
		
			[image: image]

	
	
		
			 

			BLACK SUN REICH

			The Spear of Destiny: Part One of Three

			A FAR RANGER NOVEL

			TREY GARRISON

			[image: voyager_logo.jpg]

		

	


	
		
			 

			DEDICATION

			For Cindy and Piper

		

	


	
		
			 

			CONTENTS

			
				Dedication

			

			
				Acknowledgments

			

			
				Prologue

			
  
			
				Movietone News Presents . . . the World on Parade . . .

			
  
			
			
				Chapter One

			

			
				Chapter Two

			

			
				Chapter Three

			

			
				Chapter Four

			

			
				Chapter Five

			

			
				Chapter Six

			

			
				Chapter Seven

			

			
				Chapter Eight

			

			
				Chapter Nine

			

			
				Chapter Ten

			

			
				Chapter Eleven

			

			
				THE SPEAR OF DESTINY

			

			
				About the Author

			

			
				By Trey Garrison

			

			
				Copyright

			

			
				About the Publisher

			

		

	


	
		
			 

			ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

			No one told me the writing would be the easy part. The real work begins when you work with great people to make it better than it was, and better than you thought it could be. What makes the hard slog possible is having people who believe in you, even when you don’t always believe in yourself. I have a lot of thanks to give.

			First and foremost is my smokin’ hot wife Cindy, who has made me a better man just for being in my life. Then there are my parents, who didn’t strangle me in the crib or shoot me in my teens even though either would have been justified. Aaron and Amy suffered through the painful chapter-by-chapter first drafts, giving me encouragement when I needed it most and ideas when I was tapped out. The great mystery writer Harry Hunsicker likewise gave me invaluable insight, motivation and notes, as did Charles Martin at Literati Press and that master racontrepreneur/editor/P90X conqueror, Eric Celeste.

			Standing forefront in making this book really happen is my agent, David Hale Smith, who saw past my flaws and believed there was something there worth taking a chance on. And then my editor . . . wow. Where this book is at its best is where my editor, Will Hinton, had the most influence. (I also thank David and Will for not taking out a restraining order against me when I was lobbying them with daily—sometimes hourly—calls, asking them to give my weird, genre-mashing first novel a read.)

			Finally, I really owe my late best friend, a Chihuahua named Harley, who sat on my lap for three-quarters of the time I wrote this book. He made sure I stayed at the keyboard even when I wanted to walk away.

			This book is my humble attempt to capture the unabashed fun of the adventure stories, books, and movies that formed my worldview. There are Easter eggs and love notes throughout this work—more than I can remember now—nods to writers, fictional characters and scenes that inspired me, whether I was dashing after dragons with a wooden sword or jumping from our roof with a red towel around my neck, flying to save the day. They’re the things that remind us that good is worth fighting for. I wanted to add a little bit to that body of stories for my daughter, Piper, who will fight the never-ending battle tomorrow.

			Thank you all for being there. I mean that to both the people in my life and the stories and heroes that give us hope and feed our dreams. I hope I lived up to what you have given me.

		

	


	
		
			 

			PROLOGUE

			Vatican City

			April 16, 1922

			Arturo awoke alone in the acolytes’ dormitory. The beds of the other boys were empty. The clock said it was twenty past three in the morning. They had done it to him again. He would be late and the brothers would punish him for his tardiness, but not the others for failing to rouse him and instead sneaking out while he slept. Arturo rushed to pull on his coarse robes and his ceremonial vestments while cursing the other boys silently.

			It wasn’t fair but it’s what he’d come to expect. Wherever they hailed from originally and no matter what their age, all of the boys were like him. They’d lost their families to the carnage of the Great War. They were the “Orphans of the Storm,” as Brother Michael called them. His storm orphans. Brother Michael took a special interest in the boys, Arturo was told, because of the war. Arturo had seen a dagger tattoo with the letters SPQR on Brother Michael’s arm when he was teaching them to swim and he asked about it, but Brother Michael would only say it was one of the many things he couldn’t wash away.

			Arturo never quite fit in with the other boys, and the others made sure he knew it, through petty cruelties like letting him sleep in.

			The slap of his sandals on the cold cobblestones echoed in the darkness as he sprinted across the lesser piazza to the acolytes’ entrance to Cathedral Basilica of St. Peter Apostle, that holiest of all the churches in Christendom on this, the holiest of days.

			By now, he knew that the other storm orphans would be setting up the candles and laying out the communion trays and cups, polishing and pressing and shining every inch of the altar. Two levels below the cathedral and inside one of the locked, guarded vaults, Brother Michael and a cardinal would be overseeing the boys as they brought out special items from the reliquary for this special sunrise mass. That’s where he should be, and he was glad neither of the Swiss guards was at the lower gate room when he snuck in. Brother Michael never dealt out corporal punishment, but he was rather inventive when it came to other kinds of punishments. Sometimes it was a thing as simple as holding two candlesticks out on both sides. Easy the first few minutes, excruciating thereafter.

			Arturo tried to slip as quietly as possible into the reliquary chamber. He was almost there when he heard what sounded like crying. The air was colder than the usual sixty degrees in the underground chamber. Much colder. The hairs on his arms stood up. There was electricity in the air, but not the static electricity Brother Michael had demonstrated for them in school. It was a negative charge he’d felt one time before. It was a dark magic, and somehow here in the place it should least likely have any power. He moved silently behind a tapestry, edging his way to the gilded vault doorway. His insides suddenly felt as if they had been doused in iced water.

			The crying and sobs grew louder and more numerous. The air smelled of copper and something more pungent. The dark charge in the air grew stronger. Arturo knew he wasn’t just imagining it. Harsh, guttural voices barked out commands. Though he was fluent in his native Spanish, in French, and of course Latin, he did not speak the one he heard now. But he knew the sound of German all too well.

			Through a seam in the tapestry he saw the other storm orphans lined up and on their knees, along with three brothers, the cardinal, and two of the Swiss guards. Three men in dark overcoats and hats stood over the kneeling men and boys. They held angry black pistols with long barrels . . .

			It was the fourth man’s silhouette that froze Arturo. He stood in stark contrast to the other three. He was tall, impossibly thin, and wore a long white military coat that gathered at a black collar and a white peaked cap. The prisoners whimpered and prayed softly. The man in white was saying something in a raspy, lisping voice. He turned to his right, and in profile Arturo could see that his face was encased in a mask that looked like wet black leather with reflective buglike eyes. The skin around the edges of the mask was sickly white and deeply scarred.

			Arturo wanted to run but couldn’t move his feet. He felt a warm trickle on his inner leg. The white-clad man hissed and cursed a question at Brother Michael. The young monk shook his head. The man in white touched a long, bony finger to the chin of one of the Swiss guards and whispered something in his ear. A frigid blast of air swirled through the room. For a moment the man in white had a red glow about his skin. Shadows danced in the chamber, though the electric lights didn’t move or flicker. Even the men with pistols looked about nervously. Arturo could hear the man’s voice faintly, but only in his mind, not with his ears. It sounded like broken glass.

			At the man in white’s signal, one of the men in dark overcoats nervously handed a knife to the Swiss guard to whom the man in white had whispered. The guard nodded slowly, stood, and climbed atop a stack of storage crates beside where they clustered. Knife still in hand, the guard reached up to a pulley system on a track that hung from the rafters. It was normally used to lift heavier, crated artifacts onto wheeled dollies.

			With no expression on his face or life in his eyes, the Swiss guard slipped his arms through one of the guide rope loops, pushed off with his feet, and slid with feet dangling along the track until he hung above the kneeling prisoners. With the rope snugly under his arms, the guard took the knife and without hesitation plunged it into his stomach. He made no sound, and showing little emotion beyond determination, pulled the knife across the length of his belly. It sounded like wet canvas being ripped. His entrails poured out of his body onto the others below. And still he made no sound. Brother Michael leapt to his feet and charged one of the men with guns but was knocked back down with a blow to his head.

			Arturo’s own cry was covered by the screams of the prisoners. The boys and Brother Michael tried to move out from the mess of intestines and blood that poured from the disemboweled guard, only to be stopped by the gun-wielding men in overcoats.

			The guard finally looked down, and as if for the first time seeing what he’d done, screamed. As an injured Brother Michael said a prayer below, the guard tried to stuff the dangling innards back inside his belly. It took another minute before death mercifully took him.

			Arturo was beyond feeling now. It didn’t seem real. It had to be a nightmare. He watched as Brother Michael rose and led the man in white to one of the vaults. They emerged a minute later. Brother Michael was shoved back down on his knees as the man in white admired the object they’d taken. From Arturo’s vantage point it looked like a simple staff or candlestick. Not even gold.

			The three guards with guns quietly filed out the main exit, leaving only the man in white and his kneeling prisoners—the boys, Brother Michael and the two other brothers, the cardinal, and the remaining Swiss guard.

			With his scrawny, porcelain hands, the thin man in white gathered up half a dozen knives from a collection of cutlery and tossed them on the floor in front his kneeling prisoners. Then he removed his mask, and Arturo knew he was looking at the face of a demon. The man’s head was simply a skull; alabaster skin pulled taut, as if not there at all, and a few wispy hairs atop it. Cold red eyes burned from within his deep sockets. Everywhere, there were symmetrical scars. His ears and nose were nubs.

			The man in white was closer to Arturo now, and he could hear the cold man’s voice in his head more clearly. Again there was the gust of chill air and the bloody glow. The man’s mouth did not move but Arturo heard his voice in his head, spoken to the whimpering group. “The sin is inside you. It must be removed. It is inside you.”

			Arturo knew it was his own sin the man meant. His feet started to shuffle forward. He needed one of the knives. But then he caught himself. He felt for a moment that he’d lost control of his body.

			The others, nearer to the man, did not awaken. The boys and the churchmen all rose and took a knife in hand. The man in white put his mask back on, turned his back to the group, and held up the object he’d been given toward one of the bare lightbulbs strung overhead. The kneeling prisoners began gathering up the knives.

			Arturo could hear the man’s own thoughts still as he stared at the relic. The man in white was admiring the object’s craftsmanship even as he thought to himself that it was another in a line of forgeries for his master’s collection. Still, as careful as if he considered it the object he’d truly been after, he wrapped the artifact in an oilcloth and placed it inside his satchel.

			Arturo watched the others, knives now in hand, line up and one by one do exactly what the first Swiss guard had done to himself. They did so without a sound. Arturo held back his scream of anguish even as he cried out to God in his mind.

			A white, bony hand pulled aside the tapestry. Arturo stared up at the man in white. A cold finger touched his cheek and his bowels emptied. He knew then that it was his own sin that had caused the gory tableau before him. But the man in white did not beckon him to remove the sin, as he had with the others. No, the man knew that just knowing he was the cause was punishment enough for the boy. The he turned and walked away.

			Knowing all of this was his own fault was the last sane thought Arturo ever had.

		

	


	
		
			 

			MOVIETONE NEWS PRESENTS . . . THE WORLD ON PARADE . . . 

			Dateline the Texas Freehold: The gods of the East must have been smiling given the warm welcome and even warmer weather that greeted famed Hindu poet Sir Rabindranath when he sailed into the Texas port city of New Orleans aboard the airship Goa Winds. It was the poet’s first visit to a North American nation since his celebrated book tour of the Republic of California in 1920. Welcome back, Sir Rabindranath, and mind those ladies on Bourbon Street.

			Dateline Germany: Reports that the Third Reich is dedicating resources to cleaning up the poisoned wastelands on their eastern border and the “Dead Zone” in the Rhineland on their western border are apparently true, according to the BBC. Information from inside the Reich is hard to come by since the mustachioed strongman came to power in the 1922 revolution, but sources tell the BBC that some western powers are concerned the Huns may be using the cover of the Dead Zone to violate the terms of the 1918 armistice. Watch yourself, Adolf, or Germany will get another taste of the old one-two.

			Dateline Confederate States: President Robert Mosby addressed Congress as part of his ongoing uphill battle to pass the nation’s first Voting Rights Act. The bill, which would ensure voting rights for the Southern nation’s colored citizens, doesn’t address the institution of legal segregation that remains in six of the CSA’s eleven states. Opposition to the bill is strong, but Mosby is the grandson of the famed guerrilla fighter known as the Gray Ghost. Overcoming impossible odds is a family tradition.

			Dateline Union States: Some 20,000 Union States veterans of the Great War marched with General Pershing in Boston to protest the Labor Party’s planned tax on military pensions. Government benefits for the Yank doughboys who once stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the Imperial German Army against the Allied Powers of France, Britain, the CSA, and the Texas volunteers have become the latest economic battleground in the Northern nation’s ongoing economic depression. President Joseph Kennedy, who knows how to appeal to the common man, is vowing to veto the new tax. To our neighbors to the north, we say hang in there.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER ONE

			Santa Marta, Colombia

			May 1928

			The sun was just rising over the treetops lining the beach as the German doctor stepped out from the so-called VIP lounge at Santa Marta International Aerodrome onto the passenger tarmac. The tropical heat threatened to overwhelm him. Within moments the leather handles of the attaché in his left hand and the suitcase in his right felt sticky. He set his suitcase down—but not the attaché—then doffed his fedora and wiped his face with his pocket square.

			His “tropical weight” gray wool suit felt anything but; sweat was streaming down his ribs from under his arms. Still, he did not remove his jacket. He did not loosen his tie. He did not allow himself to regret using his usual styling oil to properly comb his blond hair.

			He checked his charter document again. The information on it hadn’t changed in the last fifteen minutes.

			FAR RANGER AIR, FLIGHT 002

			DEPARTS SANTA MARTA, COLOMBIA AT 8:45 A.M.

			His watch said 9:57 A.M.

			The German had observed the few other passengers in the VIP lounge in the casual, local version of what passed for business wear in this damnably humid country. He’d gathered they were booked for the next flight after his to Havana. Compared to his own fastidious travel wear, the other passengers wore rough-spun cotton tunics, loose pants, and sandals. It was as if they’d been doing farm chores and decided midway through the morning, “To hell with this, I’d rather be in Cuba.”

			Still, compared to him, they seemed comfortable in this steam room of a country. The German doctor wasn’t one for informality, but in rare moments like this he questioned his slavish adherence to protocol, proper fashion, and etiquette. Even after two months living in the interminable heat of the South American nations—seven weeks in Rio, one here in Colombia—he hadn’t changed his ways.

			No, he refused to go native, as the saying went. But for a moment he took in the gentle tropical scents of sweet hibiscus plants and salty ocean air. He listened to the rhythmic Vallenato music drifting from somewhere nearby. It was a music he’d grown to appreciate during his time in South America.

			But he was resolved: he would show the fortitude of his breeding and culture by treating the heat like any other irritant beneath his notice. He would show no weakness in front of these natives.

			He would show them the quiet, poised dignity of a young, twenty-three-year-old Prussian noble. The German’s shoulders crept up to his ears at what he heard next.

			“I don’t give a flying doughnut hump what that boy says, I bought a ticket for a flight that’s supposed to be up and in the air by nine A.M., and that was an hour ago. And I don’t want another damn mo-jee-toe or what passes for a Manhattan from youse. You people best get me in the air before I cause you a hell of a lot of trouble!”

			The German closed his ice-blue eyes and silently repeated his resolve of poise and dignity.

			A rough slap on the back nearly knocked him over.

			“You and me both, we need to find out what’s the holdup up there,” said the man, whose grating, hard-vowel accent and blunt manners marked him a citizen of the Union States. “You’re on the flight to Austin, too, eh?”

			The German regarded the Yank with the same look he might regard someone who passed wind in an operating room. The man wore a wrinkled seersucker suit ill tailored for his round figure. The sweaty mess of hair combed across his balding dome was doing him no favors. The smell of his Cuban cigar combined with the heat made the German doctor want to vomit.

			Then the fat man stuck out a fat paw.

			“My name’s Daniel Chamberlain,” the Yank said. “From New York City. German, eh? You know I was in the army during the Great War, fighting alongside you Kaiser boys against the frogs, limeys, and the Con-feds. It’s been rough for all of us after the war, but things sure are different nowadays over there since your Uncle Adolf took charge, eh? Things are looking up, eh? Sometimes all it takes is a good man with a strong hand.”

			The German cringed. He faced more than ten hours on a flight to Austin, Texas, with this man. Could he pretend not to speak English? No, the Northron had clearly overheard him speaking more than once to the aerodrome field master in English.

			Etiquette drilled into the German for more than two decades took over. One didn’t let the commoners—no matter how common—affect one’s manners. The German clicked his heels and nodded his head.

			“Dr. Kurt von Deitel,” he said with a clipped and much affected accent. Perhaps he could pretend to barely speak English.

			The doctor’s mission to Austin—his first—required absolute discretion. So much was hanging in the balance, and undoubtedly the Gestapo was on the trail of the materials he carried. If not Deitel himself. Dealing with this American would complicate things. Drawing attention would be worse, though.

			The American took Deitel’s hand in his sweaty, cold, flabby mitt and shook it vigorously.

