.

			Rucker’s nose found it before his eyes—a stable. Coming up on his left. Without slowing, he leapt head first and caught a wooden pillar, using his momentum to swing his legs around and in through a raised door used for the delivery of bales of hay—a ninety-degree turn with no loss of speed.

			The lead German saw Rucker’s detour, and motioned for the other two to hold back. He drew his pistol and cautiously peered around the main stable door into the darkened stables.

			He went in alone.

			The two Germans outside watched and waited, pistols at the ready, now nervous about this man who was picking them off one at a time. They heard a scuffle, a slap, the whinny of a horse, and then came a scream before a horse charged out of the stable at a full run, dragging a very scared-looking Wilhelm, whose feet were caught in a lasso.

			They heard a whistle and looked up. On the roof, Rucker was holding up three fingers.

			Three down. Two to go.

			He waved and jumped across to a building still under construction. He started climbing the latticework and frame, higher and higher.

			The Germans looked at each other and agreed—the resolved that the Freeholder was dead. One of them would follow Rucker, while the other would cut him off on the ground.

			Seven blocks away, Chuy couldn’t see through the blackout hood and could barely breathe. His hands were bound behind him, and the two Germans who had jumped him in the apartment breezeway each had an elbow, guiding him down the stairs, presumably into the alley behind the apartments. He felt them frisk his pockets and heard a new voice chewing out his two escorts in German. He had no idea how much time passed.

			“Why do you have him blindfolded?”

			“Sorry, sir, it’s the usual procedure.”

			“It’s going to look rather conspicuous driving through the city to the embassy with a hooded man in the back, don’t you think?”

			When the hood came off it took a second for Chuy’s eyes to adjust to the mid-morning sun. Yep, there were his two escorts. The third German—the one apparently with some common sense—was looking Chuy up and down and assessing the threat he posed.

			“You managed to take him without shots fired?”

			“Jawohl. He was prepared to resist with these, but Heinrich had him covered,” the first of Chuy’s captors said, handing the man who was clearly his superior officer Chuy’s escrima sticks and his Beretta pistol.

			The officer nodded as he looked the fighting implements over.

			“He’s a large one. I’m not sure how tough that means he is, but during transit I want you both on your—”

			All three Germans turned when they heard fast footsteps coming up the alley. Around the corner came one of their own, one of the six who had been chasing the other Freeholder, Rucker.

			“Nicht schissen!” said the soldier, whose name was Bauman, holding up his hands and screeching to a halt. The others lowered their pistols.

			“Report,” the officer ordered.

			“The Freeholder is dead,” Bauman reported.

			Chuy had a decent grasp of German, and felt the blood drain from his face.

			Fox? Dead?

			How?

			“Where are the others?” the officer demanded.

			“Rucker managed to take out four of us, plus Kreiger,” Bauman said, “whom he injured in the academic offices with two pistol shots.”

			“Where are the others, and what happened to Rucker?”

			“That’s why I came here, sir. I need help getting our men together—most are injured,” Bauman explained. “As for Rucker—the man was like a feral animal. He took our men out one at a time. Finally, we chased him to the rooftops. He climbed up the girders of a ten-story building still under construction. That’s where he managed to knock out Gunter.”

			Chuy smiled wistfully. At least he went down fighting. Tears welled up for his friend, but Chuy swore he wouldn’t let these Hun bastards see him cry.

			“I was on the ground below,” Bauman said, “and I saw Rucker trying to cross a wide chasm on a six-inch-wide girder. He was running and apparently lost his balance. I saw him fall but I could not recover the body without help.” The officer nodded.

			Chuy, lost in his own moment of sorrow, wasn’t sure he’d heard that right. What did the Hun say about Rucker?

			Not that it mattered.

			The team captured, Fox dead—how could they stop the Germans now?

			Hun bastards.

			The German officer was talking again.

			“Very well. Secure this prisoner in my car. I will take him back to the embassy. You three go and recover our men and Rucker’s corpse.”

			All three saluted, shouted, “Heil Hitler!” and were off.

			From the backseat of the officer’s Mercedes, Chuy was still trying to reconstruct the conversation he’d heard. His German was spotty at best. Finally, he just asked the officer.

			“Sir, if you could please just let me know, what happened to my friend?”

			The officer was annoyed but thought, What was the harm? Maybe it would put some fear in the giant Negro.

			“He was fleeing our agents,” the German said. “He ran across a steel girder some ten stories up. He lost his balance and fell to his death.”

			Chuy blinked. He blinked again.

			Come again?

			“Rucker? Lost his balance, you say?” Chuy said.

			“Ja.”

			Was this mud-colored mongrel deaf as well as stupid? the officer wondered.

			A smile played on Chuy’s lips.

			Emotional and hysterical. These tropical types, he thought sourly as he started up the Mercedes. No surprise they couldn’t govern their own banana republics when in fact they couldn’t even govern their emotions.

			Chuy just sat back and waited. He saw the three German agents running to the far end of the alley and then turn onto the street, out of sight.

			Any second now, Chuy thought.

			Just as the German officer was putting the car in gear, a tapping at the driver’s window almost made him jump. He did actually jump a half a second later when he saw the large pistol that was doing the tapping. The officer’s subsequent squeal would have been more appropriate for an adolescent girl. That came when he saw the barrel of a second pistol, which looked about the size of a train tunnel.

			The wielder of the revolvers—battered, bloody, and bruised, wearing a leather jacket and an insolent grin, and most notably not dead—motioned for the German to roll down the window.

			The officer complied meekly.

			“Howdy,” Rucker said. “How do you say ‘Reach for the sky’ in German?”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Outside the German Embassy

			Rome, Italy

			The German agent that Rucker bushwhacked—Gerhard Gruber, his papers said—fit perfectly in the trunk of the Mercedes, so having a bound and gagged Teutonic thug was one mark on the left side of the ledger. In the debit column, there was the fact that the Germans had consistently been a step ahead of them since they touched down in Rome.

			This put the Nazis well in the lead in the race to get the Spear of Destiny. And then Gruber confirmed that agents had captured Deitel and Terah. They were jumped not long after they’d arrived at the Vatican.

			Another mark in the debit column.

			Rucker backed the Mercedes into a blind alley about four blocks from where the map said the German Embassy should be. A poster on a wall advertised CYCLES MOTO TERROT—the latest model out of Paris; the garage next to the poster was boarded up.

			Rucker and Chuy opened the trunk. Gruber looked no less angry and indignant than he had twenty minutes before.

			“It’s time to get out, boche,” Chuy said, removing the man’s gag as Rucker pulled out his Bowie knife. “End of the road for you.”

			To his credit, the German’s voice didn’t crack.

			“Swine. I will show you how a German dies,” he said defiantly.

			Rucker shrugged. “It’s nothing new to me.”

			That rattled the German.

			“Oh quit being so dramatic,” Rucker said. “I’m not gutting you, I’m cutting your ropes.”

			Rucker kept his Webley on the German. “Take off the coat.”

			Chuy looked at the German and considered.

			“You know,” he said to Rucker, “we’re lucky there’s not a German outside Hugo Boss that has any fashion sense, and that for these Gestapo types, their idea of discreetly undercover is to dress like a heavy from a Bulldog Drummond comic strip.”

			Rucker furrowed his brow. “How do you mean?” He opened a crate he’d found in the backseat of the car. Model 24 stielhandgranates – potato mashers in the British slang. He shoved two into the inner pockets of the overcoat he took from Gruber.

			“Of all the times we’ve tried this routine, has the fish we caught ever been the right size?” Chuy asked. “The German uniforms are always too big for you, what with their military service height requirements.”

			Rucker gave him the finger.

			“But these Gestapo and SD boys—all in the same dark business suit, black overcoat and black fedora. They make it easy. This is pretty much their uniform when they’re out of uniform. And surely his overcoat and hat will fit you.”

			Rucker tied Gruber up again and put the gag back on. He thought Gruber’s coat fit about right even if, he hated to admit, it was too long. The black fedora was a little snug. He found black leather gloves—of course—in the pocket.

			Chuy looked him up and down.

			“It is a shame us never getting a full SS uniform that fit you. You’d make a great Nazi,” he said.

			Rucker’s eyes widened. “I think that’s the worst thing you’ve ever said to me.”

			“Probably not,” Chuy replied.

			“Yeah, you’re right,” Rucker said.

			“Do you have a plan for getting us into the embassy, and more importantly, getting us out?”

			Rucker nodded his head vigorously.

			“Probably not,” he said.

			“Great.”

			Rucker started up the Mercedes. “Let’s ride.”

			But as he drove he kept fidgeting with the fedora. It just didn’t feel right. He wasn’t a fedora man.

			Terah paced the holding cell somewhere in the bowels of the German Embassy, rubbing the knot on her head and muttering obscenities to herself. She kept replaying the capture in her mind, trying to figure out what she could have done differently.

			She and Deitel had made it through the entry to Vatican City and to the Vatican Library. While far from open to the public, it was open to established scholars who went through the lengthy and rigorous application and screening process. Such scholars were allowed limited, supervised access to historical documents, books, codices, and other materials gathered by the Church over the millennia.

			Of course, Lysander Benjamin, who served as “Coordinator of Information” for the Prometheus Society, had what he called “friends” in every dark corner of the world. They ranged from royalty and prime ministers to street hustlers and prostitutes, and all manner of men and women in between. Lysander also had quite a bit of leverage on a surprising number of key ministers and policy makers in countries throughout Europe and North America. That, along with his close relationship to Colonel Henri Roux, head of France’s Deuxième Bureau, had secured for Terah and Deitel an impressive array of academic credentials and no less than a “signed” invitation from Cardinal Francis Aidan Gasquet, the Vatican Librarian himself. This may have come as a surprise to Cardinal Gasquet, Lysander told them, so best not to mention if they should see him.

			After Terah managed to secret three books from the archives, they were in the vast open courtyard on the south end of St. Peter’s Square when she spotted the agents surrounding them. There were just enough people around—both tourists and Vatican workers—that she knew she had to avoid gunplay. She grabbed Deitel by the coat sleeve and pulled him into a smaller open plaza. She’d hoped for a recess where they could hide or a doorway through which they could escape, but it was a dead end. Deitel searched frantically for any way out. He found nothing.

			Four of the SD agents entered the plaza; the fifth stood vigil at the archway. They fanned out. They didn’t pull whatever weapons they were carrying, so clearly they no more wanted gunfire and the attention it would draw from the Swiss Guards than Terah wanted to endanger bystanders.

			Okay, she thought, let’s do this. She raised an eyebrow and smirked at the men.

			The closest agent grabbed her shoulder with his meaty right hand. He smelled of sweat and sun-baked wool. In a flash, she clamped her hand down on his, grabbing the underside of his palm with her right hand and his right elbow with her left. She wrenched his palm over and torqued it upward, simultaneously pulling his elbow outward. The agent’s knees buckled and she heard a sickening snap. He fell to his knees cursing and cradling his now shattered wrist.

			The three agents around Terah had assumed it was just a matter of intimidating a helpless woman and her weak counterpart. Now they took fighting stances, alert and wary. Terah’s expression never changed.

			She didn’t wait for them to move in. She couldn’t engage them straight on, knowing that despite all her training in Japan, a 120-pound woman couldn’t go toe-to-toe with a trained 180-pound man. Speed and deception were her weapons now. That, and her intimate knowledge of human anatomy and leverage grappling.

			She leapt toward the one on her right, stepping a foot down at the last second to catch on the lip of the fountain between them—launching and redirecting her body ninety degrees to the left, straight at the middle SD man, the shortest of the three. She landed on his shoulder with his head between her thighs. Snaking her hand around his neck, she grabbed his arm, then her wrist with her right hand, and yanked hard, pulling his chin and arm in directions neither was designed for, dislocating his shoulder. Before he hit the ground she rolled away.

			The remaining two SD men didn’t make the same mistake as their partner. They rushed her from both sides, pinning her against a marble column by sheer weight. Deitel, frozen in place during the mere seconds that had passed, made a game try of assaulting one of the agents from behind. But it was less like he did damage than simply got the man’s attention. Deitel found himself thrown head first into the fountain. Terah managed to rake one of the men’s faces with her nails, scratching him deeply and cutting his eye. She drove a thumb into the other’s throat, hoping to pierce the skin and windpipe. She never felt the blow to the head but saw the exploding lights before everything went black. Gathering their wounded and Deitel, the agents were leery of her even after she was unconscious.

			And now they had her here. This wasn’t the full-on dungeon cell she’d expected, with stone walls and a skeleton in chains. It was something much worse—a small, featureless gray room with no windows, a locked door, two chairs, a table, and nothing else. She had to hand it to the Huns—they were as much masters at inflicting psychological misery as the physical kind. There was no clock and their watches and other personal effects had been taken.

			So she sat. Before she’d emigrated west, Terah had worked in the Confederate State’s foreign service. For more than eighteen months she’d been a staff member at the Confederate legation in Osaka, Japan. There, she’d delighted in her first exposure to a truly foreign culture, and spent every hour she wasn’t working exploring the ancient city, the people, and the culinary marvels—the city, after all, was known as tenka no daidokoro, the nation’s kitchen. Most especially she loved learning about the practices of the ancient religion known as Shinto, the way of the gods, at the Sumiyoshi Taisha shrine. While never embracing the mythology of Shinto, she came to appreciate the practice of a number of meditative techniques that allowed her to think outside her usual patterns and to find a sense of inner peace and tranquility.

			Absolutely none of it was helping now.

			She let fly a string of English, Spanish, and Japanese curses that would have melted steel.

			“Why don’t you try the door latch again?” Deitel said. “Maybe that will help.”

			She glared at him.

			“Scheiss. We’re kaput. Done for,” Deitel whispered. “They probably already have Rucker and Chuy.”

			“Not likely,” Terah said.

			“What makes you so sure?” Deitel asked.

			“The place would be in lock-down if they had Rucker in custody, because he wouldn’t be in custody,” she said. “That man may have plenty of faults, but one thing about him, you can’t keep him locked up for long. I don’t know if it’s that he’s such a good escape artist so much as he’s got a horrible fear of confined spaces.”

			Deitel wondered at this.

			“How is it he makes his living shutting himself in a winged metal tube that’s not even open cockpit?”

			“I asked him that once. He says he can always get out of the plane, and there’s no wide open space like the kind you get freefalling from several miles up.”

			So the Germans likely didn’t have Rucker and Chuy. Zehr gut. But it didn’t help their predicament, which couldn’t be more serious. Deitel, not normally a religious man, said a prayer.

			“Gott helfen uns,” he said.

			But he had doubts that God was listening.

			No one on the outside could or would violate the one fundamental, unbreakable law of international relations: it was tantamount to an act of war to set foot uninvited on an embassy’s grounds. Dr. Kurt von Deitel was a defector and a traitor to the Third Reich. Terah was likely dead, too, since it would probably be easier for her to “disappear” than for them to deal with any diplomatic fallout. She was too dangerous to let live, and too naturally defiant to be bribed or coerced.

			As a doctor, he’d long considered death his enemy. But the death he struggled against in his profession was always something that threatened other people’s lives. It was an abstraction. It’s not that he was a coward. And maybe he hadn’t reached the age where he’d fully accepted his mortality—that one day death was something that would come for him. No, that wasn’t it. He understood, intellectually, that one day he would die, but not like this. Not marched off and placed against a wall. Not shot by semiliterate mouth-breathing thugs who had no conscience or morality. Maybe it was the helplessness, the lack of control, that terrified him. Maybe it was the unfairness of it—he was barely twenty-six. He hadn’t begun to live his life, and now these mindlessly obedient murderers were going to take all that away from him. They would take his life—everything he was and everything he might be.

			He tried not to sob, but he couldn’t help it. It just wasn’t fair.

			Terah put her arm around him. She knew where his mind was.

			“If it comes to that, don’t give them the satisfaction,” she said. “But we’re not licked yet. There’s always hope. I don’t mean that to sound like a revival tent preacher. I mean you don’t stop looking for options, because they only beat you when they make you give up.”

			Deitel nodded. “You’re absolutely full of the horse’s manure,” he said.

			Terah laughed aloud.

			“We live in hope,” she said. “Maybe it’s blind hope. Maybe it’s denial. But either you face life thinking you can take it on or you let it beat you down, because if you stop hoping you stop trying.”

			A smile crept across Deitel’s face. God, Terah was beautiful. He could see why Rucker was so lost in her.

			“It seems like you’re taking the easy way of looking at things; only seeing the good,” he said.

			She shook her head.

			“Life is harder than death. Living is harder than dying. Anyone can die. It’s easy. But it’s just like how creating is harder than destroying,” she said. “You can be the hammer or the anvil. But it’s your choice.”

			Deitel took a moment to think about that.

			“I wonder if that’s what we lost along the way, what led us to this New Order. The easy way. It’s easier, after all, to let other people make your choices for you and blame others when you fall down.”

			The sentry outside opened the door then, and two Gestapo men in suits entered. Terah saw Deitel’s face go white.

			“Guten tag, Frau Spencer. Guten tag, Herr Schmidt. Or should I say, Dr. Kurt von Deitel,” the first Gestapo man said. His wispy accent matched his wispy mustache perfectly.

			“I’m a citizen of the Freehold of Texas and I demand to see someone from my embassy,” Terah said. “You can’t hold us here.”

			“You are part of a conspiracy against the Reich and a spy,” the second Gestapo man said. “Your friend here is a traitor. Both of you will be taken to Germania, where you will be tried on charges of espionage and then shot.”

			Deitel grabbed the first Gestapo man’s coat and fell to his knees, almost taking the secret policeman down.

			“Please, you can’t kill me. I’ll tell you everything. Just please don’t kill me. I don’t want to die,” he pleaded between sobs.

			“Swine! Get off,” the Gestapo agent said with disgust, pulling Deitel’s hands away from his lapels. He kicked the doctor in the ribs, then Terah fell atop Deitel, shielding his body with hers.

			“Stop it!” she said fiercely.

			“You will tell us everything, Doctor,” the second agent said. “That much is certain. In fact, you will be the first guest of our interview specialist when he arrives.”

			The two Gestapo men knocked on the cell door three times, signaling to the sentry outside that they were ready to leave. On the floor, Deitel was still sobbing, “Please don’t kill me. Please don’t kill me.”

			The moment the door closed, Deitel sat up and ceased his wailing. She couldn’t have been more surprised if he’d started humming ragtime ditties.

			“Wait, what?” she stammered.

			“We have just a few minutes before the shift changes,” he said.

			Terah looked at him, bewildered.

			“Look, yes, I’m scared to death. But I’m also a noble. You don’t seriously think I would disgrace myself bleating like a peasant in front of that . . . peasant,” Deitel said. “I needed to get a look at that man’s watch. And these.”

			He held up the secret policeman’s keys and wallet.

			Terah grinned. “How did you do that?” she asked.

			“I am trained as a surgeon, you know,” he said, holding up his hands. “I have a quite delicate touch.”

			“One day you’ll have to show me how to do that.”

			“Only after you tell me why it is you didn’t want to settle down with Captain Rucker,” Deitel said, thumbing through the wallet. “Your feelings for him couldn’t be more obvious.”

			“This is hardly the time, Doctor. What’s your plan?”

			Deitel straightened his tie and put on his suit jacket.

			“Fine, but soon. Soon you will tell me everything you know,” he said, in a faux officious tone.

			Terah laughed.

			“The sentry’s shift will change at precisely noon,” he said. “Which is in five minutes. If there’s one thing they enforce in the Reich’s military, it’s uniformity and punctuality.”

			“That’s two things,” she said.

			Terah didn’t see how this would help. Deitel opened the wallet flap, showing the Gestapo badge and credentials.

			“As a mutual friend said, you’d be surprised how much some people are conditioned to say sir to anyone with a badge,” he said. “Besides, how could I possibly be a prisoner if I have a key?”

			They waited in silence, counting until they were sure it had been at least eight minutes. Terah lay down on the cell’s floor.

			Taking a deep breath, Deitel unlocked the door. He shoved the badge in the guard’s face.

			“Help me get this one to the interview room,” he barked.

			If the guard hesitated, it was only for a second after seeing the menace in Deitel’s eye. As the guard stepped into the room to help lift the seemingly unconscious Terah, Deitel brought his hands together on the back of the man’s neck as hard as he could.

			The sentry didn’t collapse. In fact, he barely winced. He wheeled about and started to pull his sidearm as Terah brought the chair down on the back of his head.

			This time he went down.

			“You, not so much with the hitting, but keep it up with the acting,” she said, retrieving the guard’s pistol and extra magazines, then hiding them in her pockets. “Let’s go.”

			Deitel nodded.

			“Remember, if you act with authority, you will be treated as authority,” Deitel said.

			He grabbed a clipboard posted on the wall next to an office door, handed it to Terah, and tucked the stolen archival materials under his coat.

			“Pretend to be writing. We walk with purpose to the front door. Look no one in the eye. Do you speak German?”

			“No.”

			“I will speak to you as if giving orders. Just nod. And do not smile. There’s no room for it in the New Order,” Deitel said. “With any luck, and owing to the shift change, we can get out of here quietly, and without any need for bloodshed. ”

			The German Embassy was a four-story, century-old structure with a surrounding high brick wall and what had to be a whole cotton plantation’s worth of red banners with the swastika in the middle—the unmistakable brand of National Socialism. For socialists, Rucker thought, they sure understand the importance of marketing and branding. Several uniformed, Schmeisser submachine-gun-toting storm troopers patrolled the manicured grounds.

			With the fedora pulled down low and the collar of the jacket up, Rucker drove up to the gate in the embassy Mercedes, looking impatient and angry. It seemed the German thing to do. Chuy appeared to be tied up and unconscious in the backseat. The embassy guards, recognizing the automobile and its diplomatic plates, waved him through. Rucker gave a sloppy sieg heil salute as he drove past.

			The parking area on the embassy grounds was out of the line of sight of the guards at the gate. A freshly planted garden ran along the wall. There were six other automobiles, a dedicated petrol pump, and a dozen fifty-five-gallon barrels of petrol.

			Rucker escorted Chuy, who was bound by a mere slipknot, into the embassy, stopping at the guard desk.

			These people sure love their eagles and swastikas, he thought, trying to find any sign of a bare wall underneath all the nationalistic paraphernalia. He kept his head down and his face away from the Germans in the lobby, acting like he was focused on keeping his prisoner under control.

			The duty sergeant wore the black uniform of the SS, as did the lobby guards. The sergeant’s desk had a stack of papers and several empty pneumatic tubes. A large telephone set allowed him to place multiple calls to any office in the expansive building. On his desk were a picture of his wife and a picture of Reichsführer Himmler. Over his shoulder, Rucker saw a portrait of the Führer himself, a stylistic rendering of the day the man seized office.

			A few civilian functionaries buzzed about—clearly something was afoot. Off to the side of the sergeant’s desk there was an open room for the embassy operator. Calls were nonstop.