			“Well, glad to meet you. Doctor, huh? Maybe on the flight you could look at this growth I have on my back. But that’s if we ever get on our flight. Let’s go find out what’s going on,” Chamberlain said, waving in the direction of the twin-engine transport on the tarmac with his cigar.

			It had to be their flight, as it was the only plane on the ground aside from a few twin-wing crop dusters turned into tour flights. The small airship dock was currently unoccupied. Chamberlain was already off marching toward their belated charter.

			Deitel pinched his thin hawklike nose between two fingers, sighed, and reluctantly followed.

			On closer examination, the plane was nothing like what Deitel expected, given this remote and primitive airport. The plane was anything but primitive. Its wings and tail were swept back, and the rivets were countersunk flush to the body panel, which even Deitel knew would increase lift and reduce drag. The pod atop the fuselage housed the radio antenna in a likewise more aerodynamic manner than the older way in which antennae jutted out. The engines looked large and powerful. To Deitel’s casual eye, it looked as advanced as the latest Fokker and Heinkel cargo planes. But at the same time its hull seemed battered in places and rough, the paint on its markings faded and chipped—almost deliberately so, he noted, given the well-maintained look of the prop works and the landing gear. The German’s innate fastidiousness made him wonder why its owners would let exterior detailing appear in such a state, given the obvious care taken with the workings. Was it on purpose?

			Emblazoned along the plane’s nose was a smiling, winking cartoon head of a fox in a cowboy hat above the word Raposa—the Fox—as the German knew from his recent immersion in Portuguese. On the twin tail stabilizers it simply said in faded paint “Far Ranger Air.”

			A tall man in mechanic’s coveralls was standing under one of the plane’s engines, his arms and upper torso enveloped in the open service panel of the housing.

			Chamberlain shouted at him as they approached, “Hey there, service man. What’s a matter, eh? We’ve been sitting out here for a coon’s age waitin’ for you to finish tinkering with that damn propeller.”

			The mechanic slowly extricated himself from the underside of the engine, and Chamberlain’s eyes went wide when he saw a black face turn to him with a slightly amused expression. Chamberlain stopped short.

			Deitel noted this. What was the polite word here in the Americas? Negro? Perhaps octoroon, as the man’s complexion was more a light mocha than deeply black? Chamberlain’s Union States had more classifications by race than the Fatherland, and more immigration restrictions. Some of the Third Reich’s racial policies were actually based on the laws in the Union States. But here in South America, did they even care? Deitel had noticed racial categorization wasn’t practiced at all in Brazil.

			Whatever his origin, the mechanic stood well over six feet, with broad shoulders to match. He was clean-shaven of face and head. And Deitel saw that despite his bemused demeanor he made Chamberlain nervous.

			“This is not a propeller,” the black man said with a rich Carioca accent Deitel recognized from his time in Rio, but colored with a strong Englander influence. “This is one of two Rolls Royce RR-1950-90C eighteen-cylinder radial engines capable of producing 1,350 horsepower.

			“That,” the mechanic indicated, pointing to where the engine housing met the front of the wing, and as if explaining a choo-choo train to a kindergartener, “is the propeller. It goes round in circles. Makes the plane go,” he said, miming the plane’s wings with his hands.

			It took a moment for Chamberlain to realize he’d been condescended to, and meanwhile Deitel was stifling an urge to grin.

			“Now you listen here, boy. Go get the aeronaut pilot or chief mechanic—and tell him we want to have a talk,” Chamberlain said, his face growing red.

			“Yes. We’re waiting for the pilot,” the black man said, an unperturbed grin playing at the corners of his mouth. “Can’t fly without him.”

			Chamberlain huffed.

			“Well, boy, why don’t you get our bags on that plane of yours and get your damn pilot out here. Let’s go,” he said. To Deitel, he whispered, “You have to know how to talk to these moulinyans.”

			The black man made no move. He just stared past both of them, shaking his head. Deitel followed his gaze, and the beep of a horn from the approaching car on tarmac caused the two would-be passengers to jump. An open-top two-seater Fiat pulled up. Inside, a Colombian woman with curly blond hair and olive skin was at the wheel. A white man was in the seat beside her, snoring and sprawled out, his head lolled back.

			The mechanic rolled his eyes and helped the semiconscious man out. He was wearing only a leather flight jacket, a rumpled straw cowboy hat, flier’s sunglasses, boxer shorts, and cowboy boots. He smelled of rum. A faded scar ran from his forehead down, skipping his eye and continuing on his right cheek, and there were the makings of a new bruise on his chin. The mechanic and the blond woman walked the drunk to the plane.

			“Hey, Chuy,” the man slurred, opening his bloodshot eyes. “This is . . . Isha . . . Isabel. Ish . . . Isabel Ripoll. She’s from Barranquilla. We’re gonna buy a bar together and live there.” He leaned to kiss Isabel and then promptly passed out again as the man he called Chuy put him over his shoulder.

			Chuy grinned at the two passengers.

			“Gentlemen, may I present your pilot, Captain Sean ‘Fox’ Rucker.”

			Rucker raised his head. “Howdy.”

			Both passengers blanched.

			Chuy thanked Isabel and slipped her a few notes of Brazilian scrip.

			“Tell Fox to look me up when he’s back this way,” she called as she drove away.

			Chuy smiled broadly at the beautiful Colombian.

			“You tell Geoff and Bonnie that next time dinner is on us. And let Bat know he still owes me two hundred dollars or a dance with Judy.”

			“Hasta luego, Chuy.”

			The two passengers watched without moving. Chuy carried Rucker up the boarding stairs. The drunk mumbled what sounded like a baritone “Calling Barranca,” and then his head lolled back.

			Chuy got the drunken man into the plane and came back out, where the two passengers stood. They hadn’t moved.

			“Well, let’s get going, sirs. Your chariot awaits. Wheels up in five minutes.”

			“But aren’t you worried that the pilot is too drunk to fly?” Deitel asked.

			“I’d be more worried if he tried to fly the plane too sober,” Chuy said. “Don’t worry—copilot can fly the first leg.”

			The two climbed the stairs—Deitel carrying his luggage, Chamberlain empty-handed.

			“Don’t forget my luggage, boy.”

			Inside, the Raposa looked utilitarian and well used. Deitel read the manufacturing plate: CURTISS SUPERELECTRA XIX. There were passenger seats for nine and enough cargo space past the rear bulkhead for a three-ton load.

			The snoring from behind the rear bulkhead told Deitel where Chuy had deposited Rucker. Taking the seat as far from Chamberlain as he could, Deitel pulled out a magazine tucked in the chair’s pocket. It was the current issue of Texas Monthly.

			Deitel didn’t store his attaché case under his seat. He kept it gripped under his arm. Tightly.

			Chuy secured the hatch and stood in the aisle at the front of the plane.

			“Welcome, gentlemen, to Far Ranger Air,” he said, removing his grimy coveralls as he talked. Underneath he wore a finely tailored white silk shirt and black gaucho pants. “My name is Jesus D’Anconia Lago—you may call me Chuy.”

			Putting on a flier’s hat and wrapping a silk scarf about his neck—an affectation from an earlier era of flying when pilots had to constantly turn their heads to look out for enemy planes as well as to clean their goggles—he said, “And at least until Captain Rucker awakens, I will be your pilot for today’s flight.”

			From the corner of his eye Deitel could see Chamberlain’s reaction. The man was, fittingly, as white as a sheet.

			“Our flight time to Austin is approximately ten hours, with a one hour layover for refueling,” Chuy said, and then closed the cockpit door.

			“Oh my God,” Chamberlain muttered, hands gripping the armrests so tightly he would almost leave indentations.

			In minutes they were up in the Big Blue heading north.

			Chamberlain’s bags were still sitting on the tarmac, the contents being picked over by some local boys who’d snuck onto the coastal airfield.

			Several hours later, somewhere over the Caribbean, Deitel heard muffled retching from behind the rear bulkhead. The Raposa was surprisingly quiet inside once at cruising altitude. Then he heard what sounded for all the world like a shower running. Which was curious, since he’d never heard of a cargo plane or even a passenger plane with such an amenity. That kind of luxury was reserved for airships.

			But moments later the rear bulkhead hatch opened and Rucker stepped through, dressed now in khaki pilot’s pants with lots of pockets, a pistol belt, black undershirt, and leather flight jacket. He was toweling off his short, choppy, dark blond hair. It was surprising a man with such fair hair could be so tan. Rucker slipped on a baseball cap that sported a logo of a winged scorpion.

			Of course, Deitel was scandalized by the pilot’s behavior thus far, but he reminded himself again and again that he was no longer in the civilized part of the world. He was in the Americas now, and unless he wanted to be blatantly indiscreet, he must follow the age-old advice to the visitor to Rome. And the man appeared sober, so there was that.

			Rucker all but ignored the two passengers.

			“Chuy! Got any coffee up there?”

			Deitel noted only the hint of the infamous and parodied Texas twang to Rucker’s accent—it wasn’t as thick once the man was sober.

			“In the galley, Cap’n,” Chuy shouted from the cockpit.

			Finally Rucker acknowledged his passengers, his eyes still not focusing on them but certainly lucid. He poured a cup of Jamaica Blue Mountain with a dollop of sugar and cream.

			“Coffee?” he called vaguely in Chamberlain’s direction.

			“No, I want a word with you, Mr. Rucker.”

			“Captain Rucker,” came Chuy’s voice from the cockpit. Rucker winked and mock saluted Chamberlain.

			“Whatever—all you southerners and Texicans are Kentucky colonels aren’t you? Now see here, Captain Rucker, first we had to wait an hour to even get on your plane, and then your uppity boy starts giving me lip. That damn darky shouldn’t even be in the cockpit, let alone flying. I wouldn’t have booked your plane if I’d known that’s how I was to be treated. I cannot wait to get back to U.S. soil where planes run on time and people know their place.”

			Rucker took another long draw on his coffee as the man finished his harangue. There was more about how the only civilized place on earth was New York City, how backward the Southrons, Freeholders, and South Americans were, and the rest of the standard “New York is the center of the world” song.

			Chamberlain finally finished up on the “Do you know who I am?” point. “I’m the undersecretary to the Union States ambassador to Colombia, and I can assure you, sir, that whatever agency licenses your company will be hearing from my government.”

			Chamberlain crossed his arms and sat back with a smug, self-satisfied smirk. He figured he’d put the fear of God in this hick bush pilot.

			“So no coffee?”

			Chamberlain sputtered.

			“Mr. Chamberlain, you’re welcome to take your leave and be on your merry. That there’s the door,” Rucker said.

			Chamberlain’s face reddened.

			“Oh, and as for ‘that damn darky’—he’s my copilot, but he’s also fifty-one percent owner of the company. So I think that makes me his uppity boy.”

			Rucker moved up a row and to the other side of the plane to sit down next to Deitel.

			“How ’bout you? Like some coffee? Cerveza? We were just in Colombia so we have some stronger relaxants and stimulants.”

			Deitel shook his head. “Nein, Herr Kapitan.”

			“We ain’t been properly introduced. Sean Fox Rucker, at your service.”

			“Dr. Kurt von Deitel,” he said, shaking hands. “For a pilot, you don’t seem to be doing much flying today.”

			“Chuy likes taking first shift on even days. And when I stay out too late. Besides, he’s behind on his flight log this month,” Rucker said.

			“Flight log? I was under the impression that your Freehold doesn’t regulate or license pilots. This made me hesitant to fly a Freehold airline until I examined the safety records.”

			“There’s a question here?”

			“So who requires he maintain minimal hours?”

			“He does.”

			“I do not understand, Herr Kapitan.”

			“Probably not. Lemme put this simple. Who do you think is more interested in making sure we know how to keep our bird in the air? Us, or some regulator flying a desk?”

			Deitel bit back his almost reflexive counter. Was this a joke?

			“I suppose I wouldn’t know much of such things, Herr Kapitan. I am a physician and new to your Freehold. I am studying the latest advances made in medicine—particularly infection control. First in Rio, and now in Austin.”

			Rucker nodded.

			Whispering, Deitel said, “I thought it was the southerners who had a problem with colored people, not the Northrons.”

			“Bigoted southerners are just more up front about it than bigoted northerners, in my experience,” Rucker said.

			Once again Deitel didn’t know what to say.

			A little louder for both passengers, Rucker announced, “Gonna take over for Chuy. He’ll heat y’all up some lunch. You can have anything you want long as it’s tacos.”

			After what Chuy called “pulled pork barbecue tacos” and another half hour of fussing and griping, Chamberlain fell asleep. With Chuy now doing something in the rear of the aircraft, Deitel invited himself into the cockpit. Rucker obliged, neither offering nor refusing the second seat. Rucker didn’t take notice—well, he didn’t take issue—when the doctor used a handkerchief to wipe the seat before he sat.

			The cockpit of the Raposa confounded Deitel as much as the exterior had. It looked old and lived in—timeworn and with obvious make-do replacement parts here and there. But even for someone with only brief exposure to the modern world of late 1920s avionics, it looked advanced—more advanced than anything he’d been allowed to see of Luftwaffe technology.

			It was as much an odd mix as the captain and copilot in styling, too. Chuy had the manners and tailoring of a prancing, preening, Portuguese peacock, while Rucker was exactly what Deitel pictured when he heard the word “Texas”—cowboys, worn leather, rough edges, and a manner as smooth as sandpaper.

			Rucker was a hard-looking man despite his apparent young age—no more than thirty, Deitel guessed. A long scar ran along the back of his right hand. His nose looked like it had been broken more than once. The hard lines and angles of his features, combined with the sun-baked tan of his skin, made Rucker look like he was carved from a piece of iron wrapped in leather. But something about his eyes and demeanor brought some warmth to what could have been intimidating.

			Deitel saw an old shoulder patch was clipped to an empty part of the control panel. It was emblazoned with a cartoon scorpion sporting wings, a sneer, and a cigar. It was breathing fire. It was the same symbol on Rucker’s cap.

			But on this patch, below the scorpion, were the words 3RD TEXAS VOLUNTEER AIR GROUP—MIGHTY FIREFLIES.”

			It was a flight squadron patch.

			Rucker had fought in the Great War.

			Gott in Himmel. Deitel suppressed a shiver. He wondered if there were German scalps hanging somewhere else in the cockpit.

			The Freeholder mercenaries who’d fought for the French? They were animals. Their hatred of Germans, rumor in the Fatherland held, was downright pathological. It didn’t matter what they were called—Texas hellhounds was one of the nicer epitaphs—they were said to be the bastard children of the devil and a coyote.

			The fact that Rucker chose to wear a sidearm in his own cockpit only served to heighten Deitel’s anxiety. And yet Deitel couldn’t ignore one fact: Rucker had treated him as hospitably as a regular at a hofbrau.

			When he noticed from the corner of his eye that Rucker was looking at him in a manner that was part curious, part annoyed, Deitel coughed to clear his voice.

			“You were a flier? In the Great War?” he finally said, his voice only cracking a little.

			Rucker simply nodded.

			The silence stretched out like the horizon before them.

			“Well, then,” Deitel said, forcing a pleasant smile.

			He was floundering, and Rucker wasn’t inclined to rescue him.

			“And so . . . yes,” the doctor finally said, and retired to the passenger compartment, where he spent the next few hours playing gin with Chuy, whom he found to be as refined as Rucker wasn’t.

			Eight hours into the flight, Deitel’s nap was interrupted by an announcement and apology from the cockpit that, owing to engine trouble, the plane would be landing at a nearby strip where the two passengers could catch flights to their final destinations.

			“We’ll be wheels down in about three minutes,” Rucker said over the intercom.

			Deitel shook his head. Of course. Here it was. Travel in the banana republics. Shoddy engineering and primitive conditions. No doubt they’d be landing on some Central American dirt airstrip where the choice would be cargo carriers or old two-seater biplanes. His mission to Austin was too urgent for these kinds of delays. But what were the alternatives?

			He looked out the window to his left. Odd. Nothing but the blue waters of the Caribbean Sea far below. To the right, the same.

			So then, an airstrip on an island. Even more primitive than he’d imagined. But from what he could fathom, the plane seemed to still be cruising at an awfully high altitude with no obvious indication of descent. Three minutes?

			The quizzical look on Chamberlain’s face told Deitel he wasn’t alone in this observation. Both made their way into the cockpit where Captain Rucker and Lago—Chuy, Deitel reminded himself—were about their business readying for a landing. The altimeter held steady at around 10,000 feet as Chuy engaged the landing gear. That didn’t seem right, thought Deitel.

			“Herr Kapitan, I am not experienced as you at matters aeronautical . . .”

			Rucker hadn’t noticed they’d poked their heads in until then.

			“What the hell are you two . . . ? Look, this is supposed to be a professional air service. Passengers in the back, crew in the cockpit and all. Ah, never mind. Take the jump seats if you want a good look. But don’t touch anything,” Rucker said.

			The Raposa flew steadily on into a huge cloud bank, bringing visibility to zero. Still, the gauges showed no change in attitude or altitude.

			“As I was saying, I am not experienced in flight as you, er, claim, but shouldn’t we be descending to something like sea level so we can actually touch ground at whatever grass hut, bamboo, and coconut airfield you have in mind?”

			Chamberlain, looking nervous, threw in a “Yeah, what he said.”

			Rucker muttered to his copilot, “That starboard manifold is still losing pressure. Chuy, lock in the auxiliary. Tower calls it at twenty-three, twenty-two . . .”

			Rucker turned around to the two passengers and just smirked at them from behind his aviator sunglasses. Over Rucker’s shoulder through the cockpit screen, Deitel saw the clouds begin to part.

			“Gentlemen, on behalf of myself and my copilot, Chuy Lago . . .” Rucker said, pausing dramatically.

			Then Deitel saw it.

			The doctor’s eyes widened. He closed his eyes and rubbed them. He looked again.

			“. . . we’d like to thank you for flying Far Ranger Air and tell you . . .”

			It had to be a mirage, the German thought. Or he’d been drugged. But Deitel could see that Chamberlain saw it, too.

			There it was, floating steadily like God’s own hand had carved out a place in the firmament of the sky.

			A city. Almost two miles up.

			A flying city.

			The Caribbean sun danced off the metallic structure that defied nature’s laws.

			“. . . welcome to Airstrip One . . .” Rucker said as the Raposa touched down atop the floating edifice.

			Deitel saw flying above the control tower the tricolor, canon, and single star banner of the Texas Freehold.

			“. . . the weather outside is breezy and fifty-three degrees . . .”

			Deitel fainted.

			“. . . watch for falling coconuts.”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER TWO

			Airstrip One

			Two miles above the Caribbean Sea

			Northeast of the Yucatan peninsula

			Deitel awoke to find he was lying in the jump seat with Rucker absently flapping a wet rag in his general direction. The captain’s attention was focused on the commotion at the passenger door, where Deitel could hear Chuy unceremoniously removing Chamberlain from the plane.

			“Now see here, see, where’s my luggage?”

			“I’m sorry, sir, you’ll have to speak to our lost luggage department.”

			“Dammit, I told you to put my bags on the plane!”

			The voices were lost to the noise in the terminal outside, which brought Deitel back to the fact that he was on a plane that was on the “ground,” only the ground was 9,000 feet in the air. He grabbed the rag Rucker was slapping his face with.

			“Herr Kapitan, enough.”

			“Oh, hey, Doc.”

			Rucker got Deitel on his feet.

			“Where—Where are we?”

			“Airstrip One.”

			“A city in the clouds?”

			“Not a city. Just a little airport. With a small hotel. A couple of restaurants. Some shops. Oh, and a small hospital. Come on, I’ll show you.”

			The Raposa was inside a terminal, a level below the landing platform. There were more than a dozen passenger and cargo planes spread through an area the size of several soccer fields. Massive elevator pads raised and lowered planes to the flight deck. To one side lay a passenger terminal complete with little shops, and off to the other side, maintenance and refueling equipment. The bulkheads on all sides were lined with windows.

			“This is Airstrip One. She rides on the backs of thirty-eight superzeppelins, which are driven by some fourteen propellers that are bigger than yachts. I think she can handle up to twenty medium-size planes at a time. Busy days like today, she’s the point of transfer or the waypoint for about forty flights. No tennis courts, though, dammit. I love tennis.”

			Deitel stumbled, his mind not quite accepting all that he was seeing.

			Chuy escorted Chamberlain over to the passenger terminal, where two men in black suits and hats confronted Chamberlain. The men flashed identification and were now escorting him off to one of the small office suites.

			“She has accommodations for a hundred crew and fifty guests. Decent Cuban restaurant on the fiesta deck, but the French bistro on the bow is the best place to grab a bite.”

			“It’s . . . it’s . . . impossible,” Deitel said finally.

			“Le monde progresse grâce aux choses impossibles qui ont été réalisées,” Rucker said with a shrug.

			That snapped Deitel out of his daze. What was this bush pilot saying?

			“What?”

			“The world progresses thanks to the impossible things which were carried out,” Rucker said.

			“Your government created all this?”

			“Government? Oh no. Pegasus Petroleum and a consortium of three of the larger airlines own this place. Keep it flying in a regular two hundred mile radius. Cuts flight times like you wouldn’t believe. Not that they don’t charge an arm and a leg for petrol . . .”

			“How have they kept this secret?”

			“Secret? Doc, they spend lots of money advertising this thing. They fly it over the stadiums at the World Cup.”

			“Why have I never heard of this, then?” Deitel asked, though he knew. The national socialist government could never acknowledge an accomplishment like this. Very little information ever slipped out of increasingly isolated Germany, and very little got in, either.

			Deitel didn’t notice Chuy come up behind them.

			“That should keep him distracted for a few minutes,” the large Brazilian said.

			“Should I be presenting myself to your customs agents?” Deitel asked.

			Chuy and Rucker cocked their heads and then looked where Deitel was pointing—the office suite to which Chamberlain had been escorted. They both laughed.

			“What? Oh. No, who you are in the Freehold is no one’s business but your own, good doctor,” Chuy said in his baritone, with a melodious Carioca accent. “Customs control in the Freehold? Never had it, never will.”

			“But, those men . . .”

			“Friends of ours, Doc” Rucker said.

			“Vos . . . What?”

			“A confidence trick we learned from a British friend back when we were guests in one of your country’s stalags. You’d be surprised—or not, I conjure—how often Yankees fall for that one on account of how conditioned they are to say ‘sir’ to anyone with a badge.”

			Deitel took a step back from the two, his guard up.

			“What is going on? What do you want with me?”

			“Right now we want you to get back on the plane. We’re due in Austin in three hours, and we had to ditch that fat man,” Rucker said. “The man you’re on your way to meet with radioed us to get rid of him.”

			“I don’t understand,” Deitel said.

			“Chamberlain’s working for the SD,” Rucker said flatly. The Sicherheitsdienst, or Secret Service, was the intelligence and foreign espionage agency of the SS.

			That, of course, sent a chill up Deitel’s back. He stuttered and stammered. “I—I . . . I have my papers. I am a medical doctor and I am on a study sabbatical and—”

			Rucker cut him off.

			“ ‘A word to the wise . . .’ ”

			Deitel did a double take. It took a second for the words to come to him.

			“ ‘A sight for the eyes,’ ” he said, finishing the prearranged recognition, then relaxing a little.

			“So, Doc, now you and me are getting back aboard my bird and we’re flying to Austin.”

			“I thought that the engine . . .”

			Rucker and Chuy could see the lightbulb flick on. There was no engine trouble. It was all to throw Chamberlain off track without making it look like they were throwing him off track.

			“And you weren’t really drunk this morning?”

			Rucker nodded.

			“Another ruse,” Chuy said. “Our friends can only double-talk the fat Yank for so long. Chamberlain’s not an official SD man, from what we know—he really is some kind of button-sorter for some muckety-muck on the Union States payroll. But he’s an asset for the Germans,” The Brazilian nodded toward the office suite. “Still, he’s not really a direct threat.”

			“Ergo,” Rucker said, “You and me have to get moving if you want to make your appointment in Austin without the black jackets knowing you’re doing anything more than medical research.”

			Deitel gripped his satchel tightly “It is the most vital information, it could mean—”

			Rucker cut him off with a wave. “Don’t care. Save it for Austin. Not my business.”

			Chuy was frowning, staring across the flight deck at one of the passenger lounges. He tapped Rucker’s shoulder. Rucker followed his gaze.

			“You see them?” the Brazilian giant asked.

			“Yep,” Rucker nodded. “And they see us. Dammit. German SD, and they are a direct threat.”

			Deitel strained a bit too obviously to see what Rucker and Chuy were discussing. Two men in the starboard aft passenger lounge in dark overcoats and fedoras were looking their way and then at the office where an exasperated Chamberlain was being told to strip off his shoes, coat jacket, and to empty his pockets.

			“What now?” Chuy asked.

			Rucker scanned the flight deck. He spotted an older model, long-range cargo plane that bore a painting of a cartoon warthog on its nose. He smiled.

			“Hey, you still in good with Jimmy M’Benga?” he asked Chuy.

			The two men in fedoras were forcing their way through a line of passengers crowding the terminal gate, intent on the office where an angry but obsequious Chamberlain was now stripped down to his shirt and underwear.

			Chuy nodded. “If by ‘in good’ you mean does he still owe us for those two crates of engine parts? Yes.”

			“I got an idea,” Rucker said. He grabbed hold of Deitel’s arm and told Chuy the plan. Meanwhile, through the glass, the men in fedoras were gesticulating, yelling, and pointing, first at Chamberlain and then at Deitel, and then at Rucker’s friends who’d been playing Chamberlain for a mark.

			Deitel was terribly confused. Rucker took off and yanked him along by the collar. They clanged down a metal stairway to the belowdecks while the SD men were still pushing past crowds of passengers. Once down the steps, the clang of heavy machinery fought with the droning sound of diesel and steam engines in what Deitel imagined was an active intent to deafen him. There was a chalkboard with a duty schedule at the base of the stairwell. Rucker grabbed a piece of chalk and went to his right, dragging Deitel by the collar, as Chuy went left.

			The height of the ceiling in the cargo loading deck was twice as high as the terminal deck. Wooden crates were stacked upward of nine feet high in what amounted to a maze of goods bound for ports of call up and down the eastern seaboards of North and South America, and most islands in between. Steam-powered cargo pulleys on ceiling-mounted rails, controlled by crew loaders inside enclosed cabs at regular intervals throughout the expansive deck, allowed for movement of the boxes to and from cargo elevators to the flight deck above.

			The German SD men bounded down the steps, Lugars drawn, on the hunt. Knowing their prey was only seconds ahead, they chose the likeliest looking route through the cargo boxes. They turned three corners and stopped short, surprised to find Deitel standing just six feet in front of them, his hands raised in surrender, his back to a line of cargo boxes stretching a hundred feet in each direction. One SD man trained his pistol on Deitel while the other swept his in a circle, looking for Rucker.

			Deitel said something, but they couldn’t hear it over the din of the steam and diesel engines. The first SD man took a few steps closer. Hands still raised, Deitel pointed down at the man’s feet. Cautiously, the SD man looked down and saw he was standing on an X marked in chalk. Confused, he looked up at Deitel, who waved goodbye. He never saw the two-hundred-pound wooden crate that crashed into him, sliding along the guide rail above. The other SD man turned around just in time to see Rucker leap from where he was clinging to the cargo netting on the crate that had smashed his partner.

			As a doctor, it was hard for Deitel to watch Rucker land on top of the SD man and then punch him in the face repeatedly. As a German of good conscience, it was a guilty pleasure.

			Rucker stood up and waved to Chuy, sitting in the control cab for the cargo pulley system.

			Ten minutes later the three were back on the flight deck as the Raposa was being refueled.

			“Chamberlain is being detained by our friends,” Rucker told Deitel. “They’ll keep him on ice until we’re away.”

			“And the SD agents?”

			Chuy smirked. “Captain M’Benga makes the regular supply run to Île du Diable, the Devil’s Island prison in French Guyana. By the time those two wake up, they’ll be in the tender custody of the French authorities there, many of whom are war veterans who will be delighted to have boche guests.

			Rucker checked his watch. “Time to fly.”

			Rucker and Chuy exchanged a handshake where they grasped one another’s forearms instead of their hands.

			“Give Tracy a kiss for me,” Rucker said.

			“Take care, Fox.”

			Then they were off in different directions.

			“And your man . . . I mean, Mr. Lago? I mean Chuy,” Deitel said. He couldn’t get used to the familiarity these people insisted on. “Why isn’t he coming with us?”

			“He’s on his way back to Rio. Hasn’t seen Tracy in three weeks, and it’s gettin’ on their third wedding anniversary.”

			The doctor and the pilot climbed back into the Raposa, and Rucker invited Deitel to take the co-pilot’s seat for the short leg to Austin.

			“Your government men take off time for such personal matters?”

			The plane secured and the signal from the tower green, the elevator carrying the Raposa rose through the external lock to the flight deck as Rucker completed his preflight checklist.

			“I guess. Maybe? Yeah? Don’t rightly know.”

			“You and Mr. Lago—”

			“Chuy.”

			“You and Chuy—you are involved in this and you don’t work for your government?”

			Now it was Rucker’s turn to look a little confused. He goosed up the engines and the plane raced down the airstrip, dipping momentarily in the thinner air when it cleared the tarmac and then resuming its course for the capital city of the Freehold, located deep in the heart of Texas.

			“Us? Work for Austin? Doc, don’t be all rude.”

			An hour later

			Somewhere over the Gulf of Mexico

			Deitel was once again in the copilot’s chair and having difficulty engaging in a conversation with Rucker.

			“We are told there is much poverty in the Texas Freehold,” he said.

			Rucker shrugged.

			“Yeah. I mean, I guess. There might be. I don’t know that anyone keeps track of that,” he said. “Not polite to go nosin’ around in other people’s business.”

			Deitel was an educated man—the finest Prussian primaries and university, medical schooling at the prestigious Ludwig Maximilian University in Munich, and plenty of travel through Europe and the African colonies. He considered himself well-educated. But nothing he’d read or heard about the Texas Freehold or the Propriedad de Brazil held exactly true. Not for the two countries and especially not for the people.

			Well, almost nothing.

			Deitel had arrived in Brazil expecting to find impoverishment and decadence. True, there was decadence—he’d arrived just in time for Carnival, which offended him on more levels than he could count. But Rio was as modern and prosperous a city as any in the growing Reich; its universities advanced, and its medical technologies rivaled—okay, in some ways were better than—most anything he’d seen in Europe.

			And despite what he’d been told, Brazil seemed no more different than any other modern country—plenty of rich and poor and middle class. He was beginning to expect the same would hold true for the Texas Freehold, despite what he’d been told and despite Rucker telling him very little.

			Another point along those lines—what he’d expected by way of treatment from someone who’d fought as a mercenary, versus the reality of how Rucker was treating him. Even if it was from a remove, Rucker was treating him without any malice.

			Rucker was the first Texan that Deitel had ever met, and, yes, there was the cowboy hat he’d first seen him in. But Deitel had expected little more than an oversized crop duster for a charter plane. The Raposa was exceptionally modern.

			To learn that Rucker was part of the militia force that so quickly brought an end to the Great War—it was a bit much.

			At twenty-three, Deitel was too young to remember a lot of the war. It started when he was just nine and ended before he turned sixteen. But he’d studied the subject extensively. The conflict began in 1913 in Europe, three years before the Freehold got involved at all.

			The worldwide conflagration started small enough. Everyone agreed on that point. Binding treaties and interventionist strategies had turned a minor regional conflict into a world war.

			At first it was a European war. Then it grew into a war that quickly burned across Africa and threatened to consume Asia and South America in conflagrations between European colonies there. The northern Union States under President Wilson joined the war on the side of Imperial Germany in 1915. The Union States still held a grudge against England and France for their recognition of the Confederate States in 1863 and their recognition of the Texas Republic in 1835.

			Meanwhile, the Confederate States sided with the British Empire and France, of course, for the same reason. The Great War never touched the North American continent, but only because the Union States and CSA both honored the terms of the Foggy Bottom Treaty of 1864, which established a demilitarized zone between the American powers. One war on their home soil was quite enough for northerners and southerners, despite their long-simmering hatred.

			The Texas Freehold—one of the nine Anglo nations of North and Central America—remained neutral.

			That changed in 1916. Sort of.

			That year, a desperate France pleaded to Austin for help. As in 1861, during the War for Southern Independence, private citizens from across the Freehold banded together to form the Texas Volunteer Group, an entirely private militia. When the French called, Texans always obliged. Mercenaries, they were called by Imperial forces of the U.S., Germany, and Russia.

			Within a few months of the call for help, tens of thousands of Freeholders were fighting in the trenches and in the skies of Europe alongside the French.

			The Freehold itself, politically and formally as a nation, still remained officially neutral, since it was only their citizens under the banner of a private militia fighting in the war.

			This unconventional state of affairs caused no end of uproar among both enemies and allies alike. For some reason most Freeholders couldn’t fathom, it was considered noble and proper to fight a war with involuntary conscripts but improper for volunteers to fight under a private banner. Freeholders asked what kind of man would make someone pay for or fight a war he didn’t want.

			“You really have no qualms about dealing with Germans?” Deitel finally asked.

			“Should I? War’s long done, Dr. Deitel. We made war on the German military, not on German people.”

			“Given how your people conducted war, we assumed you all hated Germans,” Deitel said.

			Rucker cocked his head and an eyebrow.

			“How do you mean, Doctor?”

			“Your people were a terror. My nation fought the French and Englanders to a standstill. It was bloody and ugly, but the war was stable. Then you came. According to the histories I have read, you did not fight as we knew. You simply went around the trenches and fortifications. You attacked us from every side but the front. Your horse troops cut off entire regiments. Your rangers crawled into trenches at night and scalped our machine gun crews. They organized and trained French villagers behind our lines to conduct war, arming the old, women, and even children. You appeared from nowhere and faded back into the dark and the wilds. It was the stuff of nightmares.”

			There was a long silence.

			“It wasn’t personal,” Rucker finally said with a shrug. “We just wanted to get it done with.”

			Deitel couldn’t have looked more confused and insulted if Rucker had stood and relieved himself in Deitel’s coat pocket.