			The duty sergeant asked something in German about the prisoner. If there was anything strange about bringing a prisoner into the lobby of an embassy building, the sergeant’s expression didn’t show it. While Rucker had a basic grasp of elementary German, he knew his accent was terrible. No way could he pass for a native if he spoke more than a word or two. Plus he wasn’t completely sure he understood the question. He kept his response short and simple, and kept his head turned away.

			“Ja, ja,” he said.

			After an intolerable moment of silence, the sergeant broke into laughter. Something about a German laughing set Rucker’s teeth on edge. He nodded slightly to Chuy and winked with his right eye. He’d take the two guards stationed in the lobby; Chuy would take the sergeant and the operator.

			Chuy pulled the slipknot on his bindings and threw his arms out.

			“Look out! He’s loose!” Rucker shouted in German.

			Rucker and Chuy wheeled around, and the three SS guards and the telephone operator found themselves facing the barrels of three pistols—Rucker’s twin Webleys and Chuy’s Beretta.

			“Hands empty and up,” Rucker said.

			One of the guards started to raise the barrel of his machine pistol.

			Rucker stared into the man’s eyes.

			“Don’t make me kill you,” he said coldly. But the guard took this as a sign of weakness, not sincerity. He lifted the machine pistol’s barrel farther. Rucker didn’t hesitate. Keeping the other guard covered with the pistol in his left hand, he fired off two shots with the one in his right hand—one shot to the head, another in the chest—and the guard crumpled.

			The gunshots momentarily distracted Chuy, which was long enough for the operator to push the alarm button. The klaxon blared. That, in turn, gave the sergeant and the remaining guard an opening to raise their weapons. With no choice, Chuy and Rucker shot them down. Then Chuy slammed his fist down atop the operator’s head, dropping the man, and Rucker leaped over the desk and searched for anything he could find on the whereabouts of the prisoners.

			“So much for surprise,” Rucker said. “Here it is—second floor, west wing, Room 23.”

			The alarm klaxon sent a wave of cold fear rushing through Deitel.

			“Schiesse!” he said.

			Deitel and Terah looked at each other in shock.

			A squad of SS troopers in full gear and Senf masks charged down the hall at them.

			This was it. Caught already. Terah tried to pull the gun from her pocket, but Deitel stopped her. It wouldn’t help.

			“You!” the squad leader yelled in German as his squad bore down on the pair.

			Not fair, Deitel thought.

			“Make way!” the storm trooper leader ordered.

			It took half a second to process. Deitel pushed himself and Terah against the wall. The squad ran past them and around a corner.

			They looked at one another in confusion and then came to the same conclusion.

			“Rucker,” they said together.

			Deitel let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding.

			“Gott in himmel,” he said. “One more scare like that and I’ll have a stroke.”

			Chuy tackled him from behind then, slamming Deitel into the office to his right. With Deitel and Terah in the small office, the three of them heard gunshots from elsewhere in the building. Then Rucker busted through the door, slamming it shut behind him.

			“Oh, way to go, y’all. Playing hard to get,” Rucker said. “Didn’t I tell you not to talk to any strange Gestapo men?”

			Terah gave him the Italian chin brush gesture, their version of the single digit salute. When in Rome, after all.

			They heard the trample of more boots and doors being kicked in. Chuy was checking the window.

			“Great rescue,” she said. “You know, Kurt was doing a fine job until you decided to come in here, shoot up the place, and set off that damn noisemaker.”

			“Oh, pardon me,” Rucker said. Kurt? So it was like that?

			“Now what?” Deitel asked.

			“Now we get rid of these boys and go get Professor Renault. Any idea where they’re holding him?” Rucker asked.

			“Renault isn’t here,” Terah said. “We have to get back to the Ciampino Aerodrome. When they picked us up, Deitel overheard their agents talking on the telephone to their controller, someone named Skorzeny.”

			Rucker shook his head. “Yeah, I know Skorzeny all right.”

			“This Skorzeny has Professor Renault on a Lufthansa airship, the Graf von Götzen,” Terah said. “That skeleton-looking interrogator is with him.”

			The boots were getting closer.

			“We can’t go back that way,” Rucker said, taking off the overcoat and fedora.

			“We’re right beside the parking area,” Chuy said. “There’s our car.”

			The four climbed out the window and stood on each side along the ledge.

			“Now what?” Deitel asked, trying not to look down. It was only twenty feet, but he hated heights.

			“Now this,” Rucker said, pulling Deitel along with him as he jumped. The soil in the garden cushioned their fall. To his credit, this time Deitel didn’t scream. Chuy and Terah followed, both landing gracefully.

			“Let’s get back to the Raposa and catch up with them before Renault spills what he knows,” Rucker said.

			A guard came around the corner about a hundred yards away with a wehr-wolf on a leash. The guard shouted for them to halt and then, not surprisingly for a German sentry, let loose the wehr-wolf. Just to be an even bigger bastard, Rucker thought, the guard opened fire with his machine pistol without seeing if they complied.

			Rucker grabbed Terah’s arm and drew a pistol with the other hand. “Everyone in the car, now! Chuy, you drive!”

			The animal was charging right at Rucker. The wehr-wolf—wehr being German for war—was one of the earliest and most successful transgenic creatures the Reich had spawned. Rucker had dealt with them before and he knew how deadly, relentless, and intelligent the creatures could be. It was built like a wolf but was easily a third again as large. Its coat was brown and gray with subtle tiger stripes, part of its mixed genetic heritage. It had the cartilage armor of a wild boar and the intelligence of the smartest breed of dog.

			Ignoring the guard’s fire—the 9mm MP-40 submachine gun was a terrible distance weapon—Rucker drew a bead on the wehr-wolf as it charged. He fired two rounds, hitting it dead center between the eyes. The thing didn’t even skip a step.

			Okay, he thought, they’ve added some rhino or something into the genetic stew now.

			Rucker reached inside his leather jacket and pulled out two grenades. A loud siren sounded, screaming throughout the compound. More guards and beasts would be coming.

			He unscrewed the cap and yanked the plug at the base of the first potato masher with one hand—pulling them like in the motion pictures with his teeth was a good way to lose teeth, after all. He tossed one about halfway between himself and the charging animal. He pulled the primer on the second grenade but held it, silently counting as the internal fuse burned.

			The first grenade went off and knocked the wehr-wolf off its feet, ripping a good portion of its face off . More guards arrived. Shots ricocheted and zinged all about Rucker. At this distance. with them firing 9mm carbines, he knew the worst danger was that they might accidentally hit him.

			Rucker made a mad dash for the car. He jumped on the driver’s sideboard as Chuy gunned the engine, peeling out as fast as the automobile would go. Rucker tossed the second grenade at the base of the petrol pump and climbed in over Chuy.

			The second grenade went off, igniting the petrol barrels and several of the embassy’s cars. As they passed the wehr-wolf, Rucker couldn’t help but notice it was getting back up despite its disfiguring injury.

			“How the hell do you kill that thing?” he wondered aloud. He made a note to himself: tell Lysander about the new and improved wehr-wolves. Also, get bigger grenades.

			Chuy turned the wheel and headed straight for the squad of guards now firing on the Mercedes. The German sentries were educated enough to know who would win a game of chicken like that and dodged out of the way. The Mercedes crashed through the front gate—a gate made for keeping people out, not in, so it opened outward—and the foursome sped off toward the city of Rome’s primary aeroport.

			Another explosion rocked the embassy. Had to be the underground fuel tank going off, Rucker thought.

			“You know,” he said, “say what you will about the Huns—they’re rude, pushy, and between Herr Hitler, Hegel, and Marx, they’ve given the twentieth century some of the most vile isms in history—but they do make a damn fine auto.”

			“And yet all they seem to focus on is whether the trains run on time,” Terah said.

			When the stolen Mercedes pulled into the enormous Rome aerodrome with its scores of airship docking bays, mooring and control towers, and airstrips, two things became evident very quickly.

			For one, the Graf von Götzen zeppelin had already launched. And for two, because of the raid on the German Embassy and the growing ranks of fascist black shirts in the Italian government, the Raposa had been seized by the authorities.

			“Dammit,” Rucker said.

			“What now?” Terah asked. “We have to get Renault away from Skorzeny and Der Schädel, but they’re already airborne. And we have no aeroplane.”

			“You three hang back,” Rucker said, “and split up. They’re looking for us.”

			He headed off toward the Lufthansa ticket agent, a blond woman with braided hair, milky white skin, and goggles on her forehead. She used a desktop Difference Engine linked directly to the airport’s master Difference Engine to call up the information the man with the lopsided grin and the twinkling blue eyes had asked for, then referred him to the freelance airship master who might be able to solve his problem.

			She also gave him the telephone number of the women’s group home where she rented a room in Rome.

			Ten minutes later Rucker gathered the other three and brought along a short man of about fifty wearing white pants, a denim shirt, a sea captain’s hat, a white bandanna around his neck, and at least two days shadow.

			“The Graf von Götzen launched less than an hour ago,” Rucker told the others. “She’s bound for Romania with a stopover in Volos, the port city on the east coast of Greece. Her cruising speed is 110 miles an hour, and she’s carrying about thirteen hundred passengers, including the professor, Skorzeny, Schädel, and a small detachment of guards. This is Charlie Almond. He’s the skipper of the Aegean Queen. A Union States ex-pat to Britain who lives in Italy now.”

			Almond wasn’t classically handsome, but he had a striking face. He spoke with a touch of a lisp but sounded no less a hard man for that.

			“My skyboat isn’t a luxury liner,” he said, “but she’ll carry up to ten people and she’ll make 155 miles per hour with the wind to her back. We can weigh anchor in less than ten minutes. We’ll catch up to that behemoth. Never say die, that’s my motto. Docking Port 94. See you there.”

			Something about the man said he wasn’t an empty boaster. His accent said New York, but his attitude was Copperhead, by the way he swooned over Terah’s southern charms. Almond headed off to his docking port.

			“Fox,” Chuy said, “you take Terah and Deitel and catch up to the professor. I’ll stay here and work with the Freehold Embassy to get our plane back.”

			Given what they were heading into, Rucker would have preferred to have Chuy watching his six o’clock. But it made sense. They’d need their bird if—when—they got Renault free.

			“All right, then. Meet us in Volos,” he said. “You know where.”

			“You’re thinking of Old Nick?” Chuy asked.

			“Until we learn from Professor Renault where the trail is leading us, I can’t think of anyone who had more contacts throughout the Near East, Macedonia, Turkey, and Romania, much less Greece.” Rucker said. “Everything in general is pointing in one of those directions. Plus, we need safe harbor.”

			“He’ll want a piece of the action,” Chuy cautioned.

			“How is that not fair?” Rucker asked.

			“If you negotiate the deal instead of me. Nicholas Filotoma could talk the pope out of his hat,” Chuy said, crossing himself.

			“Right. Okay, crew, saddle up,” Rucker said.

			Chuy headed out to make calls to the Texas and Brazilian embassies. Rucker, Terah, and Deitel headed off to Almond’s skyboat in Docking Port 94.

			Terah gave Rucker an earnest smile and nod. As usual, it confused Rucker. When she was earnest, he assumed it was an act, and she was really good at acting earnest. In one moment it seemed like the fires were still smoldering. Then she would turn in a New Orleans minute and come across as distant and cold. Was it a defense mechanism or was she just playing him, as she did so well? He went with his own defense mechanism this time. He simply ignored her. As they walked, studiously avoiding any uniforms they saw, Rucker put his arm around Deitel’s shoulder.

			“So, Kurt, do you know anything about rappelling? Or skydiving?” he asked.

			“No, why do you ask?”

			“No reason. Just idle conversation. Don’t sweat it.”

			They walked on quietly.

			“I hope you’re a quick study,” Rucker said under his breath.

			“What was that?” Deitel asked.

			Rucker smiled magnanimously. “Nothing.”

			“Right.”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			Aboard the Aegean Queen

			Over the Adriatic Sea

			“Some historians argue that many of mankind’s greatest technological advances come from war,” Charlie Almond said. “I can’t disagree that they come up with new ways to kill people with each new war that governments start.”

			Almond was chewing on a cigar—airship crew were even less likely than fliers to smoke, even though modern airships of the 1920s exclusively used helium now instead of the hydrogen of decades past. The brass fittings and instruments of the Aegean Queen were tarnished, and water dripped from a number of fittings in the cockpit. Makeshift vents in the fore and aft of the cockpit allowed a steady stream of cold air to come in while venting out the coal smoke from the primary boiler just below the cockpit. Rather than achieving a comfortable mean, the net result was that the cockpit had pockets of steamy heat and bitter cold, depending on where one stood.

			“But the measure of these advances doesn’t take into account the opportunity cost,” Almond continued, sounding like a textbook. “States that make war have to tax money and draft engineers and scientists for war-based research and development. This is money and intellectual capital that would otherwise be spent on market-driven, life-enhancing innovations instead of the machinery of death.”

			Almond held strongly to the belief that the best example of the contrarian view—that the greatest advances come in peacetime—was the development of the modern airship.

			Decades before Glenn Curtiss made the first powered, heavier-than-air flight in a tobacco field in South Carolina in 1901, the merchants in the burgeoning Western nations faced a trade dilemma. Overland shipping in both North and South America involved the dual challenges of terrain and politics. This wasn’t much of a problem for destinations with seaports, but there were four landlocked nations on the North American continent alone.

			Furthermore, the canal linking the east and west coasts of Texas was still on the drawing boards. A manufacturer in the Yucatan who shipped to the port of Los Angeles in the California Republic faced costly arrangements no matter which route was taken. Further complicating matters, some nations were hostile to free trade and demanded costly tariffs and tributes, or even barred the passage of goods through their borders.

			Thus came the age of the airship.

			By the late 1850s aeronaut pioneers were developing faster and more stable designs of powered dirigibles with both static and nonstatic frames. Advances in metallurgy—particularly among Brazilian manufacturers—produced lighter and higher strength aluminum and steel composites, while advances in the refinement of Noble gases allowed cheap and easy helium extraction.

			“Soon, airships were everywhere,” Almond said. “They were a mainstay of domestic and international transportation and travel. The largest cargo airships were capable of carrying half again the load of the largest rail lines and at twice the speed. The largest passenger air cruisers were capable of carrying up to two thousand passengers, and the elite airship companies provided a luxury experience that rivaled the most sophisticated seabound cruise ships.”

			It was Almond’s standard tour guide’s speech—well-rehearsed and recited from rote memory. Skipper of the battered old light air cruiser, the Aegean Queen, he felt like he was in constant competition with the growing airplane industry, and so he tried to sell anyone who would listen on the grand, stately tradition of commercial airships.

			“Airships were far less expensive to build and operate than airplanes,” he went on. “Safer, too. Of course, airplanes were generally faster and less susceptible to adverse weather conditions, but the low cost of airships meant that aviation was able to spread far beyond the Western nations to the most remote and primitive of countries, further expanding trade and prosperity. And all of this was made possible precisely because of the demands of peace, not war.”

			That was how the evolution of the airship and its dominance was explained to Deitel in the first hour of flight.

			It said a lot about the Western perspective of free enterprise. It explained even more about how the fastest means of travel between Rome and eastern Greece was by commercial airship.

			What it didn’t explain at all was how Dr. Kurt von Deitel—fourth son of a Prussian freiherr, the second youngest graduate of the Universitätsmedizin Berlin, a boy inspired to pursue medicine by a grammar school visit from Dr. Albert Schweitzer, who told the class that, “A man is truly ethical only when he obeys the compulsion to help all life which he is able to assist, and shrinks from injuring anything that lives”—found himself dangling from the Aegean Queen by a slender nylon rope, fully 10,000 feet above the sea.

			And yet there he was: attached by a small metal clip and harness to a rope hanging from Almond’s small airship, flying about a hundred feet above and right behind the much larger cruise ship, the Graf von Götzen, at more than 110 miles per hour.

			From above came a familiar voice that always accompanied preposterous situations like this.

			“I said increase your descent and steady yourself, Doc,” Rucker shouted over the howling wind, then craned his neck around to look down at Deitel. “Feeling alive, Doc?”

			Deitel only had one response. “I hate Texas.”

			Bundled against the cold and buffeted by the high winds produced by the hundred-mile-per-hour speed, Deitel kept repeating this mantra regarding his feelings about the Lone Star Freehold and the sons of questionable parentage it produced. Meanwhile, he had to hold his body rigid; the smallest movements could send him swinging or spinning. He touched the hull of the Graf von Götzen, immediately hooked his first anchor line to a ring, and slid the rest of the way down to where his body hugged the zeppelin. He really didn’t want to unhook his rappelling rope, but he did.

			Rucker landed beside him and had to shout over the howl of the wind.

			“We have to get to that hatch up there and get in. Stay low and make sure at least one of your anchor lines is hooked on. At this speed one slip and you’ll be blown right off this thing.”

			Terah came down next. The three crawled to the hatch, Deitel fighting away frostbite and abject fear. The hatch was flush and, once unlatched, slid laterally to one side. Deitel crawled to it, and only after he was more than halfway in did he unclip his anchor line.

			Rucker followed. He found Deitel standing at the foot of the ladder, his hands up. A uniformed zeppelin crewman was holding a Luger and pointing it at them. Terah was still outside the hatch—Rucker had given her a signal to stay put.

			“This again,” Rucker said, standing up and raising his hands when he was down the ladder. The German was young and looked nervous.

			“He’s part of the airship’s crew and he wants to know what we think we’re doing,” Deitel said over the howl of the wind. Rucker hadn’t closed the hatch.

			“Yeah, I figured that,” Rucker said. Then he switched to his somewhat primitive German. “You didn’t tell him about the explosives, did you?”

			The crewman’s eyes widened.

			“The what?” Deitel said.

			“Oh come on, clearly he’s on to us. He must know we’re with the Austrian underground, here to plant explosives on the hull as a message to the New Order.”

			“Where are the explosives?” the crewman said.

			“Yes,” Deitel said helpfully. “I mean—”

			“Look, there’s no point in us denying it,” Rucker said. “We boarded back at Rome, and we snuck up here to plant the explosives outside the hull and set the timers. Only he was too smart and caught us red-handed.” To the nervous crewman, he said, “They’re in our backpacks.”

			“Backpacks?” Deitel said. Rucker evil-eyed him. “I mean, yes, our backpacks.”

			Despite the wind, the crewman was sweating.

			“Hand them over, slowly,” he said.

			Rucker pulled the pack off his back and held it out to the crewman. The crewman had to wrap one of the straps around his arm so he could keep his pistol on Rucker and Deitel. He couldn’t find the zipper or button.

			“You open it by pulling this,” Rucker said. To Deitel, he said, “Duck.”

			Rucker pulled the ripcord on the parachute and grabbed the outlier, tossing it up toward the hatch. It caught the wind and pulled the whole parachute out.

			“ ’Bye,” Rucker said.

			The crewman’s eyes looked like two billiard balls as he realized his arms were wrapped in the straps. The next second he was gone.

			Terah finally climbed in and closed the hatch.

			“Who was that?” she said.

			“A crewman,” Deitel gasped. “He was only doing his job. He wasn’t a soldier.”

			“He had a parachute,” Rucker said. “And there’s a life vest built into it. He’ll be fine. He works on an airship. You just know he’s always wanted to do something like that.”

			Deitel couldn’t help the smile that crept onto his face. They all started removing their heavy coats and protective gear.

			“Now what?” he asked.

			“Now we get the professor, who will get us the spear,” Rucker said.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			Aboard the luxury airship Graf von Götzen

			Somewhere over western Greece

			“Exactly how do we proceed?” Deitel asked as he splashed more water over his face. “This airship has four ballrooms, probably two hundred parlors and observation decks, and accommodations for fifteen hundred passengers. Finding Professor Renault will be like hunting for a needle in a wheat field.”

			Rucker didn’t bother trying to correct the doctor. He was busy looking over the ship’s guide he’d pried off the wall in the stairwell. Terah was watching the door.

			“Gestapo and SS bigwigs or not,” he said, “the Lufthansa airline people aren’t going to want anyone upsetting their guests. If they’re interrogating Renault, they’ll have him someplace passengers would never go and where no one could hear what they do to him.”

			“Do you really think they’ll need to torture him?” Deitel asked. “He is an academic, after all.

			 Terah snorted. “I’ve met the professor. He’s not some deskbound, ivory tower type. He spent twenty years in the field, and he was a star rugby player back in the nineties. Renault won’t be an easy nut to crack.”

			Rucker snapped his fingers. “I have an idea.”

			Terah and Deitel looked at him expectantly. He didn’t say anything.

			“Well?” they said at the same time.

			“Well what? Oh. Call it a hunch. I don’t know exactly where they’d be doing their dirty work on the professor, but I got a feeling who does know, and how to find him.”

			Terah and Deitel were expecting more details. None were forthcoming.

			“Let’s find the pub,” Rucker said. “Who’s up for a drink? Because I’m betting Lieutenant Skorzeny is.”

			Ten minutes later and the trio were standing outside the Bogenaufenthaltsraum, the lounge on the foremost deck of the titanic German airship.

			“There’s only one problem,” Rucker said. “This is first class.” He pointed to Terah’s pants and boots, his own leather flight jacket and cargo pocket pants, and Deitel’s suit with no tie or ascot. “We’re dressed like we’re from steerage. Business class for the doctor, maybe. And we haven’t got time to be hunting down frock coats and top hats.”

			Terah nodded. “He’s right. This may be a civilian airship, but it’s a German one. We need to be subtle and discreet. The last thing we need is to cause a scene getting thrown out of here.”

			“This is not a problem,” Deitel said. “Class isn’t in your wardrobe. A lout in a Savile Row suit is still a lout. Class is in your attitude and the altitude of your nose.”

			Deitel turned out the collar of his suit coat and secured it with a hairpin from Terah. He drew a few breaths, adjusted his posture and expression. With his wet hair slicked back he looked like a fashionable traveler just returned from the Orient, complete in a mandarin collar jacket.

			“Follow my lead, walk as I do, and keep your answers to yes or a shake of the head,” he said.

			The three walked into the first class lounge with a debonair swagger. Deitel began speaking loudly in German.

			“Oh, Hans, I can’t believe of all places we meet up in Rome,” Deitel said in a voice both bored. “Your safari must have been magnificent. I hope the royal family in Nairobi extended to you every courtesy—that prince owes me a tidy sum after the banco tournament in Monaco last year.”

			Rucker could only smile and add the occasional “Ja, ja.” He had to admit the doctor was in his element dealing with German high society. He was starting to see why the Abwehr had recruited him.

			“Hong Kong was just dreadful and tiresome,” Deitel continued. “The only thing that made it bearable were the shops and the gardens. Gardening seems to be in the blood of those little Celestials. We bought a whole floral farm—I wish we could have just bought their gardeners and florists and brought them over to tend the estate—ha!—but my father would have none of it. He’s from that Heidelberg mind-set,” he droned on. “I know, I know—I can’t believe your luggage won’t be catching up until next month. I tell you, it’s like . . .”

			He went on like this.