			“Look, you bring us to a fight,” Rucker said, “don’t expect us to come with our dancin’ shoes.”

			“Germany didn’t bring you,” Deitel said. “You came at the request of the French.”

			“Mais oui,” Rucker said.

			“I never understood the nature of the Freehold’s ‘special relationship’ with France,” Deitel said.

			Rucker shrugged.

			“They had our backs in the first revolution in 1776. Convinced Jefferson and the Founders to get rid of slavery. They were the first to recognize Texas in 1835. Hell, they gave us the Statue of Liberty. You seen the picture postcards—that lady standing on the shore off New Orleans. The French been with us in good times and bad,” Rucker said.

			“Many say that your people conducted themselves like war criminals.”

			“Do you want off the plane? I can arrange that,” Rucker said.

			“Oh come now,” Deitel said.

			“I’ve got the captain hat right here.”

			Deitel gave a nervous laugh.

			“I wasn’t joking,” Rucker said. “We have parachutes and everything.”

			Deitel opened and closed his mouth silently, then chose his words carefully.

			“I don’t mean to offend you personally, Herr Kapitan. It’s just that, from what I’ve been taught, your people were like the savage Indians in the western American nations. And therefore I am shocked you’d allow one of my people here.”

			“Strange definition of savage. We didn’t make war on civilians and shell cities. Merde. We didn’t bomb towns or use gas and dragon belchers. Besides, Far Ranger’s company motto is ‘Anything, Anytime, Anywhere.’ That includes Huns, I reckon.”

			Deitel sniffed. There was more than a language separating the two.

			“You’re saying you have no ill will toward Germans now?”

			“I haven’t thrown you off the plane. War’s done, like I said. Fair to say I’m not too keen on what’s been happening since that coup by the Austrian corporal in 1922. But I don’t concern myself with politics. If there’s politics, it ain’t my business. And I’m not offended. I just don’t like being reminded about that time in my life.”

			Deitel looked quizzically at the Mighty Fireflies patch.

			“Them that I flew with is the one good thing to come out of that sorry mess,” Rucker said. “Also, your check didn’t bounce.”

			The smirk on Rucker’s face was a poor disguise, Deitel thought.

			Deitel considered silently: the English still called the various North American nations—the Union States, the Confederate States, the Texas Freehold, the Pacific Commonwealth, the Northwest Alliance, and so on—the “colonies.” He could see why. These people held an almost charmingly colonial view of modern geopolitics and the state. Isolationist. As if turning one’s back on the world made it go away.

			Then again, it didn’t take all his medical training for Deitel to know that Rucker had scars—the kind that showed and the kind that didn’t.

			Two hours later

			Austin

			Texas Freehold

			Deitel was growing a little tired of the surprises. The flight itself from Airstrip One was uneventful. Rucker barely spoke; he really didn’t like getting involved in anything political, but this was Chuy’s call. The company needed the premium being paid to get Deitel to Austin with the utmost discretion.

			The flight took the Raposa across the Gulf to the port town of Galveston, and then the churning refineries and the lights of the sprawling city of Lamar, one of the centers of the booming Texas oil business. As they descended on Austin, Deitel was wide-eyed as a tourist at the number of passenger rail lines, high-speed roadways, and the stately but swift airships. He expected wagons and horses.

			Downtown Austin boasted a forest of skyscrapers, the largest and most beautiful being the eight-hundred-foot Maxwell Motor Building, easily the crown jewel of Art Deco architecture.

			In the taxi on the way to their rendezvous, Deitel just didn’t know what to make of what he saw on the streets. Or the streets themselves, so landscaped with greenery that thoroughfares seemed like parks. There was no rhyme or reason to the dress or the colors or the classes he saw intermingling on busy sidewalks and sidewalk cafés, shops, and businesses.

			And yes, there were horses.

			Of the races, of course, Europeans constituted the majority, but he saw all manner of folk and they moved among one another freely. And, he noted, most wore some sort of pistol holster, no matter how formal or ordinary or colorful their dress, and no matter if they were men or women.

			Natural. Probably to deal with the wild Indian tribes, Deitel thought. He wondered why there weren’t more cacti.

			Through the taxi’s windows drifted a cacophony of musical styles and the exotic smells of dozens of exotic cuisines. At stoplights he listened to people speaking their twangy southwestern English, which included a mélange of Portuguese, Spanish, and French.

			He saw hobos and bums, as they were called here, but not as many as the state-run newspapers in the Reich said there were. No more than he’d see on the streets of Munich. He saw more Help Wanted signs in shop windows than he saw beggars.

			It was chaotic and confusing and overwhelming and, somehow, intriguing.

			There were garish advertisements and glittering neon signs everywhere, but not a single propaganda poster. Street performers and vendors sold everything from fruits and tobacco to items that ran to a more lascivious and adult nature.

			It was scandalous, and ugly. No place for children.

			Unsafe, Deitel thought. Decadent. Undisciplined and frightening. Crass and shallow. Commercialized.

			The doctor wasn’t surprised to see they were heading toward the large Capitol building, with its famous oak dome and pink granite. But the taxi drove right past the government building, turning onto Sixth Street and finally stopping in front of the Driskill Hotel.

			Presently, the confused doctor found himself in a small reading room off the hotel lobby. It was a room like an English gentlemen’s club, appointed with plush leather chairs, oak shelves, and the smell of cherry pipe tobacco. He’d been startled by the preserved, stuffed remains of a horribly discomforting creature displayed in a glass case in one corner. It was like a goblin from a kinder fable, or a malformed chimpanzee with huge batlike eyes, leathery ears, bat wings, and large fangs.

			“It’s a chupacabra,” Rucker said, seeing his curiosity. “The Chihuahua Outback is lousy with ’em.”

			“This is like your famous ‘jackelope’ joke for tourists?”

			There was no smile. Rucker’s right hand brushed the pistol strapped at his side, while the left reassuringly stroked the big Bowie knife on the opposite hip.

			“There’s nothing funny about chupacabras. They’re serious as taxes and twice as dangerous.”

			The smile or wink Deitel was expecting never came. Deitel knew that many of the creatures from his kinder tales were based in fact, but this creature was more fantastic than even the dwarf flying dragons of Madagascar.

			Deitel turned to find their host, who had appeared from nowhere. Standing before the doctor and the pilot was the strangest little man the doctor had ever seen. He wore a slightly frayed purple jacket and a fanciful dress shirt with an overly long scarf. He had little pieces of paper marked with unreadable scribbles sticking out of his pockets, and pencils behind each ear. He had curly salt and pepper hair and spoke as though his thoughts were far ahead of his words.

			Rucker leaned against the door, the picture of indifference. Deitel sat, like any German, at attention.

			“Captain Rucker, thank you, er, for bringing our guest,” the odd man said. Turning to the doctor, he said, as he wrote something down on a scrap of paper, “I, sir, am Lysander Benjamin.”

			Deitel clicked his heels and nodded.

			“Don’t do that,” Rucker muttered.

			“I, of course, know who you are, Dr. von Deitel, and who you represent. I have nothing but the highest professional respect for Commodore Canaris. But—no offense—exactly why are you, er, that is, here? Why have you interrupted your studies in Rio? Why is that old man Canaris bothering you?”

			Deitel stood and turned away, as if he could not face Benjamin when he spoke his next words. His shoulders slumped, but then he turned and faced the two men with all he could muster.

			“Herr Benjamin, I bring a plea from Commodore Canaris. You may think you know of the evil being perpetrated within the Fatherland by the New Order,” Deitel said. “It is far worse than you imagine.”

			Neither of the other two men spoke.

			“We—the people I represent—believe the madmen who rule the Reich are about to unleash an abomination on the world. It’s a madman’s nightmare. It could be the end of all life as we know it, and the dawn of hell on earth.”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER THREE

			Wewelsburg Castle

			Westphalia Region

			Greater German Reich

			The stone of the Renaissance castle in the northeast of Westphalia was perpetually as cold and damp as a corpse. The spring flowers and edelweiss, harbingers of the life season and the pride of the Alme Valley villagers, no longer grew near the keep. The once lively countryside lived in a perpetual winter, some said a perpetual nightmare. It was as if, villagers whispered, a darkness of the soul had fallen on the land. At night they locked their doors as strange animal cries and haunting moans drifted across the forests. Sometimes small animals and children would disappear with little trace. Occasionally a farmer would make the morbid discovery of a bloody child’s dress. Some farmers spoke of night creatures like the trolls of old or the wyverns that had not been seen for a hundred years. But none spoke loudly. They knew from folk wisdom that speaking of dark magicks would only draw the attention of both conjurer and conjured.

			A decade and a half ago this had been an idyllic world of mountains, rivers, and ancient forests giving life to a thriving, forward-thinking, modern western culture.

			That time was gone. It died in 1913, when the call to arms went out:

			“Now the sword must decide. In the midst of peace we have been attacked. Our homeland, united, has never been conquered. We will advance with God on our side as he was with our forefathers.”

			These very words or words like them were spoken in English, German, Russian, Spanish, French—wherever old men wanted to call young men to the butcher’s block.

			The Great War, as it was called with no sense of irony or shame, had claimed millions of lives in butchery unprecedented over the span of five years. The mold for a new type of war was cast in Western Europe, with industrialized states locked in deadly conflict.

			On the Imperial side, Germany, the Union States, the Ottomans, Russia, Austro-Hungary, and the Persians. On the Allied side, France, Great Britain, the Confederate States, Italy, and finally the Propriedad de Brazil and the Texas Freehold.

			Caught in the middle were millions of ordinary people who had no interest in killing or being killed.

			The Great War gave the world industrial scale killing and modern, scientific horrors—machine guns, death gases, motorized beasts and mechanized crawlers, clockwork killers, airship bombers, steam rockets, and above all the abominable concept of “total warfare.”

			The suicidal charges across No Man’s Land had cursed the very soil of Europe with blood. The war turned much of the western German countryside into a vision not seen outside Dante’s darkest musings. Much of Russia became a literal Dead Zone, depopulated of humans and now a barren wasteland where it was said monsters of old were coming again through a hell-mouth.

			That was just the beginning of the twilight.

			The bitter taste of surrender in what was left of the soul of Germany had given rise to the fanatical, collectivist cult of the hooked cross—the National Socialists. They seized power in 1922 in the Beer Hall Putsch and built a Third Reich on the ashes and bitterness of the Kaiser’s Germany.

			The leaders of this New Order, Hitler and his right-hand man Himmler, reordered Germany and what little was left of Western Russia into a shadow land of Bavarian mysticism, perverted sciences, fanatical socialism, and deadly eugenics. It was all hidden from the world behind the Black Iron Curtain.

			And here, fully two hundred miles from the Deadlands on the western border along the Rhine, the shadows and cold pervaded the most.

			This was the center of the Nazi Reich and the New Order—Wewelsburg Castle.

			The original citadel was a treasure of German culture at the height of the Renaissance—refined, set against the welcoming countryside amid majestic mountains. But it was corrupted, like the whole country, when the National Socialists claimed it.

			Where Berlin—renamed Germania—was the political capital of the Third Reich, Wewelsburg Castle was remade into the cultural, spiritual, and military headquarters of the New Order—the SS—that was the Reich’s master.

			SS Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler had almost rebuilt the entire structure of Wewelsburg. Engineers had added an eighteen-meter-high wall in the shape of a three-quarter circle, with eighteen lesser towers surrounding the centerpiece called simply the North Tower. This was the centerpiece of the Reichsführung-SS, the leadership corps of the Schutzstaffel. It was the seat of power for Greater Germany.

			The eastern portion of the sprawling castle grounds included the hall of the High Court of the SS, the Reich archives, the SS General’s Hall, and the offices of the Ahnenerbe, the cultural and historic research society of the SS. Along the western edge were the legion of offices, communications, and operations facilities required of an organization as vast as the SS. To the south, Wewelsburg boasted a hydroelectric dam, airfields, an airship port, and facilities for a full panzer battalion.

			The network of defenses, barriers, and weapons around Wewelsburg was unmatched outside the Führer’s personal residences.

			Within the walls, elite Waffen-SS soldiers in black leather, MP-32 submachine guns, coal scuttle helmets, and Senf masks—the SS storm troopers—patrolled every corner of the spear-shaped castle grounds as the black and red banner of the Reich fluttered overhead.

			These storm troopers were the most fanatical of all the Waffen-SS, the SS military that was already eight times larger than the regular German army. The storm troopers were named for the deadly blitz units used in the Great War, and now served as the hammer of the new SS leadership. They were the shock troops of the New Order.

			The black rubber, goggle-eyed Senf masks every storm trooper wore served multiple purposes. Storm troopers, of course, were not hesitant to use poison gas in their operations, and protected them as the gas masks they resembled. But the Senf masks also presented a frightening image to enemies and thus provided a psychological edge. The anonymity provided by the masks protected members of the SS from personal reprisals at the hands of terrorists. Finally—and most important in Himmler’s mind—the masks created an image of uniformity and invulnerability. When a storm trooper fell, another exactly like him—black leather uniform, black helmeted and fearsome mask, took his place.

			Only the best of the best of these storm troopers were assigned duty in the North Tower, for it was here where all the dark energies centered. It was the nexus of Teutonic esotericism, racial mysticism, and runic worship that gave the Nazi brand of socialism its indelible stain. While most of the world was blinded to the mystical arts or rejected them outright, the Nazis embraced them. But unlike the mystics and conjurers of the Far East who sought the power of natural magicks in ley lines and life energies, the Nazis focused on the darkest magicks, the ones born of death, suffering, and the darkness that crept into the world when demons of the Otherness managed to pry open a portal to the world.

			Wewelsburg Castle was the soul of Hitler’s promised Thousand Year Reich, but it was more than just a temple. Underneath the North Tower was the largest Difference Engine ever built, and networks of tunnels and laboratories where there were questions sane men were never meant to contemplate. Analog calculators of enormous complexity, used since the middle of the nineteenth century, the Difference Engines in Wewelsburg were put to uses far more sinister than Charles Babbage could have envisioned when he built the first one, which solely calculated numerically and through advanced algorithms.

			On the upper floor of the North Tower stood twelve columns joined by a groined vault. Centered about this structure, focusing its energy, was the marbled white floor, the Black Sun rune, and a golden swastika at its zenith. In the center burned an eternal flame. Around it was a round table fashioned after the one of Camelot legend.

			It was here that the man second only to the Führer held court. Reichsmarshal Himmler, not even thirty yet, stared into the eternal flame. He ran his smooth fingers over the trim of his Hugo Boss–designed pale gray and black-trimmed uniform, complete with its silver sigenrunes and oak leafs insignia.

			Around this flame curved the table where sat the twelve most senior leaders of Himmler’s inner circle—the Black Sun—which governed the course of the Third Reich, directed by and answerable only to Herr Himmler, and ultimately the Führer himself.

			The Black Sun included Josef “Sepp” Deitrich, commandant of the Waffen SS, Hermann Göring, Reich Skymarshal of the Luft-SS, as well as commander general of the Gestapo, the director of the Internal Security Directorate, the two of them directors of the cultural, racial, industrial, scientific, and environmental branches of the civilian SS.

			They were the New Order incarnate.

			And they were bickering.

			Again.

			It happened every meeting, Himmler thought.

			“This emphasis on the Americas—especially the Freehold—is unwarranted,” argued Anton Drexler, Hitler’s mentor in the early days of the National Socialist party and founder of the occult and cultural Thule Society from which the party arose. “We need to focus on reclamation of the Damned Lands to the East, and our plans for retaking the territories stolen by the Versailles Treaty. The powers and creatures growing in the Damned Lands are ours for the taking, if we can bring them to heel.”

			Drexler was now the spiritual voice of the Black Sun, but that didn’t lessen his focus on strategic issues. “The Damned Lands,” he went on, “are a locus of dark ley lines and spiritual energies unlike anything in history. The massive scale of death from the war amplify the powers of the Otherness.”

			Wilhelm Frick, the graying commandant general of the Gestapo and one of the older and senior members of the Black Sun, clapped his hand on the round table.

			“I concur. I don’t see much future for the Freehold. It’s a decayed country. Granted, they don’t suffer the economic stagnancy of the Union States or the social stagnancy of the Confederate States, but they are wholly inactive in the apparatus of the modern scientific state. Their government is anemic. They cannot be considered a threat to the Reich’s future expansion in any way. Mein Gott, they have no standing army, no serious economic controls, and their government is rabidly noninterventionist. Everything about the behavior of their society reveals that it’s half Judaized and the other half Latinized. They represent no threat to the New Order. They will collapse in due course.”

			Colonel Uhrwerk, expressionless because of his black steel and brass mask, which looked like a cubist’s representation of a face, said in his metronomelike mechanical voice, “That is what we thought a decade ago. Before we were driven from France and Belgium by an army of Freehold militia and mercenaries. You forget, I was at the Battle of Devil’s Run at Cologne. I saw firsthand what a nonthreat they represent,” he added, and gestured to his own body.

			Those at the table took a moment to appreciate the implications of Uhrwerk’s statement—the “man” was now a clockwork cyborg, with what little remained of his original being encased in a complex life-support system powered by steam and almost infinitely intricate springs and gears. Then they erupted again into argument.

			Himmler’s number two man, Reinhard Heydrich, interrupted the raucous debate with the position of the only voice on the subject that mattered—the Führer. Everyone fell silent as the young assistant who looked like an SS recruiting poster—the handsome, idealized Aryan man—spoke.

			“It has been the assumption of the Führer since the 1920s—possibly since the war—that Germany will again fight the Freehold despite their distance and ostensible political neutrality,” Heydrich said. “To those ends, in 1926 the Führer directed that we strengthen and prepare Germany for war against the Freehold on the North American continent.”

			Despite all of the uniforms around the table, only a few were worn by experienced soldiers. One of those few—Waffen-SS commandant Josef “Sepp” Deitrich—scoffed.

			“The problem of fighting the Freehold is that it is so far away,” he said. “You all know I am the first to embrace new battlefield technologies—I was one of the first panzer commanders in the Great War and the very first commander of the steam-mech-walker squadron at Verdun—but even I cannot imagine what we could build to bridge the distance.”

			“The plans are being drawn up as we speak,” said the only man at the table not in a pale gray or black uniform, but rather, one that was sky blue with black and silver trim.

			Hermann Göring, Reich Skymarshal and master of the new Luft-SS, smiled. “Already our engineers are at work creating wonder weapons the world has never imagined, based on the very steam and diesel technologies that almost won us the war. My engineers are imagining bombers and rockets that can cross oceans, and airships that can carry entire panzer companies.”

			Heydrich nodded at the corpulent former ace who had brought the German air forces under the aegis of the SS.

			“Further,” Heydrich said, “we believe our pact with President Kennedy of the Union States will allow us to secret men and matériel onto the North American continent, where we will establish a base of operations.”

			Himmler’s thin lips gave a glimmer of a grin, but he was not pleased with Heydrich’s faith in the secret pact with the Union States.

			The Union States was an unreliable ally. Certainly, many of the Reich’s racial and progressive policies had been adapted from the policies first established by Hamilton House in the Union States capital in New York City. But though the Union States had embraced the primacy of the state and Joseph P. Kennedy’s own opinion of the Jewish problem, which mirrored the Führer’s, the Union States socialism was not the national socialism of Germany. Their state was held together by the charisma of their democratically elected president, not the strength and purity of a single volk embodied in an unquestioned and eternal leader. The Union States was an ally of convenience, not principle.

			Further, the Union States economy was still struggling with the postwar economic crisis, despite the centralization of their economic system. The same centralization had led to prosperity in the Reich, but not in the Union. The Yanks survived on foreign aid from Germany, which, Himmler conceded, did give the New Order leverage.

			The frustrating aspect was the inexplicable—and surely unsustainable—growth of the Freehold’s economy, now in its tenth year of expansion. That level of capital resources meant the Freehold could buy or build whatever was needed to defend their borders in short order. It could even pay for allies. Germany wasn’t ready to take on multiple fronts, no matter what the Führer preached.

			Himmler believed that time and Dr. Übel’s special project would be the key to the western campaign to come. President Kennedy and his Progressive Party were simply useful tools to employ in the meanwhile.

			Deep in his ruminations, Himmler barely noticed that the subject at the table had changed again. Now they were arguing simultaneously over civilian disarmament for the security of police and government officials in Reich provinces, and whether film standards and policies should fall under the party’s ministry of propaganda or the SS bureau of mental hygiene.

			Himmler glanced at Heydrich, a subtle instruction to call the table to order. For a full minute there was silence. The only sound was the Gestapo man’s open-mouthed breathing and the ticking sounds from Colonel Uhrwerk.

			The long silence was a rhetorical trick he’d learned from his master and the grand orator himself, Adolf Hitler.

			Finally, Himmler spoke.

			“Our concerns about the Americas are not necessarily as far in the future as Herr Drexler may imagine. In August of 1926, I directed Herman Wirth, head of the Ahnenerbe, to send agents to study prehistoric runes found carved into Neolithic structures in the Lower Balkan Mountains. This was based on early reports that suggested the runes could be Nordic in origin, proving the theory that the ancient Greek philosophers were originally of Aryan descent.

			“The Ahnenerbe was tasked with trying to find anthropological and cultural evidence that the Aryan race had ruled the world throughout history. Agents sought evidence for such theories as the Aryan rule of Egypt and Greece, the Aryan Jesus, an Aryan race that lived in the hollow earth, and even the genesis of the Aryan race from the ruins of Atlantis.”

			They found much more in their search of the ancient world. They found potential power and arcane forces that existed well outside mankind’s realm, predating mankind’s existence on the planet in a time when demons and gods saw earth not as a prize but a battleground. Consequently the Ahnenerbe’s mission expanded: it was to seek out and acquire mystical artifacts imbued with the remnant magicks of gods and demons, and historic antiquities that could be used to harness the eldritch forces discarded across the earth from before man’s rise, all for the benefit of the New Order.

			“The Balkans expedition came after the research mission in Sardinia, and in association with concurrent missions in Nepal, Tibet, Tunisia, the Congo, and Port-au-Prince, and what we found there,” Himmler said. “So you understand the implications of our search, gentlemen. There is a possibility to acquire a power that would make our armies unstoppable.”

			Himmler stood and walked about the table. Every member of the Black Sun—the rulers of the German world—sat even straighter. All except Uhrwerk, who never made any move not deliberate and purposeful. Himmler allowed for the colonel’s idiosyncrasies.

			“A team of our scholar-soldiers—lead by Franz Altheim and his wife—were sent to the Balkans. Only Herr Altheim returned. He returned with, hmmm, something from a Gypsy camp in the Wallachia region. It was most peculiar and more than we could have hoped for, though it will take refinement to properly employ its power,” Himmler said. “Regardless, it puts Dr. Übel’s Project Gefallener back into play.”

			A chorus of a half dozen gasps expectedly greeted the Reichsmarshal’s news. A few of the civilian SS directors looked paler than usual. Even the Gestapo director was sweating. Most notably, Uhrwerk inclined his head inquisitively, but of course with no trace of emotional concern.

			Himmler’s patience for dissent had been well exhausted for the day, and the bombshell he dropped would keep the Black Sun busy for days to come.

			Heydrich called the meeting to a close.

			As the dozen of the inner circle and their aides rose to leave—there were no papers to gather, no notes or attaché cases, per Himmler’s explicit demands—Himmler nodded to Heydrich.

			“Achtung, gentlemen,” Heydrich said. “Colonel Uhrwerk and Herr Drexler, you are requested to accompany Reichsführer Himmler to Section 712 now for a briefing with Dr. Übel.”

			It was not a request.

			Heydrich then spoke into a phone. “Hilda, have Der Top of Form Schädel and Lieutenant Skorzeny meet Herr Himmler’s party at security three for Section 712.”

			Uhrwerk, Drexler, Himmler, and Heydrich were all members of the Thule Society and involved in planning Project Gefallener from the beginning. They made their way by elevator to the subterranean levels of the North Tower. At Security Checkpoint Three—the last before access to Section 712, which served as Dr. Übel’s laboratory—there stood the two storm troopers and one nachtmann—a “night man,” as the anthropogenic beast was called. Transgenic creatures, they combined elements of human along with genetic material from great apes, wolves, and Yetis. It was the latest success from Dr. Übel’s transgenic/alchemical experiments. Fully seven feet tall with thick, long arms and enormous plates of cartilage over its vulnerable points like a wild boar, the man-beast wore a specially designed black uniform not unlike the SS guards but accommodating its unnatural shape and size. The beast wore a Senf mask with an elongated snout and ridges along the brows.

			Awaiting the four members of the Black Sun at the checkpoint stood two warriors of stark contrast.

			Lieutenant Otto Skorzeny was a dashing, muscular young soldier who, despite the presence of senior officers and uniform directives to the contrary, had the sleeves of his black Waffen-SS tunic rolled up, his collar unbuttoned, and a cigarette in his mouth. His hair was a bit longer than regulation, his thin moustache in the style of western movie stars, and the scar on his cheek just one more unaffected but effective accent. The decorations on his tunic, however, showed he was no photographic model or moving picture actor—he was a blooded warrior whose unorthodox commando tactics had made him the darling of the new German military leadership. His planning and execution of a glider raid on the High Command during the Beer Hall Putsch had cut the head off the old German Army in the first hours of the revolution. Skorzeny stood at ease even as the guards and the nachtmann clicked their heels in salute.

			That nonchalance was the only thing the other man had in common with Skorzeny. Tall and rail thin, the second man wore a breathing mask of an older design that connected to a clockwork device on his back. His Gestapo uniform was white, with a red-lined white cape to hide the clockwork device. The brass-rimmed mask covered his face but left the bald, scarred, sickly alabaster skin of his head uncovered. He was the officer known only as Der Top of Form.

			Schädel. The Skull. He was Himmler’s personal Hand, having spent the last five years in a bloody quest to find a Christian church relic, and leaving behind a trail of eviscerated victims from the Vatican to Vienna.

			Everyone gave Der Schädel wide berth. Even Uhrwerk.

			The guards opened the vault doors to the Deep Underground, the realm of Section 712. The smell was what hit first—bitter almond, antiseptic solution, copper, and what the human mind could only register as one thing: fear. The six plus the guard escorting them walked through twisting hallways with doors marked only by Roman numerals and internal bay windows opening onto the larger laboratory observation decks and operating theaters. The sound of machine works and steam releases crowded out the sound of gears grinding and the occasional muffled scream.

			“Gentlemen,” Heydrich said, “our digs in Tanis appear to be quite promising, even if the artifacts are of Hebrew origins. But it was, as the Reichsführer stated, our effort in the Balkans that has allowed us to reactivate Project Gefallener.”

			The initial directive of Franz Altheim’s team had nothing to do with Nordic runes,” he explained. “It was to seek the factual sources behind the stories of Vlad Tepes, the immortal Romanian impaler, who was rumored to have possessed the relic. This led us to the discovery of a shard of the artifact, rumored to have been washed in the very blood of the man the Romans crucified.

			“Though its origins are steeped in the Jewish-Christian desert/slave mythology, the properties of this artifact cannot be denied. We have seen its effect firsthand, and it is . . . more powerful and unpredictable than we could have imagined. Unfortunate, for the agent who was exposed to the shard.”

			“Jesus was not Hebrew, of course,” Drexler stated. “He was from Galilee, where there had been a great deal of Assyrian influx. Jesus was descended of Aryan stock, and thus only Jewish in the religion he was raised in. Herr Grundman’s research into—”

			Himmler cut him off with a shake of the head. Even Himmler didn’t subscribe to such clumsy revisionism, though he knew it necessary for the masses.

			“Where is the lance?” Der Schädel asked in a tone that was more demand than question.

			“I . . . our agents were not successful in recovering the artifact itself, just the shard of it,” Heydrich began. “Only one agent escaped from the team’s encounter. A follow-up team lead by Lieutenant Skorzeny found . . .” He trailed off.

			Skorzeny picked up for him. “What we found were six experienced and trained men who looked like rag dolls tossed around by a giant. Some of their bodies were sundered and scorched, others smashed like eggs on a rock. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			“Did the agent who escaped explain what happened?” Drexler asked.

			Heydrich shook his head. “He was in no condition to tell anyone anything.”

			“So what became of the artifact?” Uhrwerk asked.

			“We believe it remains in the hands of a local Gypsy tribe. Passed between tribes,” Heydrich said, thrown off stride. “Given time, our usual agents could recover it. But we do not have the luxury of conducting a conventional and methodical search. We believe word of our Romanian expedition may have made its way to France, England, or the Freehold. We believe others will be seeking it now.”

			“That is why you and Lieutenant Skorzeny are here, Schädel,” Himmler said.

			Der Schädel inclined his head slightly.

			“As you wish,” he said.

			“You will each be assigned leads to follow that are most suited to your unique gifts,” Himmler said.

			Heydrich continued: “While we do not have the artifact, we do have a sample of the, um, artifact’s properties that was brought back by our agent as a result of his exposure to the shard.”

			Himmler raised an eyebrow at Heydrich.

			“Our late agent,” he corrected.

			“A sample of the properties?” Skorzeny asked.

			“Yes, Herr Lieutenant.”

			The guard escort was under orders to take the Reichsmarshal’s party to the observation deck for the primary operating theater, where Dr. Übel was working on the latest stage of Project Gefallener.

			“Gentlemen,” Himmler said softly. “We stand on the brink of victory. We have created divisions of beasts borne of the hell of the Dead Lands. Useful, yes, but not enough to avenge what the world took from us in the Great War. But now everything is changing. We have it within our grasp to create legions of indestructible, unwavering soldiers to march across Europe and the rest of the world. I am speaking of no less than an army that will grow with every enemy it kills, and which can’t be reasoned with, and which feels no weakness or pity. It is a black legion—a Death’s Head Legion—that will reshape the world and ensure the rule of the Fatherland and the Aryan masters for a thousand times as long as the Führer’s promise of a Thousand Year Reich. It will be a Reich of the Black Sun. And these will be the soldiers who bring about that dawn.”

			The guard—a battle-hardened veteran and SS trooper—showed the group to the window, activated the drape mechanism, and left as quickly as possible.

			When the drape opened, there were three gasps and the cigarette in Skorzeny’s mouth dropped to the floor.

			Drexler seem enraptured.

			Himmler smiled.

			Uhrwerk made no sound within his metal mask.

			Behind the operating theater’s glass partition the balding Dr. Übel looked up at the arrivals through thick, brass-rimmed goggles that made his eyes look like white ovals. His white lab coat and long rubber gloves were splattered with blood.

			The thing on the table beside Übel—its brain exposed—looked like it had once been a man. But it was pale, stitched, and covered in angry, bleeding sores. Its jaw was more pronounced and its teeth looked like a canine’s. Its open eyes were milky and red-rimmed. It sat up and strained against the leather bindings, letting out a howl. Its jaws snapped wildly.

			Übel smiled at his guests despite the thing raging mere inches from him.

			“Ah, good, gentlemen. You’re here. This is the best part.”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER FOUR

			Driskill Hotel

			Austin

			Texas Freehold

			The clock on the mantel said it was past 11:00 P.M., and yet on a Tuesday night the main—what did they call it here? Saloon? Bar?—in the Driskill Hotel was still rowdy and raucous. The activity hadn’t abated at all over the past hour. Half a dozen card games had only picked up momentum. The jazz band was into its fourth set of the night, and half the room was dancing. Some apparently higher pedigreed ladies of the evening prowled, as did dealers of all sorts of diversions—coca leaves for chewing, the marihuana cigarettes he’d first seen in Rio, personal cards that granted access to underground opium dens. There had only been one fight, and they’d taken it outside at the insistence of the bartender.

			Dr. Kurt von Deitel left his meeting with Lysander and immediately sought a decent schnapps. He needed one after he’d delivered his report, straight from the intelligence masters at the Abwehr. The work of delivering his report was unlike any previous debriefing the doctor had undergone.

			Now, granted, he wasn’t exactly a veteran in the world of espionage. In fact, this was only his second task since his recruitment by the Abwehr back when he was a third year medical student. But Deitel, a newly graduated medical doctor and the scion of a significant house of Prussian nobility in Königsberg, was exactly what the Abwehr’s spymaster, Commodore Wilhelm Canaris, needed.

			The Abwehr was officially the counterintelligence arm of the traditional German military, but Canaris—a traditional German naval officer—had grown increasingly uncomfortable with the Nazi regime. Over time, he’d secretly undertaken a dangerous strategy of undermining Hitler’s government and the SS intelligence branch. He viewed the New Order as a dishonorable cult of common thugs and criminals in designer uniforms. Canaris maintained his agency’s appearance as an effective, loyal source of human intelligence for the Führer, while doing everything he could to scuttle the ship of state.

			It was a dangerous game. One mistake and Canaris and his confederates would end up in a concentration camp. Or serving in the Russian Dead Zone, which was the same as a death sentence only slower.

			The information Deitel now brought to the Freehold for Canaris was so unprecedented—so fantastic—that Canaris needed Deitel’s medical background to explain, well, the inexplicable, to his counterparts in the Freehold.

			Deitel remembered how, after initially reviewing the materials and watching the grainy black and white photos and moving picture films in his Rio apartment, he vomited like a first year medical student. That’s when he realized it was no longer an abstraction—the New Order was a threat to every man, woman, and child in Germany and throughout the world. It had to be stopped.

			The doctor hadn’t expected the Driskill’s hotel bar to have schnapps at all, much less a wide and decent selection, along with several German beers of respectable pedigree. It shouldn’t have surprised him. For starters, the hotel was magnificent. Built just four decades ago as the showplace of a cattle baron, the Driskill was an internationally renowned landmark of Texas hospitality. Located in the heart of downtown Austin, it was surrounded by the gin mills, music halls, and saloons of Sixth Street. They formed an ongoing street party where country music, ragtime, bluegrass, and jazz blended in the streets as freely as the people. Bourbon Street West, it was called.

			So of course they’d have good schnapps on that point alone.