			And it worked. Even though they navigated through a sea of men in formal frock coats, Mansfeld ruffles, meticulously waxed mustaches, monocles, gold spectacles, expensive derbies and top hats, and women in the finest silken moiré jackets, Oxford skirts, dresses from Paris, touring hats and lace parasols—no one gave them a second look. They all had dealt with the trials of travel.

			The lounge itself was a stunning example of Victorian and Bavarian styling. It integrated the latest in clockwork gadgets and games, brass fixtures, cribbage and bridge tables, oak and brass trim, and a stunning 270-degree panorama in the deck-to-ceiling windows. Lavish balconies and elaborate brackets and banisters in brass, sienna red, and hunter green framed the lounge’s edges. Oak parlor chairs and asymmetrical padded love seats surrounded a number of marble-top tables, creating small discussion parlors. The floral wallpaper and grained wainscoting on the single aft bulkhead lent the illusion that one was in a Parisian or Berlin hotel rather than on an airship miles above the ground.

			Deitel demanded a table from the garçon, and sure enough the three—no matter how ill-suited their attire—blended right in. He ordered a bottle of schnapps, and within minutes Terah and Rucker were joining him in a toast.

			The formality, the gilded Victorian decor, the haughty expressions, the unnecessary extravagance in design and clothing—Deitel had never noticed before how overwrought was this life and world he’d lived in until two months ago. His previous experience with the depredations of places like Africa and Arabia had simply made him grateful to return to civilized European society.

			But now, after two months in Brazil and a day in Texas—it all seemed different to him. Stifling, perhaps. Oppressive and at the same time pointless. Melancholy. Holding onto the past in fear of the future. Decaying from within. There appeared to be no Freeholders in the crowd, but the couple of Frenchmen he saw seemed to stand out because of how comfortable they seemed in their own skin. Lively in comparison, he reflected.

			Deitel considered this. Then he saw Rucker wipe his mouth on the back of his sleeve.

			As Rucker let the schnapps warm his throat, he scanned the expansive lounge. Despite the sea of formal black worn by almost every man, the black and silver-trimmed uniform of the Waffen-SS stood out like a paint horse among palominos.

			“Excuse me,” Rucker said. “Terah, watch my six. Be ready to back my play. Doctor, best you find the ship’s sickbay and scare up one of those black bags you sawbones always tote around. I conjure that Professor Renault will need some tending when we find him.”

			Deitel was up and on his way out before Rucker finished the sentence. Terah grabbed Rucker’s arm.

			“Fox. That is . . .” she said, stammering. “Be careful.”

			“Aren’t I every time?”

			She pulled him close and kissed him.

			“That’s for luck. Because you almost get killed every time.”

			He just wouldn’t stop making that cocky, lopsided grin of a face. She wanted to slap that off him. She wanted to kiss him longer.

			Rucker sidled up to the deck-long oak bar and took the empty seat next to the SS officer who was hunched over his beer and smoking a Carolina cigarette.

			“Lieutenant,” Rucker said.

			Lieutenant Otto Skorzeny turned and his eyes widened for just a moment. He grinned slyly. There was a distinctly wolfish aspect to his expression.

			“Captain,” he said, holding up his beer. The two toasted. “Most impressive. I expected you’d be in a diplomatic bag on the way to Berlin by now.”

			“Germania. Don’t forget your Führer renamed it Germania,” Rucker said, ordering a wheat beer.

			Skorzeny rolled his eyes.

			“Great man, great New Order. Silly cosmetics. So what’s a Texan with nine lives doing in a place like this?” the German commando asked, his English almost without accent.

			“I could ask you the same about how you got on Airstrip One, and on my crate. Remind me to send you a bill for the Trans-Atlantic ticket, by the way.”

			Skorzeny laughed. Both men had their hands near their sidearms, and both men knew it.

			“I expected I’d find you here,” Rucker said. “I didn’t figure that beating on an old professor was to your taste.”

			Skorzeny snorted bitterly.

			“That’s not soldiering,” he said. “Yes, it is necessary, but I’ll leave it to the boys who pulled wings off flies in their youth. I came up here to get away from those Gestapo falschamenn.”

			Two Teutonic beauties in elegant gowns walked by the pilot and the SS man, giving the two men lingering looks and inviting giggles. Skorzeny winked at them.

			“Of course, the view isn’t so bad up here,” Rucker said. “So just up the stairwell to drown your guilt in a pilsner?”

			Skorzeny’s faced reddened but he didn’t raise his voice.

			“I didn’t climb those three flights of stairs because I felt . . .” His voice drifted off. He took a deep breath and nodded chivalrously. “Well played again, Captain.”

			Rucker returned the nod.

			“I expect they’re in the valuable vault, and not the main cargo hold, where any crewman might happen upon them doing their dirty work,” he said.

			Skorzeny nodded. “Excellent deduction. Only they’re not working him over in the old Gestapo way. Der Schädel has his own ‘unique’ methods.”

			Under the bar but in Terah’s line of sight, Rucker gave her the signal of where Renault was being held.

			“You realize, of course, I can’t let you interfere with our work. You know too much,” Skorzeny said. “The Führer would be most displeased if we failed to recover his spear. Project Gefallener, no matter what a soldier might think of it, is too important to the future of the Third Reich. Admittedly, it is nasty business. But then war is not for the squeamish, and honor is a trait that doesn’t seem well-suited to this century.”

			Rucker drained the last of his beer. “Imagine, if you will, Lieutenant, the damage someone skilled in both aviation and engineering—who’s had several hours since boarding and who may have brought with him who knows what amount of ordnance—imagine what a man like that could do to an airship like this one. A man with a score to settle against the Huns. And this, the pride of Lufthansa. More than two thousand German nationals on board. That big red and black swastika on her stabilizer,” he said, and dropped the mock smile. “Imagine that I really don’t like you people.”

			Skorzeny likewise dropped the friendly pretense.

			“You wouldn’t dare. I saw firsthand how your people fought in the Great War. You go out of your way not to harm noncombatants. You’re bluffing,” he said.

			“I’d take no pride in it. But it wouldn’t bother me a whit. If it’s what it takes to stop that goose-stepping clown you call master from getting hold of the spear, then you’re damn right I’d burn every last man, woman, and child onboard.”

			Skorzeny’s glare bore right into Rucker’s eyes. Rucker didn’t give an inch.

			“You’re not bluffing,” the German concluded.

			“No,” Rucker said, meeting his glare.

			“We can settle this like men, not monsters,” Skorzeny said, knowing full well what Der Schädel could do once Rucker and his team were isolated from the bystanders and innocents on board.

			“Are you a man of honor?” Skorzeny asked.

			Rucker stayed silent.

			“Of course, who would attest that he is, is most often not,” Skorzeny said. “You are holding the cards, as you would say. The one thing our cultures hold in common is the code of the duel. Would you accept my challenge?”

			Rucker wasn’t expecting this one. If he pushed too far, his bluff would be called.

			“Yes.”

			Skorzeny smiled. It was that predator grin. “You and I are of a kind. We are out of place in this modern world. I expect we grew up with the same bedtime stories, only the details being different—heroes on horseback fighting incredible odds and slaying dragons. Maidens rescued.”

			Rucker had to admit he was right. But seriously, he was sick of the “you and I are of a kind” speech—he’d heard it at least three other times. Was there a villain guidebook or something?

			“Fifteen minutes, then? Forward-starboard cargo hold,” Skorzeny said.

			“Agreed,” Rucker said, refusing again to be the first to blink.

			Skorzeny stood, clicked his heels, and was off. When he was gone, Rucker let out a breath he’d been holding for too long. Terah moved in, and he recounted his conversation with Skorzeny.

			“I’m a better liar than I thought,” he said.

			“You said you were going to blow up the ship and he believed you?” she said, clearly disturbed by the thought of so many innocents slaughtered for a cause—any cause.

			Rucker shook his head. “You have to understand how these people think. Even Deitel admits it: for them, individual lives are the means to the ends of the collective. He thought I was capable of such a horror, because he knows his people are capable of such a horror.”

			“So now what?” Terah asked.

			“Now? Old-fashioned showdown. Cowboys and Aryans style,” Rucker said.

			Fifteen minutes later they were in the forward cargo hold. Deitel, who’d found a doctor’s kit, was prattling again.

			“What is this, primary school? The fate of the world may be at stake—Hitler creating an army of monster men—and you two are settling it with a duel?” he said.

			Rucker had stripped off his jacket and shirt, as had Skorzeny. They were each loosening up on opposite corners of the cargo hold.

			“Would you shut up?” Rucker said.

			Deitel threw up his hands in disgust.

			Terah entered through the main platform door and approached Rucker.

			“He was telling the truth,” she said. “They have Professor Renault locked in the cargo vault along with some creepy circus freak in a white uniform and a gas mask. There are two goons outside the door. We need to hurry this up. And here’s this.” She handed Rucker a four-ounce glass vial with a rubber stopper.

			“Right.” To Skorzeny, he said, “Lieutenant, mind if I tape my hands? You know as well as I do hitting a man with a closed fist is a bad idea, and I can’t fly too good with broken knuckles.”

			Skorzeny was squatting low, his weight on his right leg, which was beneath him, and his other leg straight, foot pointing skyward and heel on the ground. He moved his arms in a circular motion, the blades of his hands rigid and ready to strike or block. Using only his right leg, he stood, his left leg still outstretched. Finally, he nodded his assent, and repeated the exercise, this time using his left leg. He set into a deep fighting stance and swept his rear leg up in front of him in a kick that followed the shape of a crescent.

			“Be my guest. I find they interfere with my ability to perform tiger strikes and panther fists,” Skorzeny said. He was supremely confident in how this would go.

			Rucker turned his back and opened the doctor’s kit, using the medical tape to secure his knuckles and wrists.

			“Did you hear that?” Deitel said. “Panther fists? Skorzeny’s some kind of master of celestial fighting and an überkommando. Fox is a dead man unless he has some sort of comic strip superpower he hasn’t told us about.”

			Terah tilted her head. “Well, he did box a little for those couple of years he went to the University of Austin. He tried fencing for a semester, he told me. Oh, and he’s a good tennis player.”

			“I’m a great tennis player,” Rucker corrected.

			“That involves hitting things,” Terah said, a knowing look in her eye.

			“You’re both insane,” Deitel said. “No, wait. That can’t be. Clearly it is I who have gone insane. None of this can be really happening. That’s the only logical answer.”

			Terah put a finger up to Deitel’s lips. “Hush. They’re starting.”

			Skorzeny and Rucker squared off. Skorzeny looked like he was carved from a piece of wood—all muscle and gristle, with more scars on his torso and arms to go with the one on his face. Rucker, meanwhile, had his share of scars, and while he lacked the German’s bulk or height, he had a looser, rangier muscle build that allowed him greater flexibility and speed.

			It all came down to this, Rucker thought. The future of the free world—of life on earth itself, possibly—came down to which man could beat the other down.

			They circled one another, Skorzeny sliding in and out of aggressive, beautiful fighting stances—deep like a tiger, flowing like a snake, balanced like a crane. Rucker kept his hands up like a boxer, but with his left held out farther in the bare-knuckle style of old.

			Skorzeny made the first move—a feint with his left leg, his open hands moving in like spinning blades, moving in for a strike at Rucker’s throat. Deitel was biting his own fist. Terah seemed unnaturally relaxed. Rucker dodged right and jabbed with his left, barely tapping the German in the mouth and nose and grabbing at the man’s face. Rucker’s left side was unprotected. Skorzeny struck him with an open palm to the chin. Rucker didn’t lose his footing, but his head spun.

			Skorzeny was smiling. He wasn’t fazed by anything.

			Fine, Rucker thought. The hard way.

			Rucker charged into Skorzeny before the bigger man knew what was happening. He snaked his left arm under Skorzeny’s right and brought his hand over the right side of the German’s face. Grappling is the shorter fighter’s best strategy, and Rucker was employing the strategy well. Only he seemed intent on holding Skorzeny’s arms pinned and his own left hand over Skorzeny’s mouth, as if trying to gag him.

			After a few seconds Skorzeny collapsed in a heap.

			“What?” Deitel asked.

			Terah snapped on rubber gloves and helped Rucker remove the wrapping from his left hand. She didn’t want the ether soaking his wraps getting on her hands.

			“What?” Deitel repeated.

			Deitel examined Skorzeny, who was flat on his back. There wasn’t even a bruise.

			“What?” Deitel said.

			Rucker grinned that infuriating grin.

			“Diethyl ether,” Terah said.

			“What?” Deitel said once more.

			“What do you think this is, some sort of dime pulp fiction western with a duel at high noon?” Rucker said. “Old advice from Grandpa—never hit a man when you can outthink him. Besides, he would have taken my head off. So I gave him a dose of ether.”

			He pulled his shirt and leather jacket back on, securing his shoulder holsters. “Don’t just stand there gaping at me, Doc. Use some of that baling line to tie Skorzeny up real tight, then gag him and put him on that dolly. We have to lock him away with the rest once we get the professor. Let’s move.”

			Deitel watched Rucker checking the loads in his pistols, as Terah took Skorzeny’s pistol and extra magazines.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			Section 712, deep underground

			Wewelsburg Castle

			Greater German Reich

			Even before the events of the Great War had opened a doorway to a darker dimension, most people of the modern world knew of the existence of magic. The hard sciences tried to explain it away as relative forces and perhaps technologies that man had not yet understood. The religions of the world explained it away as proof of their faith in the supernatural. The alchemists and necromancers—the genuine ones admittedly few and far between, compared to the illusionists and charlatans—simply practiced their arts as they pleased or as they could; in tribal secret out of fear, or, more rarely, in public with hopes of profit and fame.

			The world also knew that many of the monsters of ancient lore and modern folktale were true—or at least had a basis in reality. The chupacabras of the Chihuahua Outback, the Tree Folk of Laos, the small folk of Ireland, the Yetis of the Himalayas—all creatures as real yet also as frightening or wonderful as their legends. Since the days of Gilgamesh there were stories of the dead rising to feast on the living. The world knew that Mary Shelley’s Gothic novel of a man-made man was really no novel at all. It knew flesh-eating ghuls once roamed the sand seas of Arabia in years gone by, as did the blood-drinkers of Eastern Europe of the Gothic age. People knew there were seas no sailor—no modern ship of war—dared sail or even speak of.

			All real, but all—mostly all—out of sight.

			But with the war, everything changed. What had stayed mainly in the shadows came forward. Magic and monsters had always been at the edge of man’s perception, just out of sight, but enough in mind to make him wary of the dark. The scale of death and destruction in the war tore open a rift in what the theorists called another dimension, and what the necromancers called this plane of existence. The religionists called it what they always had: Hell. It was as if a new charge of dark energy had flowed into the world—igniting latent magical powers and reviving things long thought—and long hoped—extinct. Far worse, these dark energies flowing in from the Otherness, combined with the poisons and the pure hatred of the war, twisted and created new horrors. The Otherness – that anti-life force – had at its core a desire to destroy all that was in the world of man.

			The Nazis, of course, saw this not as a problem, but as an opportunity. Chief among those who saw this rift in the world as a potential weapon was Dr. Übel, the brilliant transgenicist turned architect of the Black Sun’s secret superweapons programs.

			The young gorillion they called Jurg—a transgenic creature born of the genetic materials of both gorilla and lion—made hand motions that said, The answer is seventy-two. Please, I want a banana now, Father.

			Dr. Übel clapped his hands together giddily and laughed in delight.

			“Vunderbar! It’s absolutely wonderful!” he said. Then he signed, Here is your banana, Jurg.

			Dr. Übel’s assistant, Otto—Jurg called him the Thin Man—was likewise impressed.

			“Amazing, Doctor. And his math skills—he easily has attained the basic mathematics achievement level of a nine-year-old German student, or a thirteen-year-old American student,” Otto said. “And his vocabulary grows daily.”

			“Ja, Otto, it’s astounding. Our best work yet. With our transgenic modifications, Jurg has internalized a vocabulary of over twelve hundred words with just six month’s instruction.”

			Übel scratched the maned neck of the three-year-old adolescent simian-feline mutant. Jurg smiled a closed-lip, happy smile at her “father.”

			“Of course,” Dr. Übel continued, “he still has trouble with abstracts and higher concepts. Watch.”

			The doctor signed to the gorillion, When you reach maturity I am going to surgically replace your limbs with clockwork mechanisms, Jurg.

			Jurg simply smiled.

			The doctor sighed. “You see? He’s not even curious as to what I mean. Poor, incurious Jurg.”

			The gorillion sneezed, spraying Übel directly in the face with green phlegm. The doctor removed his glasses to wipe them on his pocket square. Otto tried his level best, but he couldn’t help that a small giggle escaped. He squelched it when he saw the angry look that flashed across the doctor’s face. Then Übel smiled.

			“It’s okay, Otto,” he reassured the frightened lab assistant. “It’s a big man who can laugh at himself.”

			Otto let out a sigh. He had to stifle another laugh; the doctor was only five feet two inches tall.

			A black-uniformed SS junior officer rushed into the laboratory. He gave a stiff-arm salute and the obligatory “Sieg heil!”

			“Dr. Übel! Reichsführer Himmler requests your presence in the General’s Hall!” the young aide shouted. Übel had observed the aides all had a penchant for shouting.

			“Ach—Project Gefallener, I should expect. They have, no doubt, approved my request to proceed in readying the fifth phase test. Excellent,” Dr. Übel said. “Officer, I will need you to stay and help get Jurg back to his cage.”

			“Jawohl!” the junior officer shouted.

			Otto looked at Dr. Übel quizzically.

			Übel signed to the gorillion, Jurg, break the Thin Man’s arms.

			Just before he closed the door behind him and Otto began screaming, Dr. Übel said over his shoulder, “I am not a big man, Otto.”

			General’s Hall, North Tower

			Wewelsburg Castle

			As always, Reinhard Heydrich was at Himmler’s side. He was so well trained, some joked quietly, Heydrich didn’t even need a leash anymore. Those who didn’t joke quietly, of course, tended to disappear.

			Ironically, Heydrich welcomed underestimation. The man was brilliant beyond words; brilliant enough to know that even his young age was a handicap despite the fact he was twice the strategist, organizer, and Nazi that his master was. He could afford to bide his time, waiting in the shadows of the New Order to serve as its master for the next generation.

			The regular members of the Black Sun sat at their positions, including Josef “Sepp” Deitrich, commandant of the Waffen-SS. Deitrich was one of the few actual military veterans among the many seated here, even though all wore resplendent military or paramilitary uniforms. He had more than a little contempt for those who wore a uniform now, when they hadn’t during the war. Before the meeting began he was grousing rather loudly about the lack of cooperation between the industrial sector and his Waffen-SS.

			Deitrich was a singular soldier and leader. In the Great War he had served as one of the first mechanized crawler and panzer commanders, where he’d lead a steam and diesel powered force of the first generation of land ships that broke through the British trenches at the Somme. After the war, he joined the freikorps militia, having had few other prospects in the economic depression that beset Germany. In 1920, after an ordinary bout of political street violence, he’d decided to switch sides and join the nascent National Socialist party. He was attracted to its promises of a revitalized, remilitarized Germany. With time, he eventually became an adherent to the Thule Society doctrines, and his embrace of its Aryan mysticism gave important credibility to the society in veteran military circles.

			But that’s not why he was an important leader in the New Order. He was a true believer in the whole doctrine: Aryan racial destiny, systematic socialism tempered by strict nationalism, and the brotherhood of blood loyalty. He believed in the blood and in the equal sharing of sacrifice and reward of all within the Reich—social justice for all Aryans who served the collective whole.

			Deitrich initially served the National Socialist German Worker’s Party as Hitler’s chauffeur, but he soon proved his worth as a military man, Aryan scholar, and political strategist. Now, five years after the Nazi takeover, he was one of the two men who had created a whole new branch of the armed services for Germany—the elite Waffen-SS. It easily outnumbered the old German Army—the Heer—and was second to none in dedication to the New Order doctrine. Recruits were physically perfect and could prove their pure Aryan bloodline back over two hundred years. They were fanatically loyal to the Führer first, and to the SS second. They were the storm troopers of the New Order—it was the sound of their boots that would accompany the spread of National Socialism all over the world.

			Deitrich’s second in command, Major Hoffstetter, was likewise a Great War veteran, but as a clerk who served in a supply company. Hoffstetter and Heydrich were the architects of the eisensatzgruppen liquidation squads operating in the Russian Dead Zone to the east and the Damned Lands to the west. These were the regions where the sheer amount of slaughter, poison gases, firebombing, and dark energies released by the Great War had destroyed all life, except the broken and twisted things that nature never intended and that madmen dreamt of in nightmares. The Otherness that spilled out bore the monsters that now roamed the barrens to the east and west of Germany. More disturbing, it was speculated that the doorway might still lie open, and the life-hating Otherness was still coming into this world.

			The einsatzgruppen units were tasked with cleansing the landscape of the mutations and untermensch—sub-humans—in those decaying fields. It was a useless endeavor. But the squads had first brought back the samples of creatures and artifacts that were the genesis of Project Gefallener. Since they couldn’t clean up the hell unleashed on their borders, the Germans were damned well going to use it to their advantage. To that end they brought in scientists, alchemists, necromancers, transgenicists, and degreed madmen of all types to harness everything from the dark energies that emanated and radiated from the zones to the mutations that now lived there. Under Dr. Übel’s leadership, they sought to weaponize the evil they found—in whatever form they could. A whole unit of older SS men, the Death’s Head Legion—those deemed secretly more expendable, as they were past their physical prime and had already fathered children for the Reich—were brought in to serve as everything from test subjects to cannon fodder.

			Though he’d never fought in a single battle, Hoffstetter was a uniquely cruel man not afraid to lead these cleansing operations against unarmed civilians. It was rumored he enjoyed hunting the few people and many things that roamed the Dead Zone. For him killing was sport—so long as the quarry couldn’t shoot back.

			While note taking was not allowed in the General’s Hall, it was necessary that certain details might by necessity be taken down. Or conversely, a member might need exhibits to present to other members. Thus each member of the Black Sun had one junior SS officer as an aide-de-camp. They would not take notes but rather be responsible for remembering any detailed data necessary for a member. These junior officers were taken from among the top percentage of graduates from the SS officer’s academy at Wewelsburg—and screened repeatedly for the highest security clearance.

			Deitrich’s aide-de-camp, Untersturmführer Hans Bonhoeffer, just nineteen and a volunteer from Breslau who came up in the Hitler Youth, provided Hoffstetter and Deitrich various charts and updates. He was a favorite of Deitrich’s. The young, dark-haired officer was a virtual boy wonder—infallibly efficient at staff work as well as a highly competitive athlete and soldier in the field despite his shorter stature.

			Colonel Uhrwerk sat motionless, as always, listening to the discussion while his cold, calculating intellect analyzed probabilities, tactics, statistics, strategies, and new data. That Uhrwerk neither subscribed to nor had faith in the mystical elements of Dr. Übel’s work or the Thule propositions was irrelevant—he had seen evidence of the dark supernatural entities into which the doctor had tapped.