			And from his recent briefings he knew there was a second reason. The Freehold had lots of German immigrants.

			Texas was founded in 1835 as a republic, then reformed in 1876 into a Freehold. Most of the initial settlers were German and Scot-Irish immigrants from the old “United States,” as it was called then. The Freehold had since grown a good deal beyond its initial boundaries—almost exclusively by land purchase, not conflict.

			The Freehold of the twentieth century stretched from Phoenix in the west to New Orleans in the east, and from the Red River in the north to Cabo San Lucas and the Yucatan peninsula in the south. The settlers of Scot-Irish and German descent were now part of a melting pot of Latin American, French, Spanish, Chinese, Indian, and Caribbean newcomers—a great contrast to many of the other North American nations.

			In many of the states of the CSA there were still segregation laws—legalized racial separation—for the fifteen percent of the population comprised of colored people. In the Union States, discrimination was less overt though no less embraced, and bigotry was more directed at Jews, Eastern Europeans, and Orientals than at those of African or Caribbean origin.

			But here in Texas, Rucker had explained on the flight, the Freeholders were more guided by the experience and example of the first Texas ranches, where the ongoing need for reliable, skilled ranch hands and later oil field roughnecks trumped traditional racial barriers. The subsequent close partnership with Brazil and France—the first true melting pots of the West—further shaped the Freehold’s character. A voraciously trade driven people, Freeholders cared more about the color of money and gold than any other hue.

			Of course, Deitel thought, by every axiom of conventional European wisdom and every tenet of the New Order, this freewheeling, decentralized, mongrelized society shouldn’t have worked. It should be balkanized and chaotic. Ungovernable.

			But Deitel wasn’t sticking much with conventional wisdom anymore. After all he’d seen so far, and after his exhaustive time with Lysander Benjamin, he was having doubts about nearly everything he thought he knew.

			He went over the extensive debriefing again. Benjamin had immediately taken the microfilm he’d brought and sent it off by way of a pneumatic tube. The man then listened to his report without comment. Then Benjamin asked him to repeat the story, and asked questions—sometimes pertinent, sometimes wholly irrelevant—after almost every statement he made. Then the man had chatted about his bursitis, about his days as an altar boy, wheat beers, and other irrelevancies. Benjamin never once spoke of his authority within the Texas government, nor of how this would be handled by the Freehold’s intelligence services.

			What was happening now? Deitel wondered.

			He was so lost in his thoughts that he didn’t notice Rucker slide onto the stool beside him.

			“So, how you doing?” Rucker asked, as he signaled the bartender. “How’d that whole ‘end of the world’ thing go?” He sounded amused and flippant

			“Your Mr. Benjamin was . . . what is the English? Surprisingly nonchalant. Much like your tone,” Deitel said.

			Rucker grinned. “I conjured as much. Don’t take it all personal like. It’s his job to vet you,” he said, handing the bartender a silver coin. “Finish that candy water. I’m taking you to a real bar. Saddle up and twenty-three skidoo.”

			Some of that had to be English, Deitel thought.

			Minutes later they were on Sixth Street. The pace Rucker set—Deitel idly wondered, was this a “mosey”?—carried them casually down the walkway. The cobblestone avenue was crowded still. Did these people go out carousing every night of the week?

			He marveled at the seemingly endless variety of fashions and livery among the people. The women with their modern flapper bobs and some with softer long hairstyles. Some wore cloche hats. There seemed to be no single fashion that dominated. Women wore dresses and outfits that would have scandalized even the most urbane metropolitans in Germany for their daring and sex appeal.

			Meanwhile, men wore everything from short jackets and lightweight sport coats to dungarees with shirtsleeves or light jumpers. He even saw some in gauchos with silk shirts—the influence of the Freehold’s sister nation to the south, the Propriedad de Brazil. Fedoras and cowboy hats were the primary men’s headgear, and he saw no formal suits—which would have been inappropriate to this climate anyway. Then there were the colors of the men’s and women’s clothing—not just blues and grays and brown and blacks so uniformly, and somberly, common in European fashion, but every color in the palette.

			He also noticed at least two saloons with signs that were surprising and gauche. One said, NO IRISH OR DOGS ALLOWED. The other had the same message, about RED INDIANS.

			“I thought you said there was no segregation here,” Deitel said, indicating the signs.

			“There’s not,” Rucker said. Then he saw what prompted the remark and sneered. “But there’s also no law against being a jackass. It ain’t right, but it’s the owner’s right.”

			Deitel drank in the cityscape. High rises were lighted like it was a festival, and airships of all sizes and models sailed about the skies. He wondered at the maze of electric signs, neon signs, the billboards and Art Nouveau advertisements along the gaslight streets. They touted all manner of goods from all over the world. It bespoke the decadent indulgence that made this society soft.

			At least that’s what his Prussian schoolmasters said. On the other hand, advertising seemed a sign of prosperity. It wasn’t so much that it was banned behind the Black Iron Curtain, just that there was little to advertise and not a lot in the way of disposable income.

			Here, though, the merchants had to compete for all the disposable income these people had, which they spent on everything from French cigarettes to motorcycles imported from the Confederacy.

			But what Deitel noticed as they “moseyed” along was what was missing from this place. It was something he hadn’t realized he’d come to expect as the norm until he first arrived in Rio, where it, too, was missing. It was an all-pervasive, chronic sense of fear and anxiety. People here didn’t walk at a hurried pace, eyes downcast. There were no police—secret or otherwise—checking papers. No watchtowers. People greeted one another on the street and they smiled. They did not march quietly and quickly to their destination. They strode. They meandered. They looked one another in the eye. They claimed their own space.

			It took a second for Deitel to realize Rucker was speaking.

			“I was saying, it was nothing personal. Lysander hears stories like yours more often than you’d reckon. Anytime someone wants you to do something you wouldn’t normally do, they always bring up the end of the world or wave some other bloody shirt,” Rucker said. “Heard that back before the Great War your own folks were telling stories to the Union States about Frenchmen bayoneting babies or some damn thing. When someone waves the bloody shirt, you have to do your due diligence. Caveat emptor.”

			Deitel nodded. That seemed reasonable. “Ja.”

			“Plus, there’s plausibility. You don’t exactly strike me as the intelligence type. No offense.”

			“Vas?” Deitel said with an insulted tone, not realizing he’d slipped into his native tongue.

			“Intelligence. Not intelligent.”

			“Herr Rucker, I resent the impli—”

			“Oh, don’t get your knockwurst in a knot, Wilhelm.”

			“Kurt.”

			“Right. It’s just, from what I hear around the campfire, Himmler’s been shoveling out more disinformation than Goebbels does horse apples every week on the radio. Planting stories all over. Who’s to say he’s not trying a different tack here, sending us someone who doesn’t even know who’s pulling the strings, or getting us looking at the left hand while the right hand is up to no good?”

			This, too, was a reasonable surmise, Deitel thought, in the unreasonable and Byzantine world of spycraft.

			“And that’s why, Doc, I say you don’t strike me as the intelligence type. There’s no hardness to you.”

			Deitel didn’t argue.

			“You’re pale-ish.”

			Well, yes.

			“You have soft hands.”

			Deitel looked at his hands.

			“You’re powerful fussy. You’re—”

			“Enough,” Deitel said. “I am aware of my appearance.”

			“What I mean is you seem bookwise and range blind. Which, you being a doctor, isn’t surprising. You may not even know if you’re being made a patsy. Or, alternatewise, you have the perfect cover. Lysander can’t know until he runs you through the wringer. You savvy?”

			What Rucker was saying, however clumsily, was plausible and prudent. But it was simply the case that he had a perfect cover. Still, he understood that his own assertion wouldn’t carry any weight.

			“Ja. I understand.”

			“Lysander will take your story to the society. They’ll mull it over and check your bona fides to make sure they’re, um, bona and fide.”

			Deitel did a double take.

			“I’m sorry, ‘society’?”

			“ ’Course, if you are a patsy, you’re pretty well and proper boned. The Gestapo knows you’re willing to betray the New Order. Soon as you get back to the Fatherland,” Rucker mimed a throat being cut, “kaput.”

			“I’m sorry, Herr Rucker, ‘society’?” Deitel asked again.

			“Also, if that Gestapo stoolie tailing you wasn’t just a cutout to make your cover story seem plausible and you really are a Canaris man, then the Gestapo may already know you’re willing to betray the New Order, and soon as you get back, kaput.”

			“Herr Rucker!” Deitel said. “ ‘Society’?”

			Rucker did a double take and furrowed his brow. Then the light came on.

			“Oh, that’s right. See, here’s the thing, we don’t have much in the way of an intelligence service like y’all do. It’s . . . how do I explain this? Sure, folks at our embassies gather information, and President Coolidge does have an agency that gathers all the newspapers and radio news from around the world so that Austin isn’t completely blind to the world. But there are some mighty strong prohibitions on Austin actively doing much else. It tends to lead to meddling.”

			“You’re saying there is no national espionage and intelligence gathering agency?”

			“Well, I mean . . . not like you’re saying. The world’s got monsters and we got to protect our own, they say. Knowing is half the fight. But it seems too important to most folks to turn something like that over to the government to handle on its own. And how do you keep government accountable when they start keeping secrets?”

			They paused while Rucker fished out a cigar to chew on.

			“But Austin does get information. It’s a long tradition that started with some of our more respectable academic societies and explorer clubs. One group would bring home maps or finds or news, and the other type of group would figure out what it all meant. It grew over the years with more and more companies going overseas to do business and more people traveling and exploring,” Rucker said. “Don’t look at me like that. That’s how the British still do it, I read.

			“Anyway, there are probably five formal societies in the Freehold that keep an eye out on the world and provide information to Congress and the president on an informal, unofficial basis. That man you talked with, Lysander, he works for one of the oldest ones, the Prometheus Society. It grew out of the old Dallas Safari Club and the Freehold Geographic Society,” Rucker said, pausing on the sidewalk.

			The look on Deitel’s face suggested his cognitive facilities had seized up like a radial engine pulling too many gees.

			“I’m sorry, it’s the queerest thing, Herr Rucker, but I could have sworn I heard you just tell me that your people trust your nation’s security to hunt clubs and traveling salesmen, all of whom have competing agendas?”

			Rucker smiled and nodded.

			“Everyone’s got an agenda, Doctor. Fair to say if anyone of ’em peddled baloney, they wouldn’t be making any more sales, if you get my meaning. You live and die by reputation and repeat business in this part of the world. Plus they all keep an eye on one another.”

			Deitel could scarcely fathom any of this, and what he could fathom appalled him. It had to be a ruse—a cover. He tried another approach as they turned down a side street.

			“I’m sorry, but even if these associations and societies say they have the interest of your nation first, one’s definition of best interest may be radically different than another’s, nicht wahr?” he asked.

			Rucker, to Deitel’s dismay, spit something on the ground. Mein Gott. He was a walking Western moving picture stereotype.

			“Doc, aren’t you here on a mission from one of your state intelligence agencies? A mission that the other state intelligence agencies—especially the Gestapo—would put you against a wall and ventilate you for?”

			Verdamndt!

			“Let me see if this makes sense, Doctor. I once told this Russian I met before the war that there are no state bread stores in Texas. He asked me how I could count on getting bread without one.”

			Another point.

			“Assuming it’s all true,” Deitel continued, sounding more perturbed, “how does your government act on a threat that one of these societies discovers?”

			“They don’t usually. They can’t unless it’s real dire and direct. In those other cases—well, Austin also ain’t got the power to tell a private citizen—or even a group of them meeting someplace with fancy leather chairs and books on the walls—that they can’t go do something outside our borders. You need to read between the lines there.”

			“I’m sorry, but this doesn’t strike you as hypocritical?”

			“Okay, look, I know you’re as nervous as a cat in a rocking chair factory being out here in what you were told is the Wild West and all, but you can’t keep starting every sentence with an apology.”

			“I’m sor . . . Jawohl.”

			“But to answer, I suppose that if, hypothetically, someone or some ‘social organization’ were to do something in Austin’s interest but without its sanction, then those people doing the acting would still be accountable for what they do. If they break some law in a foreign land, they’re not acting in the name of the Freehold and they have to take the consequences. And if they break Freehold laws, they’re held to account for it like anyone else. You can’t say that of Hoover’s FBI up north in the Union, or your own state police, them that operate above and beyond the law. Hypocritical? Maybe.”

			It worried Deitel that there was some merit—hypocritical though it was—in what he was hearing.

			“Not that it bothers me,” Rucker said. “I’m strictly nonpolitical.”

			Deitel noticed there was something in Ricker’s voice that sounded at once haunted and resolute.

			He also noticed there were fewer and fewer bars and the streets had grown darker. Foot traffic was almost nonexistent now.

			“So what is this ‘big bad’ you’re bringing to our doorstep?” Rucker asked.

			“I’m not certain I should . . .”

			Rucker rolled his eyes. “Doc, you think it’s some grand coincidence it was my bird you chartered from Colombia? You think I’m here with you instead of out carousing because I like talking politics with shavetail Hun doctors? No offense, Hans.”

			He’s doing that on purpose, Deitel thought.

			“Kurt.”

			“Right. So make with the story.”

			Deitel considered: this man had been entrusted by Herr Benjamin and, by proxy, Commodore Canaris. He’d heard half the story, anyway.

			“What do you know of the Damned Lands in our eastern provinces?”

			“I’ve been back to Europe plenty since the war. Heard tell how most everything in eastern Poland most of the way to Moscow is a dead zone, like that forest that’s on your western border in the Rhineland, only worse. Everyone and everything wiped out, the land poisoned, like something out of the Old Testament. That the size of it?”

			“Ja, only worse. It’s not that those areas are dead. It’s what is living there. Or more accurately arising there. Creatures out of nightmares, long thought blessedly extinct from the world. New monsters. Changed things. Worse than your chupacabras.”

			Deitel kept craning his neck about, nervous and unused to speaking without fear. He kept his voice low.

			“For several years Reich engineers have been working with the surviving remnant of Imperial Russia to reclaim the Damned Lands for eventual rehabilitation and resettlement. They’ve barely made a dent, and never venture farther than a kilometer into the interior. In their work at the edges, our scientists found that the diseases and poisons wrought by the war—the biological and chemical weapons—didn’t just kill. All of those toxins and bacteria and all of the carnage of the war seem to have given rise to . . . things . . . creatures . . . in some cases what may have been men . . . whose bodies and minds had been twisted and—is there an English for it? Morphed?

			“Mutated?”

			“Ja. Into creatures beyond our darkest imaginings.”

			Rucker snorted. “Which is saying something, considering it’s German’s imagining.”

			Deitel paused and scowled.

			“What? Brothers Grimm is some spooky stuff, Doctor.”

			“Ach. Meanwhile, the inner circle of the SS, the Black Sun, has been sending agents around the globe for years, searching for everything from Atlantis—”

			“They’re looking in the wrong place on that one . . .”

			“—from Atlantis to mythical and supernatural artifacts that they could turn into weapons,” Deitel said. “The creatures recovered from the Damned Lands provided SS scientists insight into how to create other monster men that they could use as soldiers. The nachtmenn was their most successful experiment so far. But they are transgenic creatures. Project Gefallener is something else entirely.”

			“Nachtmenn. Ugh. I’ve seen one at a distance at the French eastern frontier. Painful to look at. Unnaturalness to them,” Rucker said.

			Deitel, in guarded tones, explained how some new artifact or toxin—something, the details were either unknown or not being shared at any level—had been brought back from the Balkans and applied to the transgenic experiments.

			Canaris, Deitel explained, was now convinced that Black Sun and SS scientists were trying to create an entire army of mindlessly loyal warriors. They wanted to make creatures that could not be stopped and could not be reasoned with. Killers immune to mercy; unholy things that would carry Hitler and Himmler’s vision to all corners of the earth.

			Only, Canaris surmised, the Nazi masters were dealing with powers they could not control.

			Rucker turned up the collar of his leather jacket despite the mild May evening weather. His rough edges reflected his West Texas ranch upbringing, which often served as a useful camouflage for a keen mind oriented toward engineering and science. Despite what the dime novels and movies would have people think, flying was less about reflex and instinct and more about precision and mathematics. So Rucker wasn’t given to superstitious nonsense. He liked things he could quantify.

			On the other hand, he’d been around the block, as the flappers say. Since the war, he’d been to more remote corners than many geographers knew even existed, and he’d seen acres of strange. He knew there were things in this world that science couldn’t explain. He’d seen it with his own eyes in Asia and Africa and right here at home.

			And he knew from other experiences that the Nazi occultists and their counterparts in the Union States wanted to tap those eldritch forces, whatever they were.

			But was any of it true? Rucker didn’t like to think of himself as holding a grudge, but he didn’t trust Germans to this day. They were either at your feet or at your throat.

			But the story just played a little too fantastic for him, and also, he just didn’t want to care either way because it was none of his business in the first place. Lysander was a bastard for continuing to pull him into these kinds of things.

			“So this is the story you may full well have thrown your life in the Fatherland away for? Why?” Rucker asked.

			Deitel hadn’t put it into words. It was just something he knew.