			“We have a viable sample of the GR-68 source compound,” Himmler said.

			“Herr Reichsführer,” Übel said, “what we have is not a sample of the GR-68 source, but rather a catalyzed sample drawn after cellular mutation and degeneration, introduced in suboptimal conditions for our desired outcome.”

			Even Heydrich wasn’t following exactly. Uhrwerk took the lead, first adjusting the speech modulator in his metal mask.

			“Doctor, explain the complexity first and how it relates to your requirements,” he said.

			Dr. Übel wiped his forehead with his pocket square.

			“The process of the introduction of GR-68 is a five axis variable. It involves chemical, biological, radiological, alchemical, and paranormal processes. With the addition of each point of the axis, complexity increases by geometric progression.

			“For example, take the most basic sixteenth century infantry musket,” he continued. “It was essentially a crude metal pipe stuffed with gunpowder and shot. It was a chemical device with the most primitive of mechanical aspects—almost a singular axis. Thus it was simple with base efficiency. Compare it to a modern bolt-action rifle—a true chemical/mechanical tool, much more complex than a first generation musket and requiring precision machine parts and exacting chemical formula. The rifle is far more efficient and offers a greater rate of fire and accuracy.

			“The Maxim water-cooled machine gun of the Great War, in turn, is a chemical/mechanical/hydraulic device—many orders more complex than a bolt action rifle, far more complex to create and maintain, and far more efficient and effective. Likewise, the dragon-belcher is a simple chemical pressure device, while in turn the Grupps steam-railgun combines chemical, mechanical, alchemical, steam, magnetic, hydraulic, and other elements and is of several higher orders of complexity.”

			Himmler nodded. He failed to see where this was going, but then the Reichsführer was a man who gave as much credence to astrology as astronomy, and more to phrenology than psychology.

			It fell on Heydrich to draw more from Dr. Übel.

			The doctor was prepared for this. Several months before he’d provided the General’s Hall projectionist the proper overhead slides and film footage for this exact contingency. The inner circle of the Black Sun understood the broad concepts but not the details. Only a few had been fully briefed on the scale and depth of Project Gefallener.

			“The primitive introduction of the GR-68 compound to the human system results in an equally primitive reaction and product,” Dr. Übel said as a screen dropped behind him. “This infection of a subject through direct contact with blood and other body fluids takes a significant amount of exposure to the bloodstream for effective transmission—far more than most blood-borne viruses. Left to itself, when successful this is the natural transmission of a most unnatural compound. This is the result,” he concluded as black-and-white footage from various experiments began to roll on the screen.

			A series of title cards explained that the first group was an early number of GR-68 test subjects, labeled GR-68 Zeds. Political prisoners injected with blood from the infected Ahnenerbe agent, they had returned from the Balkan expedition after being cut by a fragment of the Spear of Destiny.

			There was a flash, and the camera showed the inside of a glass-enclosed cell. The GR-68 Zeds shambled mindlessly about the enclosure. It showed “food” being dropped into the enclosure—live lab animals—and the Zed creatures all instantly attacking the small animals, grabbing and eating them alive. A member of Dr. Übel’s staff poked at one of the Zed creatures with a sharpened metal pole through a small window as it ate. At first the technician poked gently enough, and was ignored as the Zed stood eating a still twitching rabbit. Then, with a heave, the technician drove the spear through the Zed creature’s leg, and was still ignored. The scene was repeated with electric cattle prods, pistol fire, and other attempts to cause a reaction.

			The screen went blank for a moment and another scene began in a different lab setting. A bound GR-68 Zed creature was bound to a lab table as a seated technician took a tissue sample. As the technician turned his back to smear the sample on a slide, the Zed loosened its bonds. The camera jolted, indicating that the cameraman was trying to warn the technician. But it happened too fast. The creature bit into the man’s shoulder. The technician jumped away, the look of terror on his face far worse than the simple pain of a bite would warrant. A guard stepped into the frame then and shot the Zed in the head. It ceased movement. The camera operator started to lower the camera, then realized he had to keep rolling. He focused in on the bitten technician. The man still looked terrified. He held up his hands at something off camera. The camera swung around and caught the guard, who with no hesitation or ceremony raised his pistol and shot the technician in the head. The guard then turned toward the cameraman, whose arms were visible as he appeared to reassure the guard he had not been bitten.

			“The GR-68 Zed is virtually indestructible,” Dr. Übel said, “but possesses minimal dexterity and intelligence, and is driven solely by base feeding instincts. Something about the infection and acute ambulatory necrotic atavism drives the subjects to consume that which they no longer are or possess—living tissue.”

			Deitrich wondered where the cold draft he felt originated.

			“Base necrosis and decay follows, with life span for the GR-68 Zed subject ranging from two months to a year, depending on environmental conditions and other variables. Notably, those infected while living last significantly longer than those infected postmortem. This GR-68 Zed creature is remarkably similar to those found to exist in Haitian and West African lore. We theorize a common source. These creatures are, however, nothing like what was once documented in Eastern Europe and the Middle East in the past millennia, the draugrs—the bodies of dead Viking warriors—and the ghuls of the Arabian desert sands. But they share too many characteristics not to have some commonality of origin.”

			The screen showed a time lapse of primary infection, to the asymptomatic stage where the victim looked to be suffering a minor bout of flu, to the symptomatic stage, and to the final stage where the test subjects had the foggy eyes, sunken cheeks, and waxen appearance of walking cadavers.

			“From introduction to final stage in a living subject, full infection takes about ten hours. It’s significantly less for postmortem infections. We don’t know why. Final stage subjects manifest few bodily functions and no internal function. They do not even digest that which they eat—they eat endlessly, until their stomachs or bowels literally burst. Only their motor functions seem to be active, and likewise, massive trauma to the brain is the only thing that can stop them. What drives them? We still don’t know,” the doctor said.

			Another clip of laboratory film footage graphically showed the results of overfeeding a GR-68 Zed. Himmler’s usual pallor shaded green. Even the veteran Deitrich was put off.

			“This most base category may be a useful product under certain circumstances,” Dr. Übel went on. “Its rapid reproduction rate in a target locale would be ideal if we could program into its genome some sort of fail-safe—a preset decay rate or half-life, for instance. Subsequently, a few could be air-dropped into targeted population centers where they would spread their compound to the native population, which would then cease functioning after the half-life is reached. Otherwise, our Difference Engines project an exponential growth rate of the epidemic in short order.”

			Himmler saw great possibilities for this. He liked the idea of delivering the GR-68 Zeds to high-population centers in places like the Freehold, the Confederate States, and Australia, where there would at least be a continent’s distance between the Fatherland and these sorts of outbreaks.

			“Of course, there would be great hazards associated with such a project—ideally we would undertake such operations only on geographically isolated areas, to prevent uncontrolled spread of the infection. And we may only wish to use this strategy where the GR-68 Zeds would be preferable to the existing population,” Dr. Übel said with a laugh.

			“Yes, yes, of course. Isolated,” Himmler said, rubbing at his thin mustache.

			“The GR-68 Zed is the most base category that can be produced, Herr Reichsführer,” the doctor explained. “There are several intermediate levels of higher complexity and varying degrees of contagion possible with the GR-68 compound. We can make them stronger, smarter, and more teachable. More than just mindless feeders, each higher category has its own strengths and weaknesses—varying degrees of dexterity, reasoning, contagion levels, sensitivity to certain conditions such as ultraviolet light, cold, and so on—but we could achieve our end goal of a true, thinking, fighting soldier that can’t be hurt, that feels no weakness or compassion, and that follows the orders of the Black Sun exclusively.”

			Himmler was curious on a practical level.

			“What would the pinnacle of complexity be in this context?” he asked. “What kind of creature are you really talking about?”

			“The highest degree, theoretically, would be that which was attributed to the Nosferatu,” the doctor said. “Of course, that degree of independent thought and motive would be self-defeating. Competitive, in fact. It would not want to serve—it would seek to rule.”

			There were nods all around the table. Dr. Übel removed his thick glasses and polished them on his coat. The man seemed to have no eyes, Heydrich thought.

			“What have you done with the creatures from these laboratory films?” Heydrich asked.

			“Currently all of the test subject GR-68 Zeds have been destroyed. They pose too great a threat of outbreak even isolated in the most secure cells of Deep Hold 13, and there is the issue of their shelf life,” the doctor said. “However, we do retain the means to produce more at will.”

			Himmler drank from his teacup. All discussion ceased.

			“Zehr gut,” he said. “There may be use for such a program. But these dirty, mindless feeders are not the goal of Project Gefallener.”

			The doctor nodded. “Of course, sir. The goal of Project Gefallener has always been the genesis of true draugrkommandos—the creation of unswervingly loyal, virtually impervious soldiers with a high degree of adaptability, dexterity, and possessing true problem-solving skills, reason, and arrested necrotic dissolution through internal desiccation or artificial preservation. The fallen heroes of the Reich rising up, so to speak.”

			Himmler now nodded. “So why can’t we use the compound we have?”

			Around the table there were murmurs of assent.

			“The creation of true draugrkommandos, and our next step in the even more advanced draugr nár-fölr form for Project Friedrich, requires access to the GR-68 source compound—the Spear of Destiny—not the postcatalyzation compound we have now that we got from the infected agent.”

			Uhrwerk nodded as the doctor spoke. The rest needed to be pushed across the line. .

			“Dr. Übel is referring to the six axis process of controlled transmission and infection he described initially,” Uhrwerk said. “If you gave an engineer the individual parts for a machine gun, he could fashion a primitive musket; one cannot build a Maxim machine gun from a mere musket.”

			Himmler understood. He did well with analogy and metaphor.

			“However,” Dr. Übel said, “we have completed the first five phases of our lab tests and Difference Engine models for Project Gefallener, and we are ready to proceed with the final phase as soon as we have the Spear of Destiny—in our hands. All of our plans come together when we have it. For years we have tried to harness the powers unleashed in the war in weapons and mechanical men and my transgenics. Now we will have the power we have sought. Our armies will be invincible.”

			As the lights were raised to their usual grim level and the projector turned off, Heydrich took the floor.

			“Our last communication from Der Schädel and Lieutenant Skorzeny came just before they departed from Rome on a Lufthansa airship. They indicated that once they landed in Volos, they were en route to recover the spear from a Gypsy tribe near the Argeş River at the Transfagarasan Road in Romania, near Piteşti,” he said. “Skorzeny was confident he would recover the spear within the next seventy-two hours.”

			“Das es vunderbar!” Dr. Übel said. When he saw the expression of those around the table, he explained. “I know this region well because of the extensive research we have done on the Romanian and Wallachian manifestations.”

			Heydrich whispered to an aide, and moments later a map of Romania was projected onto the screen across the table.

			The doctor pushed up next to the screen, studying the map in an attempt to orient himself.

			“No . . . no . . . yes!” he said. “There it is. So very apt. Such a marvelous coincidence. And so very isolated. It is perfect. Perfect!”

			Himmler was getting impatient with the meeting going off track. He indicated as much to Heydrich with an expression.

			“Ah, yes. Herr Reichsführer,” Dr. Übel said, “the location to which Mister . . . um . . . Lieutenant Skorzeny referred, it is within just a few kilometers of Poenari Citadel—the very Wallachian castle of Vlad Tepes himself. It has been abandoned for centuries, and there are no nearby settlements. The structure is still sound, and of course it is located in Romania, not the Reich. It would make a perfect testing ground for the final stage of Project Gefallener. After all, if my research is correct, Vlad Tepes’s power and immortality was the direct result of his exposure to the Spear of Destiny. And though he has not been heard from beyond legend for more than half a century, we may find additional artifacts that help us unlock the source of his power and mastery.”

			Heydrich pointed out that the flight path to Poenari Citadel from Reich territory by way of cargo plane or airship would offer minimal detection. Ground extraction, likewise, was well within risk parameters for any size expedition up to thirteen hundred men plus materials.

			Himmler liked this idea. He especially liked the idea of testing it on soil far from Wewelsburg.

			“What would you need for your tests?” he asked the doctor.

			Dr. Übel pursed his lips. “The equipment needs would be minimal. We would need the one thousand volunteers.”

			Himmler eyed Heydrich.

			“The thousand volunteers for Death’s Head Legion,” Heydrich said. “They are ready to move on a moment’s notice.”

			“Zehr gut,” Himmler said.

			At the Reichsführer’s order, Deitrich laid out the improvised action plan.

			“Two Condor class airships can deliver Dr. Übel, his staff, and equipment, the Death’s Head Legion, an additional contingent of SS commandos, and the necessary material and logistical support needed to establish a clandestine operation in Poenari Citadel. The airships can be loaded and airborne within twenty-four hours; they can make delivery under cover of darkness less than six hours later,” the head of the Waffen-SS said. “We can have the whole operation running within the citadel, and a secure perimeter established shortly after.”

			Hoffstetter added, “There are no known villages within ten miles of the castle, but there is the possibility of isolated travelers and even small Gypsy camps. We can task small, discreet patrols to eliminate any such contacts.”

			Himmler was pleased at the efficiency of his commanders. Deitrich was talking about establishing a secret, fully operational base in a castle on a mountain in foreign territory—a garrison with more than fifteen hundred soldiers and scientists and a working high-tech laboratory.

			“Once Lieutenant Skorzeny and Der Schädel have the spear in their possession,” Heydrich explained, “they will break radio silence, at which time we can instruct them to make contact with the SS garrison at Poenari Citadel. They can deliver the Spear of Destiny directly to Dr. Übel.”

			The short doctor could barely contain himself.

			“And then I can immediately proceed with Project Gefallener,” he said, clapping his hands. “Es vunderbar!”

			All eyes to turned to Himmler. He nodded. “I see no reason not to proceed. There is no cause for further delay. If successful, Project Gefallener will fundamentally redirect our efforts in the expansion of the Reich. Are there any objections?”

			Colonel Uhrwerk rose.

			“Reichsführer, I accept that there is great anticipation among the leadership to engage Project Gefallener and that it will alter our long-term strategies, but I urge that we proceed more deliberately. Prudence dictates we await the recovery of the spear and experimentation in Dr. Übel’s labs in Deep Hold 13,” he said, his words as measured in tone as tempo.

			Himmler considered the colonel’s words, shook his head and rose. The master of the Black Sun—the second most powerful man in Germany—addressed his dark acolytes.

			“Nein, Uhrwerk,” he said. “Gentlemen of this knightly order, we stand on the precipice of history. The spear will soon be in our hands. We have all longed for those who could fundamentally transform Germany and bring about the New Order, and we see now that we are the ones for whom we have longed. It is we, alone, who can usher in this new Camelot, this New Order for the Aryan race. We alone carry on our backs the hopes and dreams and the very spirit of National Socialism—our tomorrow—and these are dreams and hopes in which we can believe.”

			Himmler walked the perimeter of the round table.

			“It is a New Order where the good of the people and the good of the state are aligned and in perfect harmony. An order of collective action, collective good, and collective iron will. We must make the hard choices to prepare Germany for a new age,” he said. “Colonel Uhrwerk, you and Major Hoffstetter are to take charge of this mission to Poenari Citadel. I want your airships ready to take off tomorrow at dusk.”

			Uhrwerk and Hoffstetter nodded in acknowledgment. Untersturmführer Hans Bonhoeffer was already making mental notes for reference by Deitrich and Hoffstetter.

			Himmler paused, and turned his gaze toward the two paintings at the center of the eastern wall—Freidrich II of Prussia who first united Germany, and Adolf Hitler, the man who would unite the world under German rule.

			“Gentlemen of the Black Sun, Project Gefallener and its next phase, Project Freidrich, are the answers for a German people told for so long by so many to be cynical, fearful, and doubtful about what we can achieve,” Himmler said. “With this, we can put our hands to the arc of history and bend it once more toward the hope of a better day.”

			Every man and aide around the table in the SS General’s Hall rose, clicked his heels, and raised his right hand in salute.

			“Sieg heil! Sieg heil! Sieg heil!”

			An hour later Untersturmführer Hans Bonhoeffer was running the operations in the busy Waffen-SS headquarters building at Wewelsburg Castle, organizing and communicating to field offices all of the orders from Deitrich and Hoffstetter that would be necessary to comply with Himmler’s ambitious plan. It was an amazing logistical undertaking—transporting over thirteen hundred volunteers, commandos, engineers, and scientists, plus twenty metric tons of lab equipment, power generators, provisions, weapons, and communications gear over nine hundred miles into Romania under cover of night.

			From the window in the commandant’s office where he was working, Bonhoeffer could see the North Tower, where once again his general officer, Sepp Deitrich, was reporting to Heydrich the progress of operations. There wouldn’t be a better time, he thought, brushing back the little commas of dark hair from his forehead. From the pocket of his black service tunic he removed two devices about the size of a pack of cigarettes. The Waffen-SS headquarters building had four dedicated communications rooms alone, and Wewelsburg Castle itself had a huge communications complex on the west end of the Wewelsburg grounds occupying almost 50,000 square feet of space spread over three stories. But still, the head of the Waffen-SS had three fully independent wireless devices in his office for personal use.

			His sharp blue eyes squinting as he worked, Bonhoeffer attached the devices at two hard points on one of the sets. It would effectively mask and scramble the transmission. Then he tuned the transmitter to a low-frequency setting used only by the Deuxième Bureau—the French intelligence service—and began a short coded message. The contents would be relayed from a listening station in Luxembourg and on to Paris. From there it would be sent securely to the Austin office of a certain napkin note-taking coordinator of information and director of collections for the Prometheus Society.

			Bonhoeffer began his transmission.

			“Chevalier, this is Robin. Priority message for the Clockman. Finally have the grocery list for that special dinner Uncle Henry has been planning. Recipe as follows . . .”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			Aboard the luxury airship Graf von Götzen

			Somewhere over central Greece

			It started easy enough. It should have been a milk run. The biggest obstacle to freeing Professor Renault was Skorzeny, and he was trussed up like a Christmas goose and snoring like a fat man. Taking out the plainclothes Gestapo men guarding the valuable cargo bay went smoothly. Terah approached the two while pulling a small steamer trunk on wheels. She pouted a little, showed more than a little cleavage, batted her eyes, asked for help, and then pulled her pistol. An application of ether solved the problem of what to do with the goons. Once they were tied up and secured on the dolly alongside Skorzeny’s sleeping form, Rucker kicked in the bay door.

			That’s when everything went to hell.

			Rucker, Terah, and Deitel charged through the door, all three aiming pistols at the figure with his back to the door wearing a white SS uniform with a red-lined cape. In his talonlike right hand he held the leather mask he always wore in public. His skull was sickly white, hairless and scarred.

			He was Hitler’s personal interrogator and punisher.

			Der Schädel.

			The Skull.

			In front of Schädel, Professor Renault was tied to a chair. Deitel assessed the poor victim from a distance—he didn’t dare move closer until Der Schädel was rendered harmless—but he saw no obvious wounds or signs of injury. Yet the man was moaning in agony.

			“Hands up, chalky,” Rucker said.

			Der Schädel cocked his head slightly, seeming only then to acknowledge their arrival. His head swiveled slightly to his right. Rucker almost saw Der Schädel’s profile. More scars on his milky face, and it looked like most of his nose and upper lip were missing, as were his earlobes. The scars didn’t look like the result of an injury or accident. They looked self-inflicted. Regular. Surgical?

			Der Schädel made as if he was going to replace his mask—who could blame him? Rucker thought—but then like a flash he wheeled to his left and waved the outstretched claw of his left hand. Deitel and Terah found themselves slammed against the cargo bay bulkhead by an invisible force. They both sank to the ground, unconscious.

			Rucker found he couldn’t move. He couldn’t even squeeze the triggers of his pistols. He looked Der Schädel full in the face. The German’s dark, sunken eye sockets, his lipless grin, and his gaunt, alabaster skin stretched so taunt and thin over his bony face that it looked translucent—certainly his code name fit.

			Watching as if from outside his body, Rucker saw Schädel put his bony hands behind his back and take a casual stroll around the area.

			“Well, then,” Der Schädel said. “You are the latest enemies of the Reich who would stand in the way of our Führer’s New Order. You probably think you know who I am. But you do not. I am far worse than your darkest nightmares.”

			Sweat broke out across Rucker’s body.

			“Now, who are you? Ah, I see you served in the war. Very interesting. A Texan, no less. Descended from Huguenot, Scottish, and Nordic stock. A crusader and a mercenary. Oh yes, this is fertile ground. Captain Rucker, I presume.”

			Rucker assumed he must have had some movement in his face, because Der Schädel seemed to notice his confounded expression.

			“They call me the Skull for more than the obvious reasons,” Der Schädel said. “I, too, served in the Great War. It was where this”—he indicated his face –“all got started. But before that, I was a doctor of psychiatry in Vienna. Let me show you.”

			Rucker felt a piercing heat in his mind, as if a hot knife had plunged into his forehead. Light exploded behind his eyes. He was no longer alone in his own conscience. Like a rapist would a woman’s body, Der Schädel had entered his mind. He saw Der Schädel’s life unfold as though it were his own.

			Rucker now knew himself to be a brilliant young Austrian student, fascinated by how the mind works. The conscious and the subconscious, the ego, superego, and the id—all of it a puzzle he was under a compulsion to understand. But what he saw was colored through a lens not in any of the books he studied or the lectures he audited in the psychiatric schools of Vienna. As Der Schädel, he saw how minds differed according to race and destiny. He knew that Dr. Freud only tapped the surface of explaining this remarkable Difference Engine we call the human brain. He knew he would map the whole of the human mind and its capabilities.

			In medical school, he saw himself pushing his initial research beyond the boundaries of conventional, mediocre psychiatry. He didn’t experiment on dogs or apes—he had no interest in dog or ape minds. Rucker—Der Schädel—wanted to see what really drove man’s mind. That is where he experimented.

			Rucker saw himself welcoming troubled patients of all social levels to his home clinic on the quiet cobblestone avenue in Vienna. He pushed the patients mentally to vast extremes in their emotions, and he felt the rush of power and understanding that each push brought. That feeling became something he craved.

			At first he pushed because of how good it felt. Then he pushed because it felt bad when he didn’t. Each time, he had to push further for that same explosion of pleasure.

			Rucker watched himself talk a woman into taking a brass letter opener and plunge it into her bosom, the blood flowering on her dress in a most erotic manner. He saw a boy brought to him because of his emotional highs and lows. Through gentle therapy and loving advice, he talked the boy into laughing at everything. All the time. To the point where the boy could not sleep or eat. He saw the boy committed to an insane asylum, where he died within a fortnight still laughing, rigor freezing a grinning rictus on his angelic face. He felt the surge of power and lust from convincing a man the only way to end his constant anger was to beat his wife and child to death with a candlestick. Rucker felt the sublime pleasure, like a mild opium rush, from the patient he talked into an apathy so severe the man simply stopped eating, drinking, and moving.