			“Herr Kapitan, I love my nation. I believe in Deustchland über alles. In my veins flows the blood of Prussian nobility. But I am not a Nazi. I am a doctor. I didn’t choose for the Nazis to come to power in the Fatherland. And as proud as I am of my lineage, I didn’t choose to be a highborn son of Prussia. But I did choose to take an oath to save lives and do no harm. If the price of saving lives is that I never again see my beloved country, then I will pay it.”

			Rucker cocked his head at the doctor as they walked.

			“Is there a princess awakened by a kiss in your backstory?”

			Ach. The Texan was infuriating. But there was no point protesting.

			Deitel realized there was almost no one around.

			“How much farther to this destination?” he asked.

			“Two more blocks. Tell me something, Deiter—”

			“Deitel. Dr. Kurt von Deitel.”

			“—is this really worth your life? I mean, do you realize that this isn’t just some German version of whatever you call a fraternity prank?”

			Deitel noticed from the corner of his eye that Rucker had casually unsnapped the strap to his holster. He felt the blood drain from his face and a coppery taste in his mouth, but he kept walking.

			“Because it would be a shame to get killed without even being aware of how real this all is,” Rucker said. “Something like this, you could end up corpsefied and you wouldn’t even see it coming.”

			They kept walking, but now they were staring right into one another’s eyes. Deitel didn’t even realize he was holding his breath, wondering at each step when—and why—Rucker was about to shoot him down right here on this dark side street. But he could see in Rucker’s cold, hardened expression that someone was about to die.

			Then, somehow, Rucker’s face showed a change of expression so slight he couldn’t even describe it, but that told him not to turn around, to keep walking like everything was normal.

			There was a clicking behind them. He saw a blur, heard steel sliding on leather while Rucker yelled “Down!” and then a gunshot went off next to his right ear. Then another. He saw a man in a black suit and fedora fall to the ground twenty feet behind them. A machine pistol clattered to the ground next to the body.

			Rucker picked Deitel off the sidewalk by the neck of his coat.

			“Run!”

			A car screeched to a halt at the curb and four men jumped out, chasing the pilot and the doctor. At a glance over his shoulder Deitel saw black suits, broken noses, and heavy brows.

			”Rucker, they found me.”

			“Run, Deitel! Stay low. They’re not trying to kill us. Me, maybe, but not you. They’ll want you alive.”

			That was worse than being shot in the back.

			The two turned a corner and ran smack into another pair of SD men.

			Deitel froze, while Rucker dove into the two men without a moment’s hesitation, swinging and brawling like a boxer. He’d knocked one down and had the other by the collar but dropped his pistol. In no time the four pursuing goons caught up. They took Rucker by sheer force of numbers. Not wanting to draw even more attention, the SD men holstered their weapons and went to work with their fists. They worked Rucker over like lumberjacks swinging at a stubborn redwood. But Rucker kept getting back up.

			Deitel realized he was seeing something, no, two things, he hadn’t before—someone standing up to German agents, and someone standing up for him.

			The moment was ruined when someone stuck a suppressed Walther 9mm pistol in his face. Deitel lowered his head.

			That’s why he didn’t see the four newcomers until he heard one of them shout, “Hey, Fritzie” as they fell on the SD men. A full-on alley brawl erupted. The Germans weren’t accustomed to men who fought back and fought back well. The flurry of fists didn’t last long; the SD withdrew. As they retreated, the last SD man guarding Deitel turned his pistol at Rucker, who was struggling mightily to get to his feet with only mediocre success.

			Everything slowed to a crawl.

			Deitel saw a body throw itself in front of the pistol and heard its owner’s voice holler “Nein!” It was curiously like his voice. Then it came to him: it was his voice. He heard the suppressed German’s Walther PPK’s pop, then heard a deeper explosion like a cannon, followed by several more. The SD man’s chest seemed to cave in.

			Deitel turned to see three of the newcomers and Rucker extending smoking pistols in the direction where the SD man lay, now well and truly ventilated.

			“Damn, Kid, you walloped the hell out of that kraut,” Rucker said to one of the men with him when the roar of the shots died. It was a boy who couldn’t have been more than seventeen.

			“Figured four to one wasn’t really fair for an old man like you,” Kid Boyington replied.

			Another of the newcomers grabbed Deitel’s shoulder roughly and glared.

			“So this kraut is with you, Fox?” the man asked Rucker. To Deitel, he sneered, “That it, Hans? You with Fox?”

			Rucker pulled the man away from Deitel roughly.

			“Yeah, Lindy, he’s with me. Mind your manners,” Rucker said. “Oh, and his name is Kurt. Dr. Kurt von Deitel. Don’t forget it.”

			Rucker put a hand on Deitel’s shoulder and smiled through the blood dripping from his nose. “Thanks, Doc. Taking a bullet like that. Didn’t think you had the heuvos.”

			Deitel smiled back.

			Wait. What?

			He looked down at his body and noticed the hole in his suit jacket just below the breast pocket. Gott! I’ve been shot! He must have been in shock since he didn’t feel it yet. Frantically he tore off his jacket, but there was no blood on his white shirt.

			“Clean miss,” Rucker said, “but not for lack of you trying to catch the thing.”

			Deitel felt his legs go and he sat straight down on the cool sidewalk. Now the adrenaline came, way too late.

			“You know,” Rucker finally said, picking up his cowboy hat from the ground and easing it back on his head, “Here I thought you were just some anemic little fancy boy from the dandy side of Germany.”

			“Um, thank you?” Deitel said, still processing what had just happened.

			“But you got some big brass ones clanging down there, don’t you?” Rucker said, yanking Deitel to his feet. “C’mon. First round at Dutchy’s is on me.”

			Deitel was still shaking from the adrenaline rush, staring off into the distance. He got his bearings and stood.

			“Will . . . will there be tacos?”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER FIVE

			Dutchy’s Brass Monkey

			Austin

			Texas Freehold

			The beer was cold, the bluegrass trio was loud, and the logs in the brick oven were flaming. The sign outside read DUTCHY’S BRASS MONKEY, and there was in fact a brass monkey as the centerpiece of the bar.

			There was also a real monkey. It smoked cigarettes.

			A sign above the door said FLIARS ONLY, but they’d let Deitel in, and he was still wondering about the spelling. The walls of Dutchy’s tavern told the whole history of heavier-than-air aviation in pictures, old advertisements, and actual aeroplane parts. It ran from Glenn Curtiss’s first powered flight in 1901 to the transoceanic passenger planes of today. The ceiling fans were made from the early wooden propellers that were used until 1917. There was no place for lighter-than-air memorabilia. Most notably absent in the bar was anything relating to the history of airships, which rose to primacy in the late 1800s and even today were the dominant form of air transport for both people and goods.

			Fliers weren’t fond of airship men and vice versa.

			A wing from a 1910 civilian biplane—all wood frame and canvas—decorated the wall above the water closets. The tabletops were made from pieces of high-test aluminum composites salvaged from more modern planes. The alloy was the Brazilian discovery that changed airplane design and construction fundamentally, especially in the closing days of the Great War.

			Pictures of individual pioneers in flight engineering and flight itself were cast about on the walls. Here Curtiss. There the Wright Brothers. On a shelf apropos of nothing was an old hand crank from the dawn of the biplane era. Of course, there were pictures of aerial squadrons from the wartime Texas Volunteer Group, set amid rather raucous graffiti that served as a memorial to downed fliers.

			Deitel found two pictures of the 315th Mighty Fireflies. In the first there were ten men—including Rucker—posed in front of a Curtiss Hornet biplane. It was dated August 1917. The second showed eleven men posed in front of a Curtiss Dragonfly, one of the first combat monoplanes. It was dated February 1918. Only five of the men from the first picture were in the second; the survivors looked like they’d aged ten years.

			Centered over the bar was an engraving on a stone slab. Even Deitel recognized it—the commandments for aerial combat as written by the very first man to master aerial combat, German ace Oswald Boelcke.

			DICTA BOELCKE

			1. Try to secure advantages before attacking. If possible keep the sun behind you.

			2. Always carry through an attack when you started it.

			3. Fire only at close range and only when your opponent is properly in your sights.

			4. Always keep your eye on your opponent and never let yourself be deceived by ruses.

			5. In any form of attack it is essential to assail your opponent from behind.

			6. If your opponent dives on you, do not try to evade his onslaught but fly to meet him.

			7. When over the enemy’s line, never forget your own line of retreat.

			Deitel felt a little mauled and manhandled by all the hearty backslaps and the drinks they kept pushing into his hand. He’d asked for schnapps and got Tennessee whiskey. He’d asked for a lager and got Tennessee whiskey. The four men who’d come to his and Rucker’s rescue in the alley were all telling loud stories with bold and boisterous laughs. They all seemed to welcome him in their rough way—except the one they called Lindy, who still glared at him whenever their eyes met.

			Claire Chennault was the oldest of the group, probably in his mid-thirties, so they all called him Pappy. All but the youngest of this group, the fifteen-year-old mascot they called Kid Boyington, had served together in France—Jim Doolittle, Eddie Rickenbacker, and Lindy. They wore leather flight jackets over their civilian clothes, with patches that proclaimed 3RD TEXAS VOLUNTEER AIR GROUP—MIGHTY FIREFLIES.

			Chennault’s booming voice cut right through the noise of the bar and the band’s volume.

			“. . . when from nowhere this red Fokker triplane buzzes the aerodrome—we don’t know what happened to the spotters. Anyhow, it drops Rucker’s boots and cap. We all figured the bastard was the one what shot the Fox down,” he said, clapping Rucker on the shoulder. “So Lindy here, who just arrived over from Dallas, gets on the thirty-caliber machine gun, and as the kraut flew back over to dip his wings, he opened up on the Fokker, smoking him.

			“Which wasn’t kosher,” Chennault added for Deitel and Boyington’s benefit. “But he was seventeen and a greenhorn.

			“We’re all standing around shocked at what just happened. Captain Blackadder, our Royal Air Corps liaison, is cursing a blue streak at Lindy. And then when we hear this voice from overhead yelling, ‘Don’t shoot me, you miserable bastards!’ we look up and there’s Rucker floating down, a bottle of the Baron’s cognac in one hand, and the Baron’s Dachshund cradled in the other. In his socks and not much else.”

			The whole table roared even though it was apparent they’d heard the story dozens of times.

			“He taken Baron Richtofen’s favorite plane, his best hooch, and his dog,” Chennault said. They were all laughing so hard they were banging the table and wiping tears.

			After another round of drinks and stories and, eventually, when the other fliers cleared off, Deitel finally had a chance to ask what the hell had happened in the alley.

			“It was a Gestapo bag team,” Rucker explained. “They would have gunned me down and taken you away. It’s pretty clear now—whatever is going on with the information you brought us, the Gestapo and the SD know something. Just not sure what or how much.”

			The prospect was frightening, but weighed against duty, was a small matter.

			“How does an armed SD team get into Texas?” Deitel asked.

			“Probably by way of the Union States. Brought in by members of the Texas Bundists,” Rucker said.

			“You allow Nazis in your country?”

			Rucker sighed. “Yeah, that’s the problem with people being free to be themselves—they’re free to be themselves. Still, it’s not like they get much traction with folks.”

			“We said that in 1921.”

			Rucker shook his head. “That’s the rub. Either you trust people’s better nature and maybe you get hoodwinked once in a while, or you go down the path of assuming everyone’s bad nature, which is what the goose-steppers want when you break it all down. And if we make laws to protect people’s freedom from what the goose-steppers want, then we just did their job for them.”

			“Your system can’t last, you know, Herr Rucker.”

			“Maybe not. But I’d rather crash a bird taking her up than nose her into the ground intentional. And you’d be surprised at how well she’s handled so far. I’m figuring not much beyond the propaganda gets heard about the Freehold in the Fatherland.”

			The band took a break and they could speak in quieter tones.

			“Why didn’t you shoot the second two SD men?” Deitel asked. “In the alley? Before you dropped your pistol.”

			“I was wondering that myself. I reckon I was thinking if I could knock the second two out we might lose the other four. When this thing goes off, it pretty well announces to the world where you’re at.”

			Rucker pulled out his pistol and offered it to Deitel, handle first. Deitel held it at first like it was a snake that might strike him. It looked like a melding of the old classic cowboy pistols and the newer, modern semiautomatics. Along the side Deitel read the inscription—COLT SELF-DEFENSE ENGINE MODEL 35. It was long, wooden-handled, and a combination of brushed steel and brass. Where a wheel would have been on an old revolver, there was a rectangular cartridge. The workings were beyond him, but there was visceral beauty he couldn’t deny even if, as a doctor, all guns offended him.

			Carefully, he handed it back to Rucker, who twirled it on his finger and slid it effortlessly into its holster.

			Deitel took another sip of his whiskey and then swept his arm over the group of fliers at the bar.

			“Your comrades seem very welcoming. Except the one called Lucky Lindy. Who, I must add, seems very familiar.”

			“Lindy? Yeah, he was in all the papers back in 1924. First solo flight across the Atlantic—New Orleans to Paris in the Spirit of San Antonio,” Rucker said. “A year later he got duped by Goebbels’s propaganda machine and was quoted saying some nice things about old Adolf. After that, when newspaperman Henry Mencken broke the story in the Times Herald about the concentration camps and the starvation in former Poland, Lindy’s stock dropped considerable, even though he was as appalled as anyone by what the Nazis are up to.”

			Deitel recalled all the press the young aviator had received, even in Germany. And he remembered the man’s intemperate remarks praising the New Order in its early years.

			“You and Herr Lindy both appear very young to have served in the war.”

			“We were. Both of us were barely seventeen, and we lied about our age,” Rucker said. “They needed pilots bad.”

			“ ’They’ as in your country, or ‘they’ as in the Texas mercenary company?”

			“Now now, Doc. You know the Freehold sat the war out. This was strictly a private affair for those of us young, dumb, and unbridled enough to want to join in that organized slaughterhouse.”

			“Ach. Texas and the Swiss. I’m sorry, I do not understand this rigid adherence to neutrality you so treasure.”

			“Wars ain’t pretty. Most aren’t worth the fuss. Oh, maybe a few were, I don’t know. But even when they’re right, they don’t do much good for anyone. If someone tries to kill you, you have to try to kill ’em right back, as my grandpappy Mal used to say. But there’s no profit in it and you lose something even when you win . . .”

			Deitel didn’t want to interrupt Rucker’s pause; he could tell the flier was trying to find the right words to something difficult.

			“. . . Maybe we’re just still gun-shy from the reckoning we had a while back with all the blood spilled after the San Marcos Massacre in 1846.”

			Seeing Deitel’s blank expression, Rucker added, “That’s when Bloody Santa Ana tried for the third time to take Texas. What his men did at San Marcos was an obscenity. Texans went a little blood crazy. Marched the whole Texas army down to Mexico City”—blank look—“you know it as Jefferson Ciudad now—and, well, it got awful.

			“Mexico City was burned to the ground. A lot of people who never wanted anything more than to feed their families and go about their business died, just like had happened in San Marcos. Many Mexicans fled south. Many more chose to swear allegiance to the Republic of Texas. Too many died on both sides.”

			He took another sip.

			“The Union States and the Northwest Alliance had the sins of their Indian Wars. Texas has the sin of the Mexican War,” Rucker went on. “That kind of revenge-taking does something to your soul, whether you’re a man or country and whether you’re right or not.”

			Deitel wasn’t entirely sure Rucker was speaking only of events from the nineteenth century.

			“After the smoke cleared and people started thinking clear again, they realized they’d rung a bell that couldn’t be unrung. Best they could do was resolve not to do it again,” Rucker said. “I always figured that’s why they named the new city after Jefferson. That man always was the biggest champion of second chances North America ever saw. Said that’s what this continent was for.”

			Despite his extensive and exclusive education, all of this was new to Deitel. The history of North America, its union, its divisions, its many nations today—all of that was barely touched on even in the days of Kaiser Wilhelm’s Germany.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, “but that was almost ninety years ago. Why is this neutrality instinct still so strong today?”

			“I don’t know that I know,” Rucker said. “This country was founded by folks who just wanted to be left alone. If you want to be left alone, you gotta be willing to leave alone. Plus, it’s easier doing business with folks in other lands when your government hasn’t been mucking around with the locals. It’s easier to make money than it is to make war.”

			Deitel shook his head, trying to hide his disgust at these people’s continued, crass focus on the material.

			“Yet you and many of your countrymen—even if it was as a private militia—fought in the Great War.”

			Rucker nodded slowly.

			“Just because we don’t go colonizing and conquering don’t mean we’re pacifists. Hell, like as not any man or woman you see on the street from here to Cabo is carrying an equalizer,” he said. “Nothing sinful about using a gun in defense. It’s only when you pull it first.”

			“So your free society requires that you walk around ready to kill all the time. It’s barbaric,” Deitel said.

			Rucker ignored that.

			The German and the Texan ordered another round.

			“You are right when you say that we Germans do not really understand your culture,” Deiter said. “Your government—it is forbidden to meddle in religion and commerce. Your nation’s army, air corps, and navy are a tenth the size of most western countries. Your government enters no protection treaties, even with your beloved French. You have no national manifest and no colonial expansion beyond your endless business ventures, which seem to pop up all over the world and aren’t directed by anyone but their greedy capitalist owners.”