			He saw that for Der Schädel, it was delightful. He watched as if it were his own life as Schädel unleashed all manner of emotions and motives locked in patients’ minds. He learned he could cultivate their fears, manipulate their hostilities, and flood their sense of guilt and regret. The patients he valued most served his purposes as loyal servants. Then he took this unique gift beyond the reality of personal pleasure. He began to bend the ears of more and more powerful people in Vienna, working his way into the avenues of power. Very quickly, though, he realized how small were his young man’s ambitions. Too simple. Base avarice and greed. Distasteful. So small.

			Rucker saw himself arrested in 1913 on orders of the Vienna medical society. Escaping the dank iron cell of prison was easy enough—the trek through the wilderness to Germany far less so, as he was alone with few minds on which to feed. The cold nights in the woods were all the more awful for the hunger and loneliness he felt. He was a people person, after all.

			In Germany, he saw himself change his identity easily enough—just a wave and a word with a clerk in a spartan office building—and enlisting in the Great War. Rucker/Der Schädel relished the crowds and the chaos of war. He excelled as a rifleman and then a sniper. He was happy for the first time after the disgrace of Vienna, but yearned to touch minds with his own. Before, it would take hours of intimate contact and interaction with patients. Now, as with his rifle, he knew he must try to touch minds at a distance.

			Once at the front, he watched a target for hours, reading every move and interpreting emotions, motives, and character. He slowly felt the tendrils of his mind entwining with the target’s. It got to where he could predict exactly where and when a man would move. Rucker saw himself wagering with his spotter, Helmut. He would take aim near his target and bet on exactly when the soldier would enter his crosshairs. It was a delightful game. It made trench life bearable, even if the other soldiers—small-minded fools just like the mendicants in Vienna—were uncomfortable with him. They kept their distance and spoke in whispers when he was around. As if he couldn’t read every one of them and know the disgust they felt.

			Now, Der Schädel removed the pistols from Rucker’s hands and placed a chair behind him. “Sit,” he commanded.

			For a moment Rucker was back in his own mind. He sat. Then he was back in German trenches, once again living Der Schädel’s life.

			Rucker watched a handlebar-mustachioed old man in an ill-fitting uniform with so many medals on his chest that he leaned to the left pin an Iron Cross on his uniform. It was for killing people. He killed as many as five Allied soldiers a day. The challenge of reading—of getting to know—the targets became his only joy. Soon he found himself working without a spotter. He watched as his trench mates tried to distance themselves from him. In an office with a mud floor, a weary line officer told him he’d been awarded leave in occupied Paris.

			As Schädel shouldered his travel pack to leave, he told his former spotter, Helmut, that while he would enjoy Paris, Helmut could take the war no longer. As the steam truck pulled way from the rear embarkation point, Schädel watched in his mind’s eye as Helmut walked into his squad’s bunker, pulled the pin on a grenade, and blew up the entire squad. The others on the truck looked up in morbid curiosity at the small explosion in the bunker. Rucker/Der Schädel did not.

			At first he found Paris was boring and depraved. The women were already easy enough for the taking, and no matter what sexual depravities piqued his curiosity, he could find partners to carry them out. Rucker knew it wasn’t what he craved. Schädel could make them do anything. Rucker/Schädel felt dirty. Like Caligula. Out of intellectual curiosity he tried to come up with some deviant acts that he could manipulate a woman, man, or several people into performing. He wondered how low he could make them sink. Sodomy. Pederasty. Bestiality. Sexual torture. Sexual cannibalism. Necrophilia. Rucker saw it all play out in candlelit rooms, in hotel parlors, in gas-lighted streets.

			He watched, and he knew then that there was no limit to the sickness of the human mind and motive. There was no end to the evil and filth of which man was capable.

			Rucker saw it sicken Der Schädel as much as it sickened him. He sickened myself. In a moment of clarity and regret, he went to the cathedral at Notre Dame to find—to beg—forgiveness of something better than this foul creature man. Instead he found priests who, after little prodding, admitted they had doubts about what they pretended to believe. Rucker/Der Schädel wanted to rip away his skin. He wanted to be clean. He felt his skin blister as he bathed in scalding water. He felt the cut and sting of the razor as he dry-shaved his body. He felt the blood trickle down his back and limbs as he scourged it. Like a snake he tried to shed his skin by flensing the outer layers. He wanted to be born anew. He wanted to be free of being human.

			Rucker saw himself in a dirty Paris alleyway behind a surgeon’s home. He saw the surgeon’s fat wife open the door. At a touch she sank to her knees sobbing, living one of her many old nightmarish regrets over and over. The startled surgeon looked up from his dinner and started to protest this intruder, but with little more than a touch and a word he was doing Rucker’s bidding.

			Rucker was laying on the surgical table. He heard the drip of blood onto the floor. He felt the scalpel as the surgeon—on Rucker’s direct orders—remove every extraneous bit of the human weakness from him—the temptation inherent in the flesh.

			Rucker felt the entire surgical process as Der Schädel had felt it. He underwent the medical flensing of his skin, his ears, his nose, his face—his entirety—while conscious and without anesthetization; he had to maintain his manipulation of the surgeon throughout the process. He felt every agonizing, cleansing moment of the scalpel cutting away every inch of excess flesh moment. A warm center of dull pain welled up comfortably in his stomach, spreading out through his body. It seemed it would it never end. He felt the bandages wrapped over the burning of the antiseptic.

			He awoke a day later, still on the table. The surgeon was on the floor. He’d cut his own throat. He felt the bandages. He could feel pressure but little in the way of pain or any other sensation. The surgeon had done his work. He had removed the softness, leaving only the beauty like the hard inner core. Flesh stripped to a minimum. Nerves all but gone. All that remained was that which survives human weakness and deaths—the skeleton.

			Rucker saw that Der Schädel never returned to his unit at the front. He saw himself hide his new, pure face beneath bandages. He watched as he talked another soldier into throwing himself into the Seine holding a large stone. He took the man’s identity and medical discharge papers as the man sank into the cold embrace of the river. He did return to hunting, this time in Paris, not at the front. Now, his targets were whoever struck his fancy. Rucker felt Der Schädel’s disgust with the weak and depraved. Women always caused the most commotion, although Rucker/Der Schädel found it amusing to target a child on a playground and then predict which way his toddler sibling would run—toward or away from the body—and get both of them in one sweep. He saw himself shoot a man at close range in front of his wife, and then he convinced the woman she’d never seen him. There was a tartness to the flavor of the pleasure that flowed into him that time, and every such challenge only strengthened his ability.

			More scenes of wonton, cold-blooded murder unfolded before him. Old men. Women. Children. Babies shot in their cribs. Anger welled inside Rucker’s gut, as well as disgust. But he also felt Der Schädel’s joy. It was almost sexual.

			Rucker saw the headlines in the German papers about the Armistice. He saw himself back in Vienna, where from the shadows he took his vengeance on the medical board members who had driven him away from his home and his practice.

			He saw through Der Schädel’s eyes himself sitting at an outdoor café, drinking a beer through a glass straw. He saw the chance meeting with Reichsführer Himmler. The mousy man inquired about his war injuries. When he probed the man’s mind, he was astonished to find underneath this bland exterior a purity of purpose and an absence of emotional empathy like nothing he’d ever encountered. There was a complete lack of any sense of guilt or small-minded morality. Rucker felt the man was his lost kin.

			Rucker saw the two sitting together in a hotel lobby, drinking tea and discussing arcane Aryan beliefs, ancient Germanic runes, the ills of modern society, the decadence, and this exciting new leader of the National Socialist movement.

			For once, Rucker saw, this was a mind he didn’t want to manipulate. His drive—his passions—were pure and good. He, too, wanted the world cleansed of the filth infesting it. He, too, saw a better tomorrow where a handful of perfect, strong Aryan masters ruled a world without depravity. A world without guilt. A New Order for the world. He saw their collaboration. He saw himself giving to Himmler the symbol for his nascent SS, the Totenkampf—the Death’s Head.

			He swore a blood oath to Himmler. He saw himself in the underground laboratories in Wewelsburg. Dr. Übel explained that he could expand his powers tenfold by tapping into the electrochemical pulses of thought itself and amplifying the innate psychic energies. Human thought is nothing but a charge of energy passing between neurons in the brain, the doctor said. Why is it hard to imagine these energies could be amplified? he asked.

			He explored psychokinesis, thought transference, clairvoyance, psychometry, and telepathy. The limits they had yet to define. His powers grew with every mind he took.

			Rucker felt whatever was in his mind pull away, and he was released, though he still could not move his body.

			“What the hell did you do to me?” he gasped. His muscles trembled and his soul ached from living through Der Schädel’s life, seeing it with his eyes and feeling the perverse joy of his sadism.

			Der Schädel turned and faced Rucker with that awful rigor mortis grin.

			“I think you know,” he said.

			“What are you?” Rucker asked as he fought for breath and tried to unsee what he had seen—what he had just lived through.

			“I am the tool by which we will take this world and impose order at last,” Schädel said. “We will burn the impure, the mongrels, and the wicked from existence and memory.”

			It was only then that Rucker realized that Der Schädel’s mouth—what there was without the lips—did not move when he spoke. The voice was inside his own mind.

			“Of course I’m speaking to your mind,” Der Schädel said inside his head. “I don’t even speak English, and your German is pathetic. Now, let’s learn about you. What delicious sins and guilt does your little mind harbor? Let me live them that I might truly know you.”

			A bony white hand touched the top of Rucker’s head. He felt dizzy, but that was all.

			Again Rucker was a passenger in his own mind. Together they saw Rucker running away from home to join the Texas Volunteer Group, the recriminations of his father still echoing in his memory. He saw his mother crying.

			“Oh, this is wonderful. Wonderful!”

			Der Schädel removed his hand from Rucker’s head.

			“I know who you are and why you’re here, Fox.”

			Rucker sensed he was being allowed to speak.

			“My friends call me Fox. You’re not one,” he said.

			Der Schädel shook his head in mockery.

			“Ah, defiance. Impotent defiance. To be expected, I suppose. Look, the fact is, you have nothing to offer me. You know nothing about the spear and its power to raise the dead. You know nothing of the Reichführer’s grand plan to march this army across the world, cleansing it of the stain of weakness and lesser beings, lesser races. You’re just a soldier of fortune hired by merchants and pimps—colonial children who reject order for the illusion of freedom, but who are enslaved by their own greed. I have no use for you,” Der Schädel said. “However, you have a strong mind, and controlling such minds is how I grow my power.”

			Again he delved into Rucker’s mind. Rucker saw his father and mother looking down on him in stern disapproval. His mother had tears in her eyes. His father’s face held nothing but disgust. His father, who emigrated to West Texas in the late 1800s after fighting the horrific Indian campaigns for the Northwest Alliance, who sought his own redemption, who had taught his son to respect all life and never to engage in that great government enterprise—war. His mother, who feared for his safety when he started flying at such a young age. He promised her he would be safe. He promised he would help people—be it crop dusting or speeding medicines and supplies to remote neighbor ranches on the West Texas plains.

			And yet he’d gone against everything they stood for and everything he promised when he marched off to war at the age of sixteen. Oh, it was an all-volunteer organization with no relation to the Texas government—but his father said it was the next worst thing. His mother had been heartbroken.

			It wasn’t just the big regrets. It was the little things. Disappointing his parents and himself by spending an afternoon riding horses with a girl he fancied instead of taking care of his ailing dog. Selfishly taking for granted the generosity of his parents, forgetting to thank them for presents on his birthday, forgetting his parents’ anniversary party. He saw himself lying to girls, as boys so often did, offering them ploys when they were offering their hearts.

			He saw all the things he only knew years later that he should have done instead, the missed opportunities, the many times he thought only of himself and not others, as if the world existed for his purposes and no one else’s.

			Then there was the war.

			He had mouthed the platitudes about defending liberty, about protecting their French brothers, about it being a defensive war—and it was. But that’s not why he wanted to go.

			It was about a sixteen-year-old boy craving adventure and action, and not caring about the consequences. He knew it and he knew his parents could see past his lies, too. But he wanted the glory and the honor that a just war promised the knights who answered the call to valor.

			Then he saw real war. Men ripped to shreds by industrial killing devices. Friends mangled and burned alive in their cockpits. Entire towns burning. Mass executions. The lie of pilots fighting as “knights of the sky,” as if they were jousting honorably among the clouds, when in reality the goal was to slip behind the enemy plane and shoot him in the back before he even knew you were there.

			He saw himself after the war, trying to find the names of the almost always faceless twenty-nine pilots he’d shot down, the twelve spotters, and the two airship crews. He saw the butcher’s bill he’d written himself and carried for years.

			And then there were the ones who weren’t soldiers at all.

			Yes, the Texas Volunteer Group had gone out of its way to enforce its own very specific rules of engagement—no mass bombings, no targets in civilian areas, no artillery outside battle zones—but inevitably it would happen. What the other militaries—no, strike that—what politicians called “collateral damage.”

			It happened to him.

			The attack on the train. British intelligence said it was a supply train carrying munitions to the front in France. His wing attacked it well behind the German lines, dropping incendiaries and emptying their guns into it. But it wasn’t munitions. It was carrying refugees. As he flew his last pass over the burning wreckage of the train, he saw a woman running away, her dress on fire.

			Oh God. Something cold and decaying gripped his heart and rent it asunder. Just like before. Only this time, in his mind’s eye, his mother and father watched him make pass after pass at the train, dropping death onto the people—children and women and old men who never asked for this war.

			He saw again his mother lying in her bed, wrapped in wool blankets against the chill that could never be warmed. He saw his father sitting vigil over her as cancer ate away at her bones. He saw her cursing his name—saying he was not her son. He saw his father turning his back. He saw his mother and father on the train. The people who had given him life and love. He saw himself shooting them. Dropping fire on them. Laughing about adventure as they burned alive. He saw their corpses pointing accusing fingers at him. Damning him.

			A cold blast of air shook him only for a second. The outer hatch to the cargo bay was open. He stood before it. It welcomed him. It beckoned him. It would end the turmoil eating him up inside. It would wash away the guilt and the pain. He merely had to step through it. He merely . . . had to . . . wait . . . the guilt? He had to ask . . . why?

			It was guilt by which Der Schädel had a hold on him. But it wasn’t real. He’d never shot his parents. They were not on the train. He’d not been there when his mother passed. The more he forced his mind to relive his real memories and regrets, the more he was able to remember what had really followed. When he realized that, the grip on his mind loosened. Rucker realized then that he had a perfect, unbeatable weapon to use against all this guilt. He embraced the unconditional, undying love he knew his parents felt despite all the mistakes he had made. He saw his epiphany to not judge his child self by the standards of his adult self. He embraced the way he had dealt with the crippling remorse he felt after the war. The pocket of resistance in his heart and mind grew.

			Rucker put hands on each side of the cargo bay door, ready to jump.

			“I . . . I can’t,” he said meekly.

			Der Schädel was expecting some pushback. Admirable, but useless. He approached Rucker from behind, goading his mind. The pressure on Rucker’s pocket of resistance grew, but it only hardened his resolve.

			“Yes, Fox. You know your sins. You know your guilt,” Der Schädel whispered into his mind. He leaned over Rucker’s shoulder. “Wash it away. Jump. Ju—”

			Rucker put all of his energy, his strength, and his heart into a single explosion of movement. His elbow smashed into Der Schädel’s face with a loud and enormously satisfying wet crunch.

			“Shut up, freak show. It’s my mind. Stay out.”

			The Graf von Götzen was scheduled to make port in the coast city of Volos, on Greece’s eastern coast, within an hour. The cool wind from the open outer hull door—some 10,000 feet above sea level—was a welcome breeze that blew away the stench of fear and despair.

			Deitel was attending to Professor Renault, who despite his age and ordeal was none the worse for wear. Physically anyway. He’d be dealing with what Der Schädel had done to the professor’s mind for a long time to come. Terah held Renault’s hand.

			The two Gestapo thugs were tied up, gagged, and nailed inside wooden cargo crates. Skorenzy was tied up but sitting in a chair, looking angry. Der Schädel, meanwhile, was on his knees, still reeling from the blow to the head he’d taken, as well as the hefty dose of scopolamine Deitel had administered to keep his mind out of focus.

			Rucker sat on a crate. Sullen.

			“I think Professor Renault is okay to move now,” Deitel said. “How are you?”

			Rucker didn’t meet the doctor’s eye.

			“I’ll live.”

			“How did you? I mean . . . what . . . did he . . . ?” Deitel stammered, not sure what he was asking.

			Rucker wasn’t upset by the doctor’s usual prying. But he didn’t feel like explaining to them what was rattling around in his head.

			Der Schädel had gone after the heaviest burden Rucker had. When he went off to fly in the Great War, it went against everything his parents ever taught him and everything they ever valued. They’d given him everything good that he had in life, and he threw it all away like some spoiled child, telling them they didn’t know what they were talking about.

			“He went after my guilt,” he finally said. “My parents. The war. All that.”

			Maybe the war was the right thing, but he knew he went for the wrong reasons. It hurt them. It broke their hearts. And of course, they were right. It was horrible and he had done things he could never make right.

			He never got the chance to say anything again to his mother—she died while he was still in France.

			Terah was now holding Rucker’s hand. Deitel put a hand on his shoulder. Rucker looked at the doctor’s hand with annoyance.

			“Hand,” he said. The doctor pulled it away.

			“He didn’t count on something,” Rucker said. “It was something beyond his ken. Something I don’t think he ever understood, even before he went crazier than an outhouse rat. Something he could never attain. It was the one weapon that was unbeatable. One he couldn’t defend against.”

			“And that is?” Terah asked.

			“Forgiveness. Just that. Forgiveness and love,” Rucker said.

			Terah and Deitel didn’t understand.

			But Rucker could see that Renault did. They’d shared the sadist’s mental torture.

			Rucker knew he hurt the ones who loved him most all those years ago. Every person does eventually. And he’d done terrible things in the war.

			He squeezed Terah’s hand.

			For a long time he’d let all those things eat away at his soul. Then he finally realized he could either let those mistakes be a stone around his neck forever, or he could do the hard thing—keep on living. He was wrong, yes, but he was young and stupid and didn’t know a thing about the world.

			Life is nothing but endless choices, and sometimes a man chooses wrong. You try to learn from mistakes and make restitution when you wrong someone. But he’d come to understand that if you don’t accept yourself and the reality of life, you’ll pile up so much guilt you’ll be buried in it.

			“I realized I had to forgive myself or I might as well have laid down and died,” Rucker said. “I could never say ‘I love you’ or ‘I’m sorry’ and have it mean anything if I held the ‘I’ in those phrases in contempt. I couldn’t do right tomorrow if I never let go of the wrong I did yesterday.

			“It’s not perfect, but it’s enough.”

			Terah squeezed his hand. Again. Something unsaid passed between them.

			“Look, enough of this jawing,” Rucker said. “We need to get these goons locked away so that when this ship lands we can get away clean.”

			While Terah, Deitel, and Professor Renault waited and watched, Rucker took Skorzeny and Der Schädel by the arms and marched them toward an open crate near the cargo bay door. Deitel had injected Der Schädel with a healthy dose of scopalomine, and then added a second dose just to be sure. Der Schädel could not focus his powers.

			“Nothing personal, Lieutenant Skorzeny. It’s war, but nothing personal,” Rucker said. “You and the rest of these clowns will be freed when the crew comes for the cargo.”

			“Why aren’t you killing us?” Skorzeny sneered.

			“I wonder sometimes myself. Something about the difference between the good guys and the bad guys. Guess what—you’re the bad guys,” Rucker said. “By the time they discover you, you should be well on your way to Algeria by way of Cyprus.”

			Skorzeny snorted.

			“You took a coward’s way out in our duel, Rucker. I won’t forget that,” he grumbled.

			“I won’t forget you either,” Der Schädel said through the fog of the drug. “And you won’t forget me, Fox. I’ll be in your head for the rest of your days. Every time you close your eyes you’ll have to wonder if it’s the time I’ll come for you. I’ll eat away at your soul. We’re linked now. You can never hide from me. Even a world away, I’ll reach into your mind and make you suffer. You’ll never escape me. You’ll never again know peace—only pain.”

			“All righty then.” Rucker didn’t even slow his pace; as they passed the open cargo bay door he shoved Der Schädel out.

			For a moment everyone was stunned.

			Finally, Deitel nodded. As did Terah. Professor Renault smiled.

			For some things, there was no need for talk or guilt.

			Skorzeny moved then. Having worked his hands loose from the knots, he snapped a kick that struck Rucker’s jaw and sent him sprawling. Outnumbered and with no other choices, Skorzeny dove out the same cargo bay door from which Der Schädel had been pushed. Rucker was up but too late. At the door, he looked down, but saw no falling body. Calculating the time elapsed and the speed of falling objects, he knew that Skorzeny shouldn’t have been more than seven hundred feet below them, but he saw nothing. Maybe that kick left him and his normally keen eyesight fuzzier than he initially thought.

			Finally he shrugged. The irony of Skorzeny’s means of escape wasn’t lost on him. Rucker had done the same in Rome.

			“Time to go see a Greek man about a horse,” he said.

			Deitel was the last out.

			“You know, Herr Captain, I seem to recall that didn’t work out too well for the Trojans,” the doctor said to no one in particular.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			Estate of Nicholas Filotoma on Nisida Pithou Island

			Seven miles offshore from Volos in the Pagasetic Gulf

			Greece

			“No, I am saying Leonidas should have considered his options better,” Nicholas Filotoma said brashly. Deitel noted that everything the Greek merchant did, he did brashly, so the belch that preceded the next outburst was hardly as surprising as it would have been were it anyone else. Even the man’s clothing was brash—brightly colored silk shirt opened down the chest to reveal necklaces nestled in black hair thick as a bird’s nest, and tight, brightly striped jodhpurs.

			“Ah, the young fool—so much courage, so much stupid in the head,” Filotoma said, slapping his thick but solid midsection. Though Filotoma was a heavy looking man, it didn’t appear much of his bulk was fat. He was built like a rhino. “Why he is national hero is disgrace, and I say this as direct descendant of the fruit of his tenderloins. On my mother’s side.”

			The Greek laughed with a thunder that shook the heaping platters of food that completely covered the Persian-style low table around which Deitel, Rucker, Terah, and Professor Renault lounged.

			“My father’s side, of course, is descended from Dionysus,” Filotoma said.

			It was hard to tell if he was making a joke. Deitel made as if to respond, but Terah put her hand on his arm and just shook her head. Instead, the doctor took a drink of wine from the cup that never seemed to go empty, thanks to Filotoma’s never-ending parade of servers, and just listened. The Greek took a long drink from a goblet and then wiped the excess wine from his thick black mustache.

			“Re gamoti!” he shouted angrily. “Xerxes should have been taught that he could use that fleet for something besides delivering his curry breaths to get chopped up. Breaking heads instead of breaking breads. Bah. Where is profit? It’s breaking wind, that’s what it is.”

			Filotoma scooped up a half-dozen olives in his large paw and chewed them up, expertly spitting out the pits.

			“That was where Leonidas failed. Always be ready to show your opponent that he can put his monkey where his mouth is.”

			The wine almost came through Rucker’s nose.

			“So many opportunities,” Filotoma lamented, in a tone as emotional as if he’d received news of the death of a family member. There were tears.

			Deitel’s expression said he wondered if Filotoma was a madman.

			“This is normal,” Rucker whispered.

			Filotoma blew his nose and motioned around the table.

			“But I talk too much of myself. It was a long day keeping my foes to the grindstone,” he said. “Let’s eat, drink, enjoy! Opa!”

			It was hard not to opa. Filotoma’s villa on Nisida Pithou—Donkey Island—was a hedonists’ delight. Modern and ancient pools were lined by sculpted gardens that would put the best in Paris to shame, and there were two steam rooms as well. An ornate fire pit blazed night and day, while clay ovens turned out a variety of breads around the clock. Every room was a hodgepodge of decorating styles from all over the world, but they all had in common lounging chairs with piles of cushions and a wet bar within easy reach. It was a chaotic clash of art and knickknacks from all over the world, an opulent homage to sybaritic excess.

			The villa wasn’t just Filotoma’s home, it was also his place of business. The giant Greek had once heard that some men separate their work and their leisure time. He’d puzzled for an hour over these “half life men,” as he called them. Then he decided it was pointless to try to understand their ways.

			Launches from Volos arrived on Filotoma’s private island at least twice a day carrying messengers, investors, traders, buyers, and sellers. He had an entire suite in the villa where tickers and wireless sets brought him news from the stock exchanges. As often as not he conducted business meetings swimming naked in one of his pools simply because it put him at an advantage in negotiations.

			The villa was the first place Deitel saw anything remotely resembling the classical Hellenic city he expected. He certainly didn’t see any of it when the Graf von Götzen made port in Volos. From high above in the German luxury airship, Volos certainly looked like a typical Greek port city. But once they landed, he saw there was very little aside from the signs that suggested the city’s pedigree.

			Built on the innermost point of the Pagasetic Gulf and at the foot of Mount Pelion, Volos was the only outlet toward the sea from Thessaly. But more important, the city was the crossroads of trade between Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. Consequently, Deitel expected a blending of these traditions in the city’s architecture. Instead he saw a modern—very modern—city layout and buildings that weren’t much older than what he’d seen in Austin.

			Volos, he learned, was one of the very few modern cities in Greece, dating back barely fifty years. It was built near rather than on the ancient trade cities of Demetrias, Pagasae, and Iolcos.

			The taxi driver who took the four of them from the airship port to the harbor docks in Volos said his brother-in-law would be glad to give Deitel a tour of the ruins in the Volos suburbs. But wouldn’t he rather take a ferry tour of the many islands in the bay, including the Sporades Islands, where the tourist women love to sunbathe au naturel?

			When he saw Deitel’s appalled expression, the driver offered that there was another island that only men tourists visited, but it would cost a few extra drachmas to get there. The doctor had taken to carrying a small brown paper bag since New York; he used it to breathe into. The thirty-minute boat ride from the Volos docks to Nisida Pithou wasn’t nearly as distressing.

			“Ah, I am again with the rambling,” Filotoma said, snatching up a mutton bone and tearing off a piece of the perfectly roasted meat.

			Deitel had been surprised—and then ravenous—when he saw the meal Filotoma had prepared for their arrival. Filotoma did nothing small, and hospitality was among the greatest virtues of the Greek people, who had invented everything from philosophy to the steam engine, according to Filotoma.

			For Deitel, the hospitality restored some sense of sanity. A long, hot soak in a bathroom larger than his Rio apartment and a change into the light linen evening wear provided by his host, and the physical toll of the past week faded into the background.

			On arrival they’d gotten word from Chuy. By means of the smallest portable radio set Deitel had ever seen—it was no bigger than a suitcase—they’d spoken to the Brazilian copilot, who was now en route to Volos after having spent half the day in Rome getting the Raposa back from Italian authorities. Chuy said would be landing in Volos in a few hours.

			The meal had started with ample pourings of red and white wine, along with fresh grapes, figs, and olives, and then the presentation of a flaming iron pan of saganaki—scorched and bubbly goat’s cheese splashed with lemon juice and pepper. Shrimp and mussels saganaki followed, as well as lamb chops and roast mutton legs, chicken souvlaki, dolmas, spanakopita, trahana, the spicy cheese spread they called tyrokafteri, cuttlefish in wine, and mussel stew.

			Chuy joined them just after the fruits and saganaki.

			Deitel noticed that Rucker and Terah were sitting very close to one another. She looked dazzling in the teasing silk dress Filotoma had provided. He suspected Filotoma had closets with sexy dresses in all manner of sizes.

			One of Filotoma’s assistants whispered something in his ear.

			“Bah! Tell them to eat their own ropes,” he said, shooing the assistant away.

			“Pardon,” their host said to the table then. “I am trying to set up factory in Karachi to make authentic Greek relics for homes and gardens, and local union bosses want a piece of poor Nick because they think those jobs belong to them. As if it’s their money building factory. Then they complain because I pay twenty drachmas a day to workers in Karachi while they want two hundred for same work.”

			Deitel didn’t realize he was raising his hand like it was a classroom.

			“But twenty drachmas—this is barely two pounds or one dollar per day,” he said. “Aren’t you taking advantage? And aren’t these jobs that would benefit your fellow Greeks?”

			Filotoma shook his head and laughed heartily.

			“Ah. Poor boy. Nick is not in business to give people jobs. I am in business to make money. That is why unions here can eat their own ropes. If I could get clockwork machine to make these authentic Greek relics that I sell for fabulous low prices, I would.” He laughed. “Twenty drachmas is peanut feed to you, but would you rather those in Karachi get paid nothing for doing nothing? Reason labor price is so good for Nick is because they have too many people and not enough jobs. I give them good jobs and I pay thirty-eight percent more than local average because I want the best workers, not the stupid-heads. They make more money, they save more, come back in twenty years and they have their own businesses.”

			Rucker and Chuy were nodding. Deitel had his doubts.

			“Enough with poor Nick’s troubles,” Filotoma said. “I want to hear more about this spear. I may want to buy one.”

			“You can’t buy the Spear of Destiny,” Rucker said around a bite of spanikopita.

			“Pffft. Everything has price tag. But fine, lease it, whatever,” Filotoma said. “Tell us more.”

			Renault took a long drink of his wine and brushed his long bangs out of his eyes. A tall, thin man in his early sixties, he looked younger by decades because of his full head of hair, which was only lightly touched by gray and because of his perpetually bemused expression. He was a man with far more smile than frown wrinkles—a lifetime of good character and humor accented his natural vitality.

			“It wasn’t long after Cascus Antonius’s legion at Dacia was lost to time that forgeries started turning up,” Renault began. “The stories hold that the Spear of Destiny is said to have exchanged hands among some of the greatest conquerors and rulers in history: Theodosius, Attila, Justinian, Charlemagne, and even Napoleon. The legends are now so enmeshed, intertwined, and overlapping that sorting it out completely is almost impossible.”

			“Oh foo,” Filotoma said.

			“Almost impossible, monsieur. I believe I have retraced the path of the true spear after Antonius vanished from the world.”

			Everyone at the table was listening intently. They’d heard all the folk tales. Now they wanted to hear the real story.

			“After it was lost in Dacia,” Renault began, “the spear was next found in the hands of Mauritius, the third century A.D. legionnaire who commanded the Theban Legion, which was headquartered in Egypt. How he came to possess it, I cannot say. But Mauritius carried the spear and he knew what it was. It was said that he drew his strength and faith from its presence. He and his legionnaires were all Christians. They swore fealty to God and the empire, but to God first.”

			Renault took another sip of wine.

			“This was put to the test in A.D. 286, the year Emperor Maximilian ordered Mauritius’s Theban Legion to march to Gaul to make war on the rebelling tribes in Burgundy. When the legionnaires learned that the rebel tribes were Christian, they defied the emperor’s orders. At the Swiss town of St. Maurice-en-Valais, then known as Agaunum, Maximilian ordered the Theban Legion to be decimated—one in ten were put to death. After, they again refused to make war on their fellow Christians, and were again decimated. This continued until every member of the Theban Legion—6,600 men—were killed.”

			“Would that every Christian were as dedicated to nonviolence,” Terah whispered.

			“Mais oui. Thus is the positive power of their faith to represent the good and the courage to do what is right within each of us, even in the face of evil and tyranny,” Renault said. “The faith in the spear, however, is sadly misplaced. It was not blessed by being washed in the blood of Jesus.”

			Servers poured more wine.

			Renault grimaced, tugged his ear, and drank some more.

			“Now clearly, much of this is legend is shrouded in the tales passed down. Exaggerated. Tall tales, as you say in Texas,” the French historian said. “From early on after the death of Jesus—however you want to see him, good rabbi or savior of mankind—the spear was used to enslave the minds of men, turning them into sort of mindless servants. It was used to raise the dead. But not like Jesus supposedly did with Lazarus. No, it allowed the dead to walk among the living. It did not bring them back to life, you see, but rather made the dead rise. In the case of others who harnessed its power and focused it—by means unknown to me—it was used to grant the living immortality provided they fed on the life force of others.”

			Renault laughed uncomfortably. “Of course, these stories are mixed in with peasant tales and religious whispers, making it not entirely clear how much is truth and how much is fantasy.”

			“Keep going,” Rucker said. “Please.”

			“It’s said that is how it was used by so many conquerors. They used its power of death,” Renault said.

			The food didn’t seem all that appetizing anymore. Filotoma lead the group out by one of his pools and they lounged about under the stars.

			“Professor,” Terah said, “if the trail of the spear is so historically confusing—maybe even intentionally so—how did you trace it forward after you’d figured out its origin?”

			Renault retrieved his satchel and pulled out a stack of papers, maps, sketches, and old paintings. He spread them out on a table. Filotoma had one of his house servants bring lamps.

			“After several failed efforts at retracing the steps of the true spear after Antonius died—dead ends, false trails, unfounded rumors, misinformation, unreliable legends—it came to me to simply look for just the shape of the original spear in historical descriptions and depictions,” Renault said, showing them the painting of the true spear, a deadly twelve-inch pilum. “That’s when I found this.”

			Then he pulled out a photograph of a sculpture that Renault explained came from around the third century that showed Titus Flavius Decimus, a Roman governor general who wore the pilum embedded into the chest plate of his armor.

			The next depiction was a tapestry of a fifth century Visigoth conqueror, Alaric, anointing his barbarian warriors with what at first glance appeared to be a short sword, but very closely resembled the spear.

			“Alaric and his horde went on to sack Rome in A.D. 410,” Renault said.

			Then the professor unrolled a painting of a man who looked about fifty. He was bearded and wore what appeared to be sixth or seventh century Arabic dress—green turban, a long red embroidered shirt—and held a curved sword in his hand.

			“By the seventh century the spear made its way east into Arabia. Thus began the stories of the ghuls. Notice the handle of this warlord’s scimitar?”

			It took a moment, but there it was. Incorporated into the elaborate cross guard—the tip of Antonius’s spear.

			“Holy . . .” Rucker said.

			“Exactly,” Renault said.

			“Mein Gott,” Deitel added.

			“Probably not,” Chuy answered.

			“Still.”

			“Indeed,” Renault said. “Apparently, after one of the Turkish invasions of Europe in the fifth century, the spear was found in Wallachia and made its way to the Middle East. The story of it was written about extensively by Abdul Alhazred, the mad poet of Sanaa in Yemen, who lived somewhere around A.D. 700, during the period of the Ommiade caliphs. Alhazred wrote that he saw it carried into the great southern desert of Arabia—the Roba El Khaliyeh, or ‘empty space’ of the ancients, and the Dahna, or ‘Crimson’ desert of the modern Arabs, inhabited, they say, by protective evil spirits, flesh-eating ghuls, and mad dervishes..

			A chill wind blew off the water.

			“I believe that was carried by the caliphs all the way up until the time when the caliph’s forces marched on Europe. They were turned back by a man as bloody and cruel as the forces he faced, Vlad Tepes. The Wallachian prince took the spear back from the invading forces, returning it—intentionally or coincidentally—to its very place Antonius is believed to have died: Poenari.”

			Chuy crossed himself and kissed his crucifix.

			Rucker pinched the bridge of his nose.

			“The Son of the Dragon,” Terah said.

			“That Vlad Tepes? You mean ‘Draculea,’ from the stories? That isn’t rea—” Deitel started to say but stopped mid-word when he saw the look Chuy and Rucker were giving him.

			“Of course it is,” Deitel finished.

			“Use caution in your words, Doctor,” Chuy said. “Mocking the shadows and speaking their names invoke power.”

			“Yes, Dracula,” Rucker said.

			Renault showed them a fifteenth century portrait. It was the classic rendering of the infamous Romanian with his long, flowing black hair and broad black mustache. He wore a royal velvet-topped crown with an elaborate headpiece.

			“Notice what he is holding?” Renault asked.

			“A scepter?” Terah said.

			“That’s no scepter,” the professor said. They all saw it now—the spear.

			Renault continued.

			“After Vlad was supposedly killed in battle with the Ottomans near Budapest, his castle at Poenari—his primary residence—was abandoned. No monarch after wanted to inhabit it. No one squatted there in the lavish ruins, despite the many tribes of Roma who traveled through the area.

			“The stories of Vlad rising to hunt in the night and haunt the countryside grew over the centuries into the legends you know today of the vampire folk. He was spotted by English visitors as late as the early 1800s.”

			“But vampires?” Deitel said again. “Like from the novel?”

			“Don’t be surprised, Deitel,” Chuy said. “People have discovered entire islands of extinct species, and explorers have documented the talking primates of Himalayas. Rucker and I have met the treefolk of Laos—they live to be two hundred and they have skin like chameleons. They can glide between the trees of the upper jungle canopy. You saw the stuffed chupacabra at the Driskill. That was no hoax. Those things aren’t the living dead, but they are blood suckers of a different sort, and damn hard to kill. That vampires have become the stuff of folklore and fiction doesn’t mean much to me. The living dead that feast on blood are even found in the Old Testament.”

			“There it is again,” Rucker said. “Blood. And the living dead.”

			“Every legend has a truth at its heart,” Chuy said.

			Renault cleared his throat.

			“Regardless of what we believe now,” he said, “many in the Balkans swear by the stories of the Son of the Dragon and his vampire followers. In 1888 an earthquake brought down a portion of the castle atop Poenari—it stands fifteen hundred feet above the valley below—and it’s said that a Romani tribe there found the spear, which Vlad had hidden in the walls of his fortress.”

			Terah shivered and Rucker put an arm around her. She didn’t resist.

			“Do we know which Romani tribe?” Rucker asked. “I mean, as far as I know there are literally hundreds of them throughout Moldova, Transylvania, and Wallachia. Could the same tribe even be around?”

			“There are some indications,” Renault said, pulling out a lengthy page of handwritten notes. “These tribes are patrilineal, and for nomads, their tribes are quite stable.”

			Deitel threw up his hands. “Now we’re trying to find one of how many hundred Gypsy tribes?”

			“Not hundreds,” Renault said. “I’ve narrowed it to less than a dozen.”

			Filotoma snatched the paper away from Renault, who looked stunned for a second but heeded Chuy’s sotto voce plea to wait a moment.

			“No. No. Yes,” Filotoma said, looking at the professor’s notes. “Those peoples owe Filotoma large . . . No. No. He and his are ffffttt. Dead. Yes . . .”

			Finally, the Greek looked up, smiling.

			“Everything is donkey-whorey. Nick knows how to find the right tribe,” Filotoma said.

			Rucker looked around the table.

			“So we’re off to vampire country to look for a holy dingus that can raise the dead being held by Gypsy mystics. Any objections? Everyone still in?”

			“Aye,” Chuy said.

			Terah nodded.

			“Jawohl,” Deitel said.

			They knew Renault was in, if he could handle the rigors of the trip.

			“Is settled then,” Filotoma said.

			The big man stretched and scratched his belly.

			“Come. Is time for dessert. We have something to put skin on your bones. You’re all too small. Need to be big like Nick,” he said. “In morning we start odyssey north to beat the Huns.”

			“We?” Rucker asked.

			“Why not? I need to get away from all this business and pleasures. Is time for adventure. I know the Romani. Plus I have two ex-wives coming to visit here next week. Is best if they visit each other,” Filotoma said. “Your promissory note from Prometheus is good as your word, Fox, so is still profit. Meanwhile, drink up! Opa!”

			Late in the evening, Deitel was having trouble sleeping—despite all the wine and heavy delicacies Filotoma had practically forced on the group. He wondered what the hell he was doing, chasing some legend across the world. Now they were actually talking about finding Gypsies who made their traveling circuit around Castle Dracula.

			Deitel had been raised in the grand tradition of the great Prussian thinker Immanuel Kant. Kant’s writings on the metaphysics of morals and his critique of pure reason had guided and informed Deitel through his formative years. Kant’s concept of categorical imperatives had been the prime motivator in his life. He believed, as Kant taught, that there are imperatives must be obeyed wholly, regardless of our will or desires, and that the true measure of good was that it benefited others and not self. He believed in the unconditional obligation of sacrifice.

			Such an ethical outlook took its toll on Deitel, however. Sometimes he would ask why it was that fulfilling his own desires was considered immoral, but serving others was the only morality. What did that make mankind, he wondered, but a daisy chain of obligation? He’d found that measuring his worth solely by how he could best serve others ate away at his self-esteem. So he withdrew. He wrestled with angst and confusion over his sense of morality and duty to God, man, and his country. It made him feel like he was watching his life from the outside, living it at a distance, and leaving no real footprints.

			Then he’d been forced out of the comforts of his home, and found himself surrounded by people who lived in the here and now. They relished every moment of life and they harbored no guilt about it. They had no compunction about measuring themselves by the objective standard of what they were worth to others in terms of dollars and cents. They did not see this as crass, but simply a reflection of reality. They lived without apology or contradiction. And they embraced him without question.

			Of course, he also asked himself where had dealing with these people gotten him?

			He was being chased by Nazi agents, rappelling from balloons, traveling with crazies, running from the SS, raiding the executive mansion of the Yank homeland, fighting monsters, and was now about to venture into the heart of vampire country after an artifact rumored to raise the dead.

			He felt incredible. And it was incredible that he felt incredible.

			That’s when he saw Rucker and Terah walking along the edge of the beach, holding hands and with the gentle inland sea waves lapping at their ankles. He watched Rucker sweep Terah in his arms and kiss her long and deeply as the moonlight reflected off the sea.

			He looked away, embarrassed to find himself spying on them.

			The two had been so incomprehensible to him just a few days ago—confusing, ill-suited, messy, passionate, chaotic, and raw. Deitel turned and left them to their privacy. He thought now he was beginning to understand them.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER NINETEEN

			Western Tower

			Office of Reichsführer Himmler

			Wewelsburg Castle

			Greater German Reich

			Reinhard Heydrich hated delivering bad news to Reichsführer Himmler, but only a coward would send a subordinate in his stead. For all of Heydrich’s many sins, cowardice was certainly not one he possessed in any measure.

			Stopping in the hallway at a mirror, he made sure his collar was perfect and that he didn’t have a single blond hair out of place. Then he knocked exactly three times on Reichsführer’s door.

			He entered, gave his salute, and read from the dispatch he’d just received.

			“Sir, I beg to report that we have just received a communiqué from Lieutenant Skorzeny.”

			“Yes? He has the location of the Spear of Destiny?” Himmler asked, his otherwise dead eyes lighting up at the prospect.

			“No sir. He reports that he was, um . . . his word was ‘bushwhacked,’ by Rucker and his team of Freehold agents. Aboard the Lufthansa airship. They rescued Professor Renault and escaped. Lieutenant Skorzeny was apparently able to escape his captors by leaping from the cargo bay and catching himself on the cargo netting along the zeppelin’s underside. He reports he is back on the trail of Professor Renault and the spear.”

			Himmler said nothing for a moment. He seethed. Finally he spoke.

			“How did this happen?” the Reichsfürher asked.

			“It appears Rucker escaped custody in Rome, crippling at least eight of our SD agents. He then led an assault on our embassy in Rome where he freed his fellow agents,” Heydrich said. “How he managed to get aboard the Lufthansa airship is still under investigation.”

			Heydrich placed the Gestapo file on Rucker before the Reichsführer. It detailed Rucker’s service in the Great War and his subsequent activities. There was a photo from the man’s military file, a decade old. A grainy surveillance photo taken in London dated 1925. A brochure from the commercial air service company he was part owner of. And a photo of Rucker with his arms around two obviously German women, leering from behind sunglasses, wearing a cowboy hat and giving a V for victory sign.

			Himmler’s face reddened and his thin lips got even thinner.

			“Rucker! God damn that man!” he said. “First he interfered with the expedition to Tibet. Then that business in Casablanca. Every time I turn around the man is sabotaging our efforts.”

			Himmler slammed the file down on his desk and paced over to the window.

			“Let it be known—henceforth the American gangster pirate Sean Fox Rucker and his associates are enemies of the state,” he said. “I will have his head on a pike and I will place the pike at the entrance to Konigstein Castle. Get his picture and an alert to every guard post, every troop barracks, every police station, every embassy, every SD and Gestapo agent, and every border guard throughout the Reich.”

			The fact that Himmler was raising his voice was extraordinary. And frightening. Himmler was widely known for keeping calm under the most trying of circumstances; his fury was usually silent and deadly.

			“Herr Reichsführer, there is more. Der Schädel was thrown from the airship by the Texas gangster,” Heydrich reported.

			The Reichsführer’s face went pale.

			Heydrich had not seen many emotions on his master’s face, and this one was unprecedented. It disturbed Heydrich to his core. He recognized the emotion. It was commonplace among his underlings and the general population of the Reich.

			Fear.

			Raw, naked fear.

			“But that’s . . . he . . . It’s not possible,” Himmler said, his voice cracking and his mouth dry and coppery.

			“It’s verified, sir,” Heydrich said.

			Himmler gripped the edges of his desk. His hands trembled.

			It took several minutes, but the Reichsführer regained his composure.

			“The Führer will not be pleased,” Himmler said.

			“Sir, there is some good news,” Heydrich said, keeping his voice as steady as possible.

			“Yes?”

			“Lieutenant Skorzeny reported that he was on the tail of the gangsters. He believes Rucker and his team of agents know exactly in Wallachia where the spear is hidden.”

			Himmler nodded. “What is the status of Poenari Citadel? Have our men and Dr. Übel established their base of operations yet?”

			“Jawohl, Reichsführer, they have the volunteer Death’s Head Legion, a hundred scientists and technicians, a company of storm troopers, five wehr-wolves, and three nachtmenn on station. In addition, there are provisions for two weeks, and all the necessary lab equipment for Project Gefallener. The Fat Man says his Luftwaffe can resupply the garrison at any time necessary.”

			“Zehr gut,” Himmler said. “Send a squad of storm troopers from Poenari to link up with Skorzeny. Together they can track Rucker and capture his team after they locate the Spear of Destiny. And then Dr. Übel can begin his tests on the Death’s Head Legion. I’m sure he can find something to do until we get the spear to him.”

			Heydrich saluted, clicked his heels, and spun about 180 degrees. As he walked toward the door, Himmler stopped him.

			“Jawohl, sir?” Heydrich asked.

			“Inform Skorzeny not to fail me again,” Himmler said. “I want that spear, and then I want Rucker’s head.”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER TWENTY

			Foothills of the Carpathian Mountains

			Wallachia region of Romania

			Eastern Europe

			The two and a half hour flight aboard the Raposa from Volos was easy enough, but that’s where easy ended. The first stop was the small city of Piteşti on the Argeş River. Too small to be considered a city and too large to be just a town, Piteşti was nonetheless an important commercial and industrial and center.

			A trading town based on its crossroads location, Piteşti served as an informal residence for a number of Wallachian princes up until the late 1700s. By the late nineteenth century Piteşti became known as an important political center.

			Anywhere Filotoma didn’t have friends or customers, there were usually people who he held markers for. He shook the tree in Piteşti and it yielded much fruit.

			His extensive network among the Romani and the high regard in which most of them held him was because Filotoma was one of the few traders who treated them as equals. Also, they knew he ensured absolute confidentiality in commercial dealings. Filotoma said he believed there should be a wall of separation between business and state for obvious reasons.

			For six days and nights they traveled all around the countryside in a horse-drawn carriage, to Ramnicu, Valcea, Cotmeana, Bouleni, and Tigvenu. Every village on their route, Rucker noticed, had large crosses standing near the town gates.

			This was the land between the East and the West. It was the rock upon which the waves of eastern incursion broke again and again—be it the Turks or the Ottomans or the Persians or the Mohammedans. This was the enchanted, haunted, broken land that bore the brunt of man’s worst instincts of war, and his best instincts of hospitality and trade. It was as beautiful as it was deadly.

			Their carriage arrived at Ramnicu just before the sun set. Villagers were hurrying to get indoors. Their driver, in fact, insisted they get out so he could get the horses and the carriage to the livery before darkness fell.

			“What’s so important about it getting dark?” Rucker asked the innkeeper, who took their packs to their rooms.

			“It’s what comes in the dark,” the old man said. “What doesn’t want to be seen. What you’re better off not seeing.”

			Since they couldn’t travel at night, they spent evenings in the village inns, where a warm fire and hot food staved off the chill of the night air and whatever was worse. Over the door of almost every inn there was a horseshoe. Oil lamps burned throughout the inn’s main den. Though it was the late 1920s, in this part of the country there was no electricity.

			“What does the horseshoe mean?” Terah asked the elderly innkeeper’s wife.

			The old woman cackled, but it was a friendly laugh.

			“That’s a story near and dear to the Romani. A true fable—a paramitsha,” she said.

			She lit candles around the room then, her theatrical manner making it clear that the story she was about to tell had been told countless times before, to entertain and scare the guests.

			“Long ago it is said an evil necromancer—a summoner of death—sought to destroy the wandering tribes. So she called forth four great undead spirits—shilmulo, as the Romani call the undead—named Hunger, Bad Luck, Bad Health, and Unhappiness. These four wraiths traveled the land, leaving destruction, disease, and death in their wake.”

			Professor Renault edged closer to the hearth. Deitel felt the chill as well.

			“One Romani warrior had the courage to stand up to these horrors. His name was Aleandro Kalderasha. He mounted his mighty steed and rode out to face the four undead wraiths. The wraiths, you see, had split up to better spread their destruction, so it was Bad Luck whom Aleandro first came upon. The creature’s pus-filled eye sockets fixed upon the warrior, its jaws dripped poison from snake teeth, and his claws blackened with the blood of the Rom he’d killed,” the woman said.

			She threw something into the hearth and the flames exploded, causing every heart in her audience to skip a beat.

			“Even mighty Aleandro couldn’t stand to look upon this creature’s countenance, so he turned his steed and took off—discretion is always the better part of valor. The creature chased him through the night. As it was about to catch him, Bad Luck’s influence reached out to Aleandro’s horse, believing it would cause the horse to falter or throw the man. Instead, though, it caused the horse to throw its shoe, which struck the creature in the forehead, cleaving into his brain . . . Like all undead, when the brain is destroyed, the creature dies.”

			Chuy motioned to the serving girl for more wine.

			“Aleandro retrieved the shoe and,” the old woman continued, “upon returning home for the night, he nailed it above his door as a remembrance of his victory. But before the sun could rise again, the three other wraiths—Hunger, Bad Health, and Unhappiness—came to his home to seek revenge. When they saw the horseshoe, Unhappiness said, ‘There are three of us left, brothers, and three shoes remaining on that horse.’ They turned and fled the land.

			“It is why the Romani are forever the foes of the undead, why they are pledged against the Adria—the dark Otherness—and why the horseshoe represents the good luck of the Rom.”

			Another round of drinks was ordered, and Chuy wondered aloud about how prominent the undead featured into the beliefs of the Rom.

			“Fox and I have traveled through this part of the world before,” he said, “but rarely have we heard such stories.”

			The old woman cackled. “Perhaps you didn’t know how to listen. I am not of the Romani, but a friend of the Romani. They do not always share their secrets as openly and easily as you of the West. They whisper. You of the West seem . . . not to,” she said diplomatically. It was hard to say how much of the response was genuine and how much was still her act.

			Terah asked about the wolfsbane blossoms on the windows.

			“They keep the night things away. The Nosferatu. I lost my own daughter to the night creatures,” the woman said. “Stay inside and keep the doors locked, for all our protection.”

			After the innkeeper’s wife retired for the night, the rest stayed up waiting for Filotoma’s return.

			“Someone want to tell me why it is that every time I turn around lately someone is talking about the undead?” Rucker asked.

			“These stories aren’t that uncommon throughout the world,” Terah said. “Almost every culture we know has stories about the undead. The Chinese tell the story of the Jiângshî, reanimated corpses that travel the night and kill to absorb the life essence of the innocent. They are said to arise when a person’s soul fails or refuses to leave the body. They are creatures much like Voudoo’s undead, often decaying and covered in greenish furrylike mold and long white hair. They were first recorded in the folk tale of the ‘Traveling Corpse over a Thousand Li.’ Families who could not afford wagons would pay a small fee for Taoist priests to take them far away for burial. Those dead longing for home would arise from the grave, make their way back to their families and take revenge for not properly burying them where they could rest.”

			Deitel took a long drink of his beer.

			“Well, you can just rock me to sleep tonight,” he said.

			Rucker stoked the fire.

			“In Norse mythology,” Terah went on, “there are the draugr, Viking warriors that were buried rather than burned. They would seek to consume those who desecrated their graves, as it was known that Viking warriors would be buried with their wealth. And there are the liche from German mythology—probably where the Germans got their idea. The leichen are cadaverous like other undead, but unlike almost all undead except the Nosferatu, a liche retains some degree or even all of its living intelligence. This is in contrast to the Haitian manifestation known as the zo—”

			Terah was cut off mid-word when the front door of the inn slammed open. Everyone jumped. Filotoma stood in the doorway.

			“Jesus, Nick, you scared the hell out of us,” Rucker said.

			“Oops. I do not always know my own strength,” he said. “I’ve been meeting with some Romani friends.”

			Filotoma took off his coat and helped himself to a very large cup of wine.

			“It took some trading and more than a few drachmas—I will bill the foundation for my extensives, Fox—but they finally told me the story of the spear,” he said.

			“The Romani call the spear the Sacred Tshurri. The Romani sorcerers were its keepers for centuries but lost it for hundreds of years. All their magic centered around keeping the spear from the hands of mortal conquerors. Who chose them for this calling is lost to history. But as they were always outsiders and without power, they knew the danger of the spear falling into the hands of the ambitious.”

			“But it still fell into the hands of the Arabs, despite all their efforts,” Renault said.

			“Exactly. They got it back five hundred years ago. The Romani witches know how to use its power to supplement their own without tapping into its darker power,” Filotoma said. “But the Romani are wise, so they don’t use it. Much. And every season, so that even the devil won’t see, a different tribe is entrusted with the spear. Only no one in the tribe but one knows which tribe is chosen. Even the tribe high father is in the dark. But not Nick. Nick is the one who provides to the Romani witches the rare ingredients they need for their brews and spells. Was just a matter of confirming it. Is the Danis tribe.”

			“You could have told us sooner,” Rucker said. “Sometimes I just want to shoot you, Nick.”

			“You’d have to shoot first to get Nick,” Filotoma said.

			The Greek’s eyes traveled up to his right hand, which was up against Rucker’s neck and now held a .38 caliber single-shot Derringer in a gambler’s wrist slider. It was pointed safely away; Filotoma was just making a point.

			The Greek looked at Rucker with a sly grin. “And I always shoot first.”

			Rucker didn’t laugh, but he did have another drink with Filotoma.

			“Fine, we move out in the morning,” Rucker said. “We wouldn’t get any help from the villagers here anyway.”

			As soon as the sun peaked over the rocky horizon, the ragtag expedition was up and moving again. But this time they split up. Five days on the trail had been too much for Renault, and what they faced ahead would be even more dangerous.

			Renault told Terah everything else he knew about the spear and then headed south with Chuy in the carriage to Piteşti. Chuy would fly Renault back to Rome in the Raposa, where the Prometheus Society would provide private contractor bodyguards. Chuy would also be picking up a special delivery straight from Austin, care of the society. He knew he would have to push the Raposa to its limits to make time and the next rendezvous.

			“You take care of my crate,” Rucker said to him before the carriage departed. “Not one scratch.”

			Chuy said, “Be careful, Fox.”

			“We will,” Deitel said.

			Rucker, Filotoma, Terah, and Deitel set out on horseback along the mountain path toward the last known campsite of the Danis tribe. Rucker wore his cowboy hat – a necessity as much as an affectation, Deitel thought. He had his big Colt cowboy pistol again. Deitel and Terah wore riding gear and weapons that Filotoma had supplied, but Rucker was picky about having his own gear that he’d brought from the Raposa. If it had been possible, Rucker would have preferred to have his own horse, Shadow, but the stallion was safe and sound back in the Freehold. The smaller Bosnian ponies they rode now, just 12 hands high, were better suited and more sure-footed for the mountainous Eastern European terrain anyway.

			It was a treacherous path and an exhausting ride. Late in the day they found themselves needing water for riders and horses alike. They’d expected to make it to the Argeş River by noon, where they could replenish their canteens. It was five hours past that and they were still miles from the river.

			The sun had been relentless, and despite the beauty of the landscape, there was little in the way of shade on their trail. If Rucker seemed less affected than the others, it was only because of his upbringing in the Chihuahua Outback.

			Finally, the four riders came upon a small farmhouse. The fields around it were well kept, and several rows of crops—beets and potatoes, it looked like—were well into their growth cycles. And there was a well. They paid the farmers handsomely for all the water they could drink and take, as well as additional fresh bread and meat. Then they were on their way again.

			If the Wallachian landscape was haunting during the night, it was twice as beautiful during the day. Deitel didn’t notice. He’d never ridden a horse, and he knew the beast could smell his fear. All his focus was on staying in the saddle.

			More than a few times it veered off the path, causing the German doctor to be swatted with low-hanging tree branches or to look to the left at the steep, two-hundred-foot drop to the valley below. Mounting the thing had been its own comic opera. Rucker didn’t help much. He just sat on his horse watching. And laughing.

			“How is it you know these paths and these Romani so well,” Deitel asked Filotoma.

			“I make friends wherever I go, young man. If I happen to offer Romani fantastic goods at unbelievable low prices, so much the better. If they trade with me sometimes, I only ask for a little help making deliveries that are no one else’s business.”

			“Sometimes,” he added, “that involves traveling by caravan along these goat paths to get, um . . . what is word . . . Hypochondrial? Hypothetical? Word that means you can’t use the truth against me. Sometimes it might involve getting certain goods to certain people inside a certain Black Iron Curtain. Do you get me?” he said, touching his nose.

			“What?” Deitel said.

			“He means smuggling,” Rucker explained.

			“Alleged smuggling,” Filotoma said.

			“Alleged smuggling,” Rucker said. “You see, Nick hires people like me to deliver things that local authorities forbid, and which therefore become even more profitable in the black market.”

			“Governments can pass a lot of laws,” Terah added, “but they can’t repeal the law of supply and demand.”

			They arrived roughly an hour before sundown at the terraces above the right bank of the Argeş where the river met its tributary. Deitel didn’t realize until he climbed off his horse how sore his inner thighs would be.

			The terraces gave way to a series of overlays and caves.

			“We can set up camp in these,” Rucker said. “It offers protection from the elements and it will shield our fire from sight. There’s enough room for the horses as well.”

			Terah surveyed the area. “Good defensive position,” she said.

			Rucker nodded. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. This is about stealth, not engagement.”

			Rucker had everyone unsaddle, unbridle, and brush out their horses before they could do anything else. He then led the horses to the river’s edge, where he didn’t have to urge them to drink.

			While the countryside was beautiful, he got an uneasy feeling.

			“Something’s not right here,” he said. Many blooms remained, but many were dead. It seemed almost like a regular pattern—something nature never provides.

			“I think that’s where lurks Poenari Citadel,” Filotoma said, pointing off in the distance to where the silhouette of the Carpathian Mountains could be seen in the twilight.

			“Doc, you and Terah unpack the gear,” Rucker said. “Nick and me will look to the horses, gather wood, and boil some river water. I’ll do the cooking when I’m done with that.”

			Deitel did a double take.

			“Don’t say anything,” Terah whispered. “He loves to cook and he’s really good at it.” She noticed Deitel still had a slack expression. “Yeah, I know,” she said.

			Rucker had walked away from where Filotoma was caring for the horses. He was down on his hands and knees, studying the ground.

			“Now what?” Deitel asked Terah.

			“Shhh,” she said.

			Rucker, back on his feet, jogged up the embankment. Terah and Deitel followed him up to the natural promontory.

			Deitel started to ask what was happening when Terah held a finger up to his lips. Rucker was all over the place, his eyes daring and his brow furrowed. He was touching the grass here, feeling the leaves of bushes there. He tasted a pinch of soil, and quickly spit it out as if it were poison. He rubbed one of the loose leaves from a tree between his hands and smelled it.

			Deitel looked at Terah with eyes that asked if Rucker had gone crazy.

			“He’s reading,” she whispered.

			Then Rucker was off again, jogging through the underbrush farther away from the riverbank. When they caught up to him, he was standing over ground that even Deitel could see was freshly disturbed—divots and furrows of fresh dirt and bent weeds.

			Rucker was holding a tuft of wiry hair caught on a tree branch.

			“Fox?” Terah finally asked.

			As if he were speaking more to himself rather than them, Rucker started recounting what he read.

			“There was a campsite here,” he said. “All around us. Large. Something bad happened.”

			He moved about as he talked, pointing out signs he’d read. He picked up a scrap of pink printed cloth, dirty and stained with a brown that Deitel knew could only be dried blood. He peeled drying clay where it was splattered six feet up on a tree trunk.

			“Men, women, and children. Wheeled caravans. The campsite was new. What attacked here . . . I’ve never seen tracks like this,” Rucker said. He held out the tuft of hair. “I’ve never seen fur like this, either.”

			He stopped and stared intently at a stone with a natural-looking but unnaturally regular burn pattern.

			“There was an attack. From all sides. They were gathered in the center. The bodies were dragged in that direction,” Rucker said. He was still staring at the rock.

			“How do you know?” Terah asked. “I see no drag marks. I see nothing in that direction. Like the ground has been swept clear.”

			“Exactly,” he said.

			Another thirty yards into the undergrowth and they found it. A large pit had been dug and filled.

			“It’s very large,” Rucker said. “Whatever came upon them came upon them quickly. And then it buried the evidence. Animals don’t tend to do that.”

			“Who were they?” Deitel asked.

			“No idea. Some very unfortunate souls, I reckon,” Rucker said.

			“How do you know they didn’t bury their own?”

			“In a mass grave with no markers? This was a pretty professional job. They buried them deep,” Rucker said. He squatted down near the edge of the freshly covered pit and pulled a handful of leaves away from four deep gashes in the earth. “What dug this hole is something I don’t want to see.”

			Terah looked around. It was growing colder as the sun set.

			“How long ago, Fox?” she asked.

			Rucker smelled his hands again.

			“Ten, maybe twelve days,” he said.

			“Is it safe to establish camp here, so close to whatever happened?” Deitel asked.

			“Probably the best place to be. Last place they’ll be looking for anyone,” Rucker said. “Besides, best not to travel farther in the dark.”

			It was a morbid logic even Deitel couldn’t deny.

			Two hours later they all sat around a fire pit deep enough in the cave that no light would escape. Deitel was impressed by the dinner. Rucker had taken the smoked lamb meat they’d packed and added it to penne pasta. He made a demiglace with the fat and marrow, which served as a sauce. Wild mushrooms, spinach, and some feta cheese Filotoma brought along were tossed with the lamb.

			“I expected the franks and the beans,” Deitel said. “This is . . . this is vunderbar.”

			“Don’t make a big thing of it,” Rucker said. “I like to cook because it’s when I can just focus on the moment, and not worry about anything else.” Secretly he was glad they were making a big thing of it.

			Filotoma had a second bowl of the pasta. Terah and Deitel put away almost as much.

			Afterward, they rinsed the pots and bowls in the river and prepared to bed down around the fire. No one wanted to be too far from it.

			“Fox, I have to tell you something,” Terah said. “I’m a little spooked by all this.”

			“Me, too,” Deitel added.

			“And I,” Filotoma said.

			“Look, y’all, we don’t know whose campsite that was or what it was that got them,” Rucker said. “We stay on our flight path. With any luck and if Nick’s information is correct, we should get to where the Danis tribe is supposed to be by sundown tomorrow. So ease off and calm down. I’ll take the first watch, then Terah, then Nick, then you, Doc. Just, everyone don’t let your imaginations go giving you the willies. There’s nothing to fear.”

			A wolf bayed in the distance.

			“Oh, nice timing,” Rucker said, rubbing the palm of his hand down his face. “There is nothing—and I mean nothing—to be afraid of.”

			Thunder crashed just outside the entrance to the cave and an unearthly howl echoed off the walls. Then a creature crashed into the cave, each step shaking the ground and loosening dust from the rock overhead. It was seven feet tall and almost as wide. It was the color of river clay and shaped like a man. The maw in its face opened and again they heard that horrible, melancholy howl.

			Rucker pulled his pistol from under his pillow, for all the good it would do him.

			“Except that,” he said, referring back to his assurance that there was nothing to fear.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			North of Piteşti

			Wallachia region of Romania

			Eastern Europe

			Rucker, Terah, Nick, and Deitel retreated to the far side of the fire pit. The clay monster stood opposite, blocking the only way out. It had stopped and howled again, a sound that unnerved all four of them. Oddly, Rucker noticed, the horses bedded over in the adjacent cavern hadn’t reacted at all to the commotion or to the seven-foot-tall mud creature.

			All four had their pistols trained on the thing. It hadn’t attacked, really, but it was not exactly a nonaggressive presence. They all stood frozen in place.

			“Is not something you see every day, even in Romania,” Filotoma said.

			The thing took a menacing step forward, and that was enough.

			Rucker and Terah emptied their pistols into the giant. Deitel had taken to carrying a small Walther 9mm; he emptied it into the creature as well. The sound of the gunfire was amplified by the stone walls all around them.

			There was a moment of deafening silence following the explosion of gunfire, when the only sound getting through the ringing in their ears was the whinnying of the now frightened horses. They all stood frozen, realizing their shots had done nothing to the creature.

			Then Filotoma raised his one-shot Derringer and fired.

			Terah, Rucker, and Deitel all turned to look at him.

			“Really, Nick?” Rucker said.

			“What? My business is business, not shooting monsters, smart guy,” Filotoma said.

			The thing hadn’t made a sound or reacted at all to the gunfire. The bullet holes seemed to close up. Now it stalked toward Rucker. From the satchel by his bedroll he pulled the Tesla pistol. He charged the weapon and fired it straight at the creature’s chest.

			The whole Tesla gun vibrated, hummed, and the blue glass bulb at the back lit up. A nearly straight arc of what looked like blue lightning shot outward at the creature, striking it right in the chest.

			It lit up the night.

			It had absolutely no effect.

			There was only one smart thing to do—run for his life, but that wasn’t the choice Rucker made. He had to distract the thing so the others could run. He charged at the creature, leaping up and wrapping his arms around its neck and yelling to the others, “Run!”

			The creature didn’t even struggle against Rucker, who realized, to his embarrassment, that the thing barely deigned to notice he was on its back. Deitel picked up a thick branch from the pile of firewood to hit the thing repeatedly in the face. Its face would become misshapen and then mold back into place. Finally, it reached behind, grabbed Rucker by the collar, and threw him to the ground.

			The four squared off against the beast then, forming a semicircle.

			The beast lunged clumsily after one and then another of them, knocking over the supplies unpacked from the horses. It stepped through the fire, sending burning logs rolling through the cave.

			“What is this thing?” Rucker asked as it came closer to him. “A Transylvanian monster or something the Nazis cooked up?”

			“Like I wrote the Necronomicon. How should I know?” Terah asked. “I’m betting it’s one of the Black Sun’s creations. The Germans are some sick bastards.”

			“Thank you,” Deitel said sarcastically, dodging as the creature lashed out at him.

			“Sorry,” Terah said.

			“It’s big and mean, but a little slow,” Rucker said.

			“Just like every other Nazi I’ve ever met,” Deitel said.

			“Gavver! Atch!” came a woman’s disembodied voice.

			The thing stopped. Its hands fell to its sides and it stood up straight, almost mashing its head against the cavern ceiling.

			“I give you one chance to answer, and I know if you lie,” said the voice from the shadows. “Who are you?”

			Filotoma spoke in the language of the Romani: “We’re friends of the travelers; friends of the widow’s son.”

			The voice and Filotoma both fired off at each other, too fast for any of the others to follow even if they had spoken Rom.

			Finally, the voice said, “Gavver, avree.”

			The giant thing lowered its arms.

			A young Gypsy woman stepped out into the light of the campfire. She wore a black hooded cloak but was dressed in an all white, low-cut blouse a white, loose skirt that fell below her knees, white sandals and gloves. The brightness of her clothes stood in stark contrast to the cloak, her dark olive skin and black hair. She was only fifteen, but fully mature and beautiful.

			“You know the Romani,” she said. It was not a question. Rucker knew what Filotoma had said was a cant—code between the Romani and those they considered friends.

			“What the hell is going on?” he asked, reloading and then holstering his Colt pistol.

			“What is going on here is none of your business. You are not Romani. You are free to go. And I would go if I were you—there will be blood in the nights to come,” she said. Her voice revealed fury and pain.

			“What happened to you?” Terah said softly.

			Tears came to the girl’s face but her voice did not break.

			“The Nazis are going to pay for what they have done to my people,” she said. “What they did right here on this very ground soaked in the blood of my people.”

			Pain was etched deeply on the girl’s face. But not as deeply as resolve. And hate.

			“Your tribe was camped here?” Rucker asked.

			“Yes, that was my family. Before the devils came.”

			“And they’re all dead?”

			“Yes. I am the last.”

			“The Danis family?”

			“How could you . . . What do you want?” she asked. She waved her hands in a strange pattern and for a moment they started to glow. The giant creature swiveled its head to look straight at Rucker. Even without expression, the menace was obvious.

			“Look, easy,” Rucker said. “We may have common cause here. If you can get the big pottery man-thing to stop glaring at us, we can offer you some hot food and coffee.”

			She was as wary as she was tired.

			Rucker slowly reached out and lifted her face by her chin with his finger. He smiled warmly.

			“Come on, I’d be a dilo—a fool—to try to trick someone with a monster.” He had picked up a few Roma words from Nick.

			She didn’t smile, but she did nod her assent. The Gypsy girl spoke a few unrecognizable words to her creature, which then walked off into the woods.

			The fire was going out. Deitel and Terah began gathering some of the scattered kindling and piling it in the pit. The only light now was from the lanterns.

			“It will take a moment to get the fire going again,” Terah said to the girl.

			The girl brought her hands together, palms up, fingers curled, as she whispered, “Yagg,” and wiggled her fingers.

			A jet of flames burst from the smoldering dry wood thrown in the fire pit. It settled down and the fire was once again burning steadily.

			“Okay, so there’s that,” Terah said.

			“First things first,” Rucker said as he poured her a cup of coffee. “What’s your name?”

			“Jaelle— Amria. Amria Damara.”

			Filotoma nodded. “The ‘bitter curse’ it means, yes?”

			The girl cupped her hands around the ceramic mug.

			“Yes. I chose the name for myself. To hide from both the devil and from God, because I don’t want Him to see what I will do,” she said.

			The silence around the campfire that followed stretched out like a rubber band pulled too tight.

			“All right, then,” Deitel finally said. “Hungry?”

			Amria accepted a bowl of the lamb pasta, and then another. Terah offered her a blanket as the night air grew colder.

			Whether it was exhaustion or the fact that so much injustice had been placed on the shoulders of a girl so young and innocent—the weeks alone as the last survivor of her tribe—Amria let go of her burden. She told her story—the night the Nazis came and destroyed everything.

			It was the story of how her life ended on her wedding day, and how all of her people came to die in terror. Even the children. Even her little brother, just eight. The day Jaelle died and Amria was born.

			All because the Nazis wanted the Sacred Tshurri.

			“I am the guardian of the Sacred Tshurri. They all died and not me,” she said, spitting out the bitter words. “I would trade it for all their lives back, I think sometimes, but then I know that all would die—the whole world—if dark men gain the power of this.”

			From within the folds of her cloak she pulled a foot-long object wrapped thickly in oilcloth and tied with black twine.

			“It is for this that they died,” she said. “It is for this that I will exact my vengeance. It is through this—how it makes my eldritch weaving even stronger—that I will take their lives and their souls.”

			The supreme and tragic irony of it all, she said, was that none of her family members even knew that she was the guardian for this season of the Sacred Tshurri. None of the adults who were interrogated one by one by the skull-faced madman. Their minds ripped asunder. Their bodies torn apart and buried in a mass grave.

			And then the children.

			When she told the four what happened to the children, Deitel felt his body go numb. Terah and Filotoma wept. Deitel could never have believed such evil truly existed. Whether it was because the sane mind couldn’t accept it, or because Deitel—like so many other Germans in the face of the New Order—just didn’t want to believe it, he could hide from it no longer.

			This was no longer a grand adventure. This was reality. Black, bleak, meaningless reality. Evil, death, and decay were the only victors in life, and the takers and the killers were the ones who . . .

			Deitel saw the piercing fury in Rucker’s eyes. It burned white hot like a furnace. A day, an hour, even a moment before, the look would have terrified him.

			But not now. No, now it brought the German doctor something else. A spark that glowed against the darkness, rising and burning away all the despair.

			It gave him something he didn’t expect to feel.

			It gave him hope.

			Their eyes met. Rucker nodded. He understood.

			Righteous fury. Resolve. Justice. Hope.

			These existed in this world, too, and in men, as much as did evil, despair, and horror. One could choose to give in to the despair and evil, or one could find hope—and even justice—in the unlikeliest of places or people.

			One could even be that hope.

			The fury in Rucker’s eyes alighted something in Deitel. For just the briefest hint of a moment, he felt a passing sense of pity for those upon whose heads that fury would fall.

			Against the overwhelming forces of darkness and death a man could stand—unbending and undaunted—and refuse to yield.

			“We can help you,” Rucker said to the girl. “We can protect you. We can help you protect the Tshurri. We can take you and it to a place far away from the evil men who did this to you.” He looked her level in the eyes. “I will help you balance the scales.”

			The girl saw in his eyes what Deitel had. She placed a hand on his face and closed her eyes. Her hand started to glow. It wasn’t that he felt something in his mind so much as in his heart, as if she read what he was feeling rather than thinking.

			“I believe you,” she said.

			She waved her left hand in a circular motion and pointed two fingers on her right hand upward. Again a glow without a source enclosed her hands.

			“Gavver will patrol the grounds for us, keeping us safe,” she said. “An ancient weaving gift from our Hebrew cousins.”

			She curled up in the blanket, the Tshurri secreted away in her cloak again, and was immediately asleep.

			“All the same,” Rucker said as he checked his pistol and took a blanket to the cave entrance.

			While the others bedded down, Deitel went out to where Rucker sat vigil.

			“Now we have the Spear of Destiny,” he said after a moment. “It even came to us. I can’t believe we are this lucky.”

			Rucker nodded. “Oh trust me, I can’t, either.”

			“What next?” he asked.

			“In the morning we convince the girl first to let us get it and her as far away from Europe as we can, as fast as we can,” Rucker said. “She’ll understand the reasoning there.”

			“And then?”

			“And then I figure out a way to help her visit vengeance on them that murdered her family.”

			Deitel was about to ask, because after all, it wasn’t part of the job he was being paid for. And then he stopped himself. Rucker had given the girl his word. That was enough.

			Deitel climbed back into his bedroll by the fire. Off in the night, he could hear a wolf howl.

			He nodded. He knew how it felt.

			Then he found himself smiling.

			It was the same smile he’d seen on Rucker’s face.

			Deitel awoke to the sound of quiet conversation. The fire was smoldering. He checked his watch: 5:00 A.M. Rucker had said sunrise wouldn’t be until 6:45 here.

			Rucker, Terah, and Filotoma listened as Amria told them the story of the spear and how her people were its guardians through the ages. Deitel sat up. Terah placed a mug of hot coffee in his hands.

			“None of us know when it first came into our hands,” the Gypsy girl said, “but it was sometime after the second incursion from the east, before Martellus drove the easterners away in the long before.”

			“Charles Martel. That was the eighth century,” Terah said.

			Amria explained that for centuries the Romani had kept the Spear of Destiny—the Sacred Tshurri—safe from the world, and the world safe from it. The fathers of the Hebrew tribe that had spirited it away believed that only their Romani cousins would understand the dangers of such power in the hands of those with power.

			The Romani drabnari divined its powers, and how its power could be affected by their eldritch weavings and consecrations. They also knew its potential for evil. So they kept it secret even from their own tribes. The drabnari women, in typical Rom fashion, even sowed misinformation about the Sacred Tshurri, ensuring it would be lost to the winds where rumors beget rumors further from the truth in every telling.

			They did not count on the brutality and resolve of one man, so obsessed with power and with overcoming death that he cut through all the secrets and lies and webs of misinformation. His name was Vlad Tepes.

			He sought it, he found it.

			No one knew what became of the spear after he was said to have died. In part, it was because Tepes didn’t really die.

			“For almost four hundred years no Rom or even drabnari would venture closer than a night’s ride from Poenari Citadel,” Amria said.

			And yet the drabnari women continued their ancient custom of passing down the stories of the Sacred Tshurri, certain that one day they would again safeguard the holy relic from the world of men.

			They were wise, Amria said.

			“Just a half century ago, the ancient spirit of the demon count was driven from Poenari Citadel. Driven away by mere mortal men of faith and science. I’m told some penny novelist named Stoker even wrote a book based on it. Shortly after the real events of their incursion into the castle, there was—well, they called it a rock slide, but we know better. A portion of the castle’s southern tower fell into the valley. One of the sister drabnari—the curse finally broken—retrieved the Sacred Tshurri, and we began anew our sacred trust.”

			“And it just so happened,” Terah said, “that when the demons of this day—the soldiers who bear the mark of the broken cross—came hunting the Tshurri, it was you who protected it.”

			Amria nodded.

			“My people were slaughtered not even knowing it was I the swine were searching for. Now I will not hide the Tshurri any longer. I will use it to destroy them. We Romani have long known the secrets of the Tshurri. It is much more powerful than those small minds could ever imagine.”

			Rucker stopped her.

			“Amria, the Nazis know the secret of the spear as well. They’ll hunt down and execute every last Romani in Europe to find it.”

			Her dark eyes flashed equal parts anger and passion, but they also held bitter regret and guilt. She felt guilt for surviving the Nazi massacre. She felt guilt because she should have thought of some way to stop them.

			“Amria, your . . . that thing in the woods—Gavver, you called it? Is it, too, connected to the spear?” Rucker asked.

			“That is my golem. Gavver, the soldier. I made him from the sacred earth of the Rom to protect me,” she said.

			Terah nodded.

			“What is the power of the Tshurri?”

			“It can bring death and summon the legions of the underworld,” she said. “From the mindless, rotting feeders that eat the living to the ancient Lords of Darkness, like what Vlad Tepes became.”

			Silence.

			Rucker shook his head.

			“I am so renegotiating my contract with Lysander,” he said. “I know he didn’t mention Lords of Darkness.”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			Campsite

			Near Poenari Citadel

			Wallachia region of Romania

			Eastern Europe

			For a while everyone was quiet, sipping on lukewarm coffee. Amria wiped her mouth with her sleeve.

			“Amria,” Rucker said, “you know we have to get you and the Tshurri—the spear—far away from here, don’t you?”

			She cast a wary look at the pilot.

			“Don’t fear. Just listen. You know what will happen if Hitler and his minions get hold of it. They will march across the world, and they will have their Thousand Year Reich,” Rucker said. “Or worse, the dead will rise and march across the earth—same outcome.”

			The wind outside caught a hollow in the cave entrance, and there was a haunted howl.

			“What if I told you I can take you and the spear to a place where you and it would be safe,” Rucker said.

			Amria’s eyes flashed with fire.

			“The Tshurri is not for them and it is not for you,” she said, almost spitting out the words. “It will avenge the blood of my people, and then I will make sure no man ever sees it again.”

			Rucker was undeterred.

			“Look, you only have my word, but I can tell you it goes against everything I believe to take what rightfully belongs to someone else. Amria, we can take you and the Tshurri somewhere beyond the reach of the Nazis. And then we can return to exact the revenge you so rightly deserve. You don’t need the spear for that.”

			“You will die trying to take me or the Tshurri,” she hissed.

			Amria peered into Rucker’s blue eyes, trying to divine his soul again.

			“Your eyes have the sky in them,” she said. “Your words might be as shifting as the winds.”

			“We’re the good guys, Amria. This is what we do,” he said.

			She looked askance at him.

			“Look, fine,” he said. “If you’ll keep it away from the Nazis, we don’t need to ever see it. At least let us help you keep it from them.”

			“I am not concerned that they are hunting me,” she said. “I’m the one doing the hunting.”

			It didn’t matter that this girl was barely a teenager. The pain—the horror—she’d lived through gave finality to her words.

			“Fine,” she said. “You have shared your food and your homes with me.” It was a particularly Roma thing to assume—that a camp was a home. “I will listen.”

			“May we see the spear? The Tshurri?” Rucker asked.

			She pulled the wrapping from her cloak, untied and unrolled it. Maybe it was the campfire reflecting off the metal, but it seemed to glow with its own inner light. It seemed to glitter. And yet it was just a metal pilum from a centurion’s spear. Right?

			But the fate of the entire world could rest on its sharpened edges.

			Everyone sat transfixed.

			“It’s amazing,” Filotoma said finally. “Are we sure we can’t buy it?”

			Amria was on her feet wielding the spear like a knife. Her golem crashed into the cave and stood ready.

			“Whoa whoa whoa whoa!” Rucker said. “My friend is kind of an idiot. He thought he was making a joke. It’s not funny at all. We’re sorry.”

			Slowly, Amria’s shoulder’s relaxed. With a wave, the golem turned and walked back out into the early morning darkness to stand vigil. She quickly rewrapped the Tshurri.

			Deitel spoke up. He wanted to put Amria at ease.

			“I know precious little about your people except the fools who rule my homeland don’t like you. Tell me of your people,” he said.

			Amria sat back.

			“It is said we were once rooted to another land long ago. But it was destroyed. Our people were never ones to dwell on the loss of things. We celebrated our freedom from the land. This angered a passing wizard, who demanded that we, as landless people, serve him. When the Romani refused, the necromancer cursed us, saying we would forever be made to wander, to never settle, and to always be seen as outcasts,” she said. Her hands conveyed her story as much as her words. Pacing around the fire, she drew shadows on the cave walls in the flickering firelight, mesmerizing her audience. Rucker was reminded of the old innkeeper’s wife. There was a natural showmanship in even the most rustic of the Roma.

			“The Romani left and gathered on a distant mountain. They gathered and drew a circle where they shed their blood with their own daggers, letting the blood baptize the earth. Roma cursed those who would curse us. They pledged to all Romani, and woe unto those who spill Rom blood. And woe unto the undead, the devil wolves, and the creatures of the night and the winged demons, who would prey on the Rom!”

			Amria, settled back against a rock, smiling a disturbingly come-hither smile for a girl barely into her teens. Even more disturbing, given the fire in her eyes.

			“We, too, have our own magic and our own curses,” she said. “What’s wrong will be set right.”

			Sensing a pause, Rucker asked the obvious.

			“The ones responsible for murdering your tribe—do you know where they are?”

			“Yes,” Amria said. “The castle on the hill. Poenari Castle, on the shore of Lakul Vidaru. After they came, they left here, but now they have returned with more.”

			Everyone went silent.

			“They have made it their camp,” she said. “It will be their graveyard when I am done.”

			“Oh, great,” Deitel said. “Why are we still here?”

			“Shhh,” Rucker said.

			The damned wind howled again.

			After a moment, Deitel went on.

			“It seems to me rather than worrying about vengeance now,” he said, “the smart thing to do is to take the spear and get it as far away from the Nazis in Poenari Citadel as possible. Right now. If Amria is right, they have everything they need at the citadel to start making their army of the undead . . . except the spear.”

			Amria started to protest, but Rucker put a hand on her arm.

			“And then we return,” he said, to reassure her. “To wipe them all out for what they did to your kin.”

			Finally, she nodded. “Okay. I place my trust in your word. Woe unto you if you break it.”

			Like the others and now Amria, Deitel knew it was a promise Rucker would keep. And what was strange, he knew he’d be right there beside Rucker.

			The sun would be above the horizon soon, and Rucker wanted to be riding by then. They packed their gear and shouldered their saddles, filing out of the cave.

			They all stopped short at the cave entrance. A squad of uniformed storm troopers, machine pistols pointed at them, surrounded the cave mouth. Off in the distance they saw a steam crawler, parked just far enough away that the sound of its arrival hadn’t alerted them. At a glance, Rucker could see that these weren’t run of the mill soldiers. Their positions were textbook perfect, allowing a cross-fire kill zone and yet close enough to cover to react to return fire. Their jackboots were muddy from the night march they’d been on, and their mottled coveralls helped them blend into the foliage.

			The five of them raised their hands.

			The ranks of SS storm troopers parted for Lieutenant Skorzeny. He stepped forward and stood with his fists on his hips, looking pleased with himself.

			Damn, Rucker thought. He was harder to kill than those wehr-wolves.

			“Okay,” Rucker said to those around him. “This isn’t part of the plan.”

			“There’s a plan?” Terah asked.

			“I don’t know yet, I’m still making it up,” he said. “But I’m pretty sure this ain’t part of it.”

			“Surprised to see me again, Captain Rucker?” Skorzeny asked.

			“Not without horns and a pitchfork,” Rucker said.

			Amria leapt at Skorzeny, and Rucker grabbed her at the last second. She screeched like a banshee. Skorzeny motioned for his men to hold their fire.

			“God damn you all!” she shouted, spitting at Skorzeny and struggling against Rucker.

			“Amria!” Rucker said. “Not now. They’ll kill you.”

			She looked at him with not an ounce less hatred than she held for Skorzeny.

			“And you stupid Amis. I have been as a ghost until you blundered in here,” she said between clenched teeth.

			Rucker turned her around.

			“Amria, look at me. He wants to talk or he’d have shot us already.” With a wink, he added, “Let’s give Gavver a chance.”

			It took a second for Amria’s rage to fall away and comprehension to dawn. She nodded.

			Rucker set her down in the middle in between the rest of them, then stepped in front of her and faced Skorzeny.

			“Now what?” he asked.

			Skorzeny relished the moment. In the distance, the steam crawlers were firing up and moving closer, now that the trap had been sprung. But having no idea how deep the cave ran or if there were other ways out, the German commando wanted to wait until his prey were out of it before the steam crawlers were brought close. He was nothing if not thorough.

			“Ironic, isn’t it?” he said to Rucker, as he removed his gloves. “You think you are looking at a dead man. I, in turn, know I am looking at a dead man. But it will not be as quick a death for you as you thought I had.”

			“Yeah, Otto, how the hell did you . . . never mind” Rucker said, letting it trail off.

			The stomp of the steam crawlers through the brush got louder.

			“We will take you back to our base camp, where I am ordered to turn you over to the Gestapo interrogators. I would much rather settle matters between us my own way,” Skorzeny said, staring angrily into Rucker’s eyes.

			Though the crawlers had stopped thirty feet away, their mechanized heads peaking out over the lower treetops, the stomp and crash of the brush continued. But it was coming from behind the crawlers now.

			Rucker looked around just as Amria’s golem crashed out of the brush onto the promontory above the cave entrance. It howled then, chilling the bones of both enemy and ally, then leapt down in front of them, facing the Skorzeny and the storm troopers. Even the most hardened veteran SS man froze.

			Amria splayed her fingers and spread her arms in an encompassing arc. “Atch nai!” she shouted, and light poured from her hands in all directions.

			The golem howled again, and Amria fell limp to the ground.

			Rucker and Terah were still drawing their pistols when the first SS troopers pulled their triggers. A chorus of clicks sounded through the clearing. Then more clicks. Troopers who remembered their training ducked behind cover before trying to clear their machine pistols. Others stood there dumbly, trying to work the bolts. Rucker and Terah targeted the easy shots first. But their hammers also fell to quiet clicks.

			“What . . . the . . . hell?” Rucker said, looking at Terah.

			“I think it was her,” Terah said, motioning to Amria as he switched out magazines. Still nothing. “She got us all.”

			Rucker holstered his pistol. “You know what that means, don’t you?”

			Terah nodded. They charged at the troops, the golem leading the way. Its huge arms swung left and right. It wasn’t fast, but when it connected with a storm trooper, the trooper was sent flying thirty feet and did not get up again.

			“See you out there,” Terah said, pulling her twin daggers from her boots.

			With the dual daggers out, she moved through the storm troopers at a full sprint, slashing and cutting like an artist. Filotoma simply bear-hugged the first trooper he came to and took him to the ground. Deitel did the smart thing; he grabbed Amria and pulled her back into the cave. Meanwhile, Rucker and Skorzeny circled one another.

			This time it was no honorable duel. It was the real thing. Rucker had his Bowie knife out, and Skorzeny wielded his combat dagger. A lightning fast kick to his ribs sent Rucker sprawling to the ground. He rolled just in time to avoid being stabbed, throwing a handful of dirt into Skorzeny’s face. Back on his feet, he feinted right and stepped left, slipping around Skorzeny and catching his upper right arm with a nasty slice as he tried to work around behind the man. Skorzeny lashed out behind him with a rear kick that struck Rucker in the gut. He went down but rolled away again, narrowly avoiding another slash.

			The two faced off once more amidst the chaos around them. Rucker thought they had a good chance, as long as the golem was occupying most of the troopers and Amria’s spell, doing whatever she’d done to everyone’s guns, held out.

			Without taking his eyes off Rucker, Skorzeny called out to the steam crawlers.

			“Lassen Sie die nachtmenn!”

			Release the nachtmenn. Shit, Rucker thought.

			“Now who’s cheating?” he said as he slashed again at Skorzeny.

			They came tearing through the woods—five nachtmenn—like a pack of angry German shepherds. They ran at full speed on all fours. All five leapt onto the golem. It struggled against them but the sheer weight toppled the creature. It fought valiantly, breaking the neck of one of the beasts and tearing the jaw off another, but the remaining nachtmenn literally tore the golem to shreds.

			Rucker turned away from his face-off with Skorzeny for just a split second when he heard Terah cry out. It was the opening Skorzeny needed. The toe of the commando’s boot connected with Rucker’s temple. The last thing he saw was Terah being held up, unconscious and bloody, by two storm troopers. Then it all went black.

			Twenty minutes later the prisoners were secured, four of them trussed together, for the moment, on the ground, two of them—Rucker and the woman, who had gone down fighting—unconscious. The three remaining nachtmenn patrolled the perimeter—searching to make sure there were no others. Two storm troopers brought Amria to Skorzeny, where a medic was stitching the gash in his right arm.

			“We found her in the cave, sir,” the soldier reported. “She didn’t put up much of a fight. The skinny male has apparently hidden her and then led us away from her.”

			The girl looked like she’d been drugged. Her eyes focused on Skorzeny for just a second and she spit at him.

			“She carried a dagger but no firearms. The only other thing she had was this,” the second storm trooper said. He reached into his belt and pulled out a wrapped object, handing it to Skorzeny.

			They carried the girl away to the others as Skorzeny pushed the medic away and started to unwrap the object.

			It glittered in the sun. It was simple and base and yet beautiful. He couldn’t tell if it was real or if he was imagining it, but he could have sworn it hummed. He felt a . . . presence? A warmth?

			For a split second he beheld the future. War. Chaos. Destruction. It was beautiful. Glorious. He knew then what tomorrow would bring.

			It was in his hands now. The Spear of Destiny. In it was the power to conquer the world.

			To make soldiers immortal.

			To force the world to bend its knee to the Black Sun.

			He knew now it was no longer a dream.

			The world would open.

			Shadows would fall.

			And there would be no one to stop them this time.

			To be continued . . .
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