			“And?” Rucker asked.

			“To us—and forgive me if this sounds rude—this lack of direction is anarchy and self-indulgence. I don’t advocate anything like what the National Socialists represent, but a modern nation needs a proper modern state. From our perspective, a modern state cannot be administered efficiently without progressive central planning.”

			Rucker rocked his head. “Who wants to be administered?” he finally said. “If a man can’t be trusted to run his own life, how is he supposed to run other folks’?”

			Again Deitel was at loss. Part was his aversion to confrontation, part because he was sure that Rucker was baiting him.

			The bartender told Rucker he had a phone call.

			He was back in less than a minute.

			“That was Lysander. You’ve been kicked upstairs. They want you in front of the Prometheus Society toot de suite,” Rucker said, pouring the last of his bourbon on the sawdust-covered floor.

			Deitel thought they had to be—how did the English say it?—“having him on.” This couldn’t be the executive board of regents for the Prometheus Society, which was the Freehold’s virtual intelligence service.

			He and Rucker had borrowed Chennault’s coupe and driven toward the wooden-domed Capitol building, and Deitel was sure now he’d be taken to the real ministers in charge.

			At last.

			Only they’d driven right past the Capitol and to a diner about a mile away, which was just closing. Inside, he found six people sitting on the stools, along with Lysander Benjamin.

			The six couldn’t have varied more in age or background: Libby Rae Melvin, a thirty-year-old waitress; Don Ricardo de la Vega, a sixty-year-old Spanish cattle rancher; Ludwig von Mises, a middle-age Jewish professor of economics with a German accent; Howard Hughes, an oil magnate and aeronaut turned movie mogul in his early twenties; Fan Chi Sau, a Chinese shopkeeper who taught some sort of physical arts, and Manitou, an architect who hailed from the Apache tribe.

			When Deitel pulled Lysander aside to express his disbelief that these people were the regents of the most influential study society in the Freehold, Lysander simply asked if the German thought judgment and wisdom were limited to certain vocations but not others.

			These six, he explained, were chosen by other Prometheus members to make important decisions for the society precisely because they represented such a cross section of members, and because they demonstrated the highest commitment to their own ideals and the society’s values. The Prometheus Society had been founded to safeguard the very principles established in the Freehold’s constitution, because implicit in those principles was the belief that the government itself couldn’t be trusted to govern itself, and it needed those on the outside to do so. Further—and hence the name of the society—those who governed needed the wisdom and light of those who refused to govern. It boiled down to a truism: those who most want to govern are those who shouldn’t, and those who have no interest in governing their fellow men are the best ones for the job.

			As to the venue? The six rarely had to assemble at all, and when they did they never met at the same place twice.

			Lysander made his presentation.

			“In the less than ten years since their defeat in the Great War, Germany is on the rise again,” he began. He clicked on a slide machine and an overhead projector, showing grainy black-and-white photos of German military parades, training exercises, and rallies.

			“In addition to rearming Germany’s military machine in defiance of the Treaty of Versailles, the Nazis have been pursuing all manner of unconventional weapons programs, including research into transgenics, rocket technology, and atomic fission.” As he spoke, the slides reflected various hastily taken photos of rocket experiments.

			“Further, Hitler’s number two man, Heinrich Himmler, the head of the SS and Black Sun, is obsessed with the occult, and he has sent agents around the world searching for historical objects of power. They have undertaken exploration into the paranormal sciences, including psychic manipulation, telepathy, and telekinesis.”

			Slides showed spy photos of various Nazi archeological digs and expeditions in jungles, deserts, mountains, and ancient ruins from around the world.

			“For years now,” Lysander went on, “their scientists have been on a quest to use genetic manipulation, modification, and mutation to create the perfect Aryan supersoldier—a warrior stronger, faster, and tougher than any man. Only, their experiments have resulted in mutations and monsters.”

			Slides showed the hulking nachtmenn—night men in German—in their uniforms. It drew a gasp from at least one member of the Prometheus committee. Hulking, top-heavy bipedal beasts with squat legs and apelike arms, but the most disturbing aspect of the creature was its face. Tusks jutted from slavering jaws over small black, emotionless eyes. The lipless mouth seemed to open too wide. Next, he showed the demon-eyed wolf creatures known as wehr-wolves.

			“Yes, nasty things,” Lysander said. “And now, thanks to Dr. Kurt von Deitel and Commodore Canaris, we are aware of a new program that represents a threat far beyond any of these previous schemes. Its code name is Project Gefallener—literally, ‘Project Fallen.’ ”

			Lysander gave the committee his estimation of the accuracy of the Canaris report and his own assessment of the threat potential, based on the documents Canaris had provided on the SS research. He described separate, corroborating reports about the Ahnenerbe’s expeditions to Rome and Sardinia, and how the reports filled in some of the gaps in Canaris files.

			Then he showed the grainy, silent footage of the lab experiments Deitel had brought, taken somewhere in the darkest recesses of the German Reich,. The film had been smuggled out at the cost of more lives than even Deitel knew.

			Deitel and Lysander had seen it. It was the first viewing for Rucker and the committee.

			On the screen, a technician in a lab coat stood beside a hulking, slouching creature that was once a man but had now been changed. Its shoulders were hunched and enlarged. Its jaw jutted too far. Its eyes and expression were dead. The technician held up a sign with some numbers in a sequence—identifying the experiment—and stepped back. There was no sound. Two black-uniformed storm troopers stepped into the frame with machine pistols at the ready. The chains on the creature were released. The guards opened fire, emptying—by Rucker’s estimation—a good thirty rounds each into the thing at point-blank range. The creature barely reacted to the bullets.

			Then the creature lunged for the troopers, going out of frame. Moments later the scientist came back into frame facing the camera, his face a mask of terror and his screams silent. The creature appeared behind him and struck. For just a moment its face was visible—the eyes looked dead, the lower half of its face was covered in black gore, and what could only be flesh hung from its mouth.

			The diner was silent.

			Other reels showed the same kinds of creatures shrugging off grenade explosions and ignoring limbs being torn off. It showed the things being pushed from great heights, only to rise and hobble away on shattered legs.

			The worst, though, came when it was clear one of the creatures had been placed in a chamber with a family of four emaciated souls dressed in ragged clothing with six-sided stars stitched crudely on them.

			Two committee members had to go to the lavatory to vomit.

			“It’s easy for us to think of Herr Hitler as a master magician, an evil wizard spellbinding an unwitting German people to become his mindless servants,” Lysander Benjamin said, wrapping up his presentation. “How convenient it would be if this image were correct. National Socialism could be defeated with garlic. The truth, however, is that millions of ordinary German workers, farmers, and businessmen support the National Socialist program, and are in knowing denial of the darker side of its agenda.”

			The room was silent.

			“Men like Dr. Kurt von Deitel are a rarity. You see, the fact is, Hitler’s loyal followers consider themselves good citizens, which is far more terrifying to me than if they were all mind-controlled demons or sociopaths,” Lysander said. “And thus I continue to argue that the whole leadership poses a direct threat to the Freehold and should be dealt with.”

			The committee had heard this before and many scoffed at the argument. It was off topic, but important to frame the existing debate. No regent objected to giving Lysander the latitude.

			“The committee can debate that later,” he said. “I simply present evidence to you that Herr Hitler and the Black Sun are upping the ante. They are talking about creating real demons with an eye toward devouring the whole world—either intentionally or because they can’t control it. We’re the one thing that stands in their way, ladies and gentlemen.”

			His last sentence wasn’t a plea. It was a statement about the survival of the human race.

			“Project Gefallener must be stopped. We must stop it.”

			The deliberations were short but heated. The Freehold’s commitment to neutrality was constantly tested by threats that advocates of security said required preemptive action. But such action would undermine the very fiber of the Freehold, others argued.

			“Even acting independent of Austin, our every action contrary to neutrality taints the very core of our souls,” Fan said. “Everytime we make an exception, it becomes easier to make an exception.”

			“We aren’t the government,” Don Ricardo said. “Our bylaws, in fact, forbid members of the committee from ever holding office, and prevent those who have held office from becoming committee members. We do what we do precisely because we don’t want a government doing these things.”

			“Yes,” Manitou said, “but every time we act, I wonder if we don’t wear away at that wall of separation. It’s so easy to look into the abyss and become the monster we behold. To become what we hold in contempt. I will vote for action, but I do so with the gravest of reservations. It’s one thing when we act against external, individual threats. Acting against a sovereign nation is a dangerous precedent to set.”

			“Any step toward the path of war is a step in the wrong direction,” said von Mises, a Great War veteran who had served in the Austrian army before defecting. “But we can’t be so cautious that we invite the very aggression we want to deter.”

			The committee voted for action, with two votes in dissent.

			Libby Rae Melvin, who headed the committee—mein Gott, the fate of the world in the hands of a woman who served coffee and sausages? Deitel thought—said the committee was backing Lysander Benjamin’s move.

			“But what is your plan?” she asked, demanding detail.

			Lysander slid on his glasses and pulled out several of the napkins in his pockets to go over his notes.

			“Ah, yes. We’ve engaged the university’s Difference Engine to run the probabilities on the genetic architecture that Himmler’s scientists have been working from. The contamination in the Damned Lands, you know. We, er, already have some knowledge, including the sample of nachtmann tissue that our agent Alissa Rosenbaum brought back from Russia,” Lysander explained. “The catalyst, though—the unknown driver here—was what the Ahnenerbe team found in Rome and Sardinia and wherever else they’ve been of late. We, er, believe it’s connected to the Lance of Longinus. This has been confirmed by our man inside the Black Sun, Robin.”

			“The Lance of what?” Fan asked.

			“Also called the Spear of Destiny, the Holy Lance, or the Spear of Christ,” Lysander said. “It was, um, the spear used by a certain Roman soldier to pierce the heart of a rabbi who was crucified by Pontius Pilate. The legend holds that it was sanctified in the blood of the living Christ, and that whoever wields it will be invincible. Naturally, the legend doesn’t say how. Oh no, that would be too useful.”

			He pulled more notes from his pockets. Deitel noticed they were all written in some kind of cipher—meaningless scratches and scribbles to anyone but Lysander.

			“It has been referred to in old literature and even appeared at various points in history, but it was last rumored to have been taken under guard by a Jesuit sect following secret papal orders in 1634,” he said. “But there are other scholars who have more current research we’re looking into. There are conflicting records and, as is usual with these things, a frustrating number of forgeries involved.”

			Lysander paused.

			“We don’t know how exactly this piece of the puzzle fits in, but there’s a ninety percent certainty among our analysts, and likewise according to the Difference Engine, that it is the key. Somehow, the Spear of Destiny is involved in the genesis of these creatures. That’s what all the intercepted communiqués and the matrix of data indicate. So we must start with that. The Nazis don’t have it yet, even if they had a sample of it or whatever the spear does,” he said. “We have to find the Spear of Destiny and make sure the Nazis don’t get it. Meanwhile, I have Nikola already working on some ideas . . .”

			Over the next half hour, the committee members listened as Lysander outlined his plan. A team would seek out the foremost expert on the history of the Spear of Destiny, and try to beat the Nazis to it.

			When the old man was done, most of the committee filed out of the diner, one by one.

			Only Rucker, Deitel, and Lysander remained, along with the waitress who had to lock up. Lysander pulled Deitel aside.

			“Son, I have some bad news. What you’ve suspected since yesterday on Airstrip One is true—the Gestapo knows about you. But worse, they, er, know who you are. The only saving grace is they don’t know anything about Commodore Canaris’s involvement, otherwise the old spymaster would have disappeared by now. But you know what this means: you can’t go home again. Ever. I’m sorry,” Lysander said.

			Deitel had known. He just hadn’t accepted it.

			“It seems I am now a man without a country.”

			“But not a man without a purpose,” Lysander offered. “Do you have any immediate family who we can assist? The Gestapo has been known to—”

			“No. I am an only child. My parents are dead. I suspect that is another reason Commodore Canaris recruited me,” Deitel said.

			“Papers and other evidence we found on the body of the German agent Rucker shot indicate that, er, they came in by way of New York, which means they’ve been on your trail for a while,” Lysander said.

			“Papers?” Rucker asked. “Wait, that doesn’t sound like SD. They know better; they always come in clean. Sounds more like Union agents. One of Eliot Ness’s men.” He was referring to the head of the Union’s infamous Federal Security Bureau, counterpart to the Union’s Federal Bureau of Investigation.

			All the more reason Rucker was officially done with this job. Now it involved no less than two foreign powers. He couldn’t put Dr. Deitel in his rearview fast enough.

			“We thought that, too, at first, but the team were German,” Lysander said. “Which means, good news, they want us backtracking them to New York.”

			“A trap,” Rucker said.

			Lysander nodded. “Fox, we’re going to need you for this, too. New York will be first on your agenda.”

			“Whoa. This isn’t a society client having problems with a trade venture. This is all governmenty. You know I don’t cotton to that kind of deal.”

			“Double Far Ranger Air’s usual fee,” Lysander offered.

			Dammit, Rucker thought. Lysander knew he couldn’t refuse. Chuy wouldn’t let him. The company was just barely keeping their birds in the air. They had a lot more to lose than just his distaste for getting involved in national conflicts and state level espionage.

			He didn’t answer, though.

			Deitel raised his hand. “But you said New York is a trap.”

			“Oh my yes,” Lysander said. “The perfect opportunity to learn who is pulling the strings, and what they know.”

			Deitel’s face held zero expression. “From inside the trap?”

			“Yes,” Lysander said. “No. I mean, what?”

			Rucker shook his head. In for a penny . . .

			“Let me get my head around what you’re asking, and what’s the actual situation,” he said, and began ticking the points off on his fingers. “An army of darkness. The world in the balance. Mad Nazi scientists meddling in the occult. And monster men.”

			“Yes,” Lysander said.

			“And the odds are long and we’re outnumbered?”

			“Naturalisch,” Deitel said.

			Rucker pulled out a cigar and chewed it. Then he grinned. It was the grin of a predator.

			“Fine, but it will cost you triple.”

			“Two and a half,” Lysander countered.

			Rucker mulled it over.

			“Deal.”

			Rucker and the old man shook. It was more binding than any contract. “Payable to Far Ranger Air.”

			Lysander just smiled.

			Deitel whispered to Rucker, “I wish I could feel as confident as you. This is overwhelming; it’s all so new to me.”

			“Eh, we deal with this kind of thing all the time, Doc,” Rucker said. “No problem.”

			While Lysander gathered his files, Rucker poured another drink. Then he saw the old man’s expression.

			“ ‘Lysander? What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

			Lysander cleared his throat.

			“Um, there is one other small thing, Fox. The New York connection may be more than coincidence, but it’s fortuitous. We need you to, er, ex-filtrate our ‘man’ in New York to assist in this endeavor. Now, this is one of the top field agents in Prometheus, and an expert in European archeology and artifacts, particularly early Christian relics. This agent is on an undercover assignment right now at the Morgan Museum of Natural History in New York City. You’ll need this kind of expertise.”

			Rucker’s eyes widened. He was muttering, “Oh, no.”

			“You’ll have to get into the city, and get her out.”

			Her? Deitel thought.

			Rucker grew louder. “No.”

			“Yes, Fox, it’s her.”

			“No. No. No. No. No.”

			“Here’s your briefing packet. I need you two in the Big Apple by just after sunrise. But first you need to visit Nikola. He’s working up something that may be of use if you run into any of the Black Sun’s shambling monsters. I spoke to him about two hours ago. He’ll meet you at his lab on the campus.”

			Lysander turned to go.

			Rucker just shook his head as the waitress poured coffee.

			“You’re doing this on purpose,” he yelled at Lysander’s back.

			“If anyone can help us get the spear before the Germans, it’s her,” came the reply.

			Rucker started off in a huff.

			“Allons-y, Deitel. We have a plane to catch. Dammit.”

			Deitel, as usual, was lost.

			Rucker was muttering, “God I hate New York.”

			“What is the matter?”

			“Monster men and Nazis? Reasonable. Unstoppable cannibal creatures? Okay, I’m still on board. But now we’re up against something well and truly horrific.”

			Deitel waited. Finally he could wait no more.

			“What?” the doctor asked.

			“My ex.”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER SIX

			Austin University

			Austin

			Texas Freehold

			In just eleven hours on the ground in Austin, Deitel had met a cast of odd characters, but none was as queer a duck as the scientist Lysander had insisted they visit before taking off to New York. The man’s name was Nikola Tesla.

			Ensconced in an open floor lab facility on the massive 350-acre campus of Austin University, the science hero referred to as Nikola—not Dr. Tesla—had a magnificent view from the third story of what Rucker called the “Bat Bridge.” It was so named, he told Deitel, because more than a million Mexican long-tailed bats roosted beneath it. The bats helped keep the summer mosquito population down. Nikola said he found their flying formations mesmerizing and meditative, and credited them with inspiring one of his theories of fluid dynamics.

			Nikola’s lab looked like it contained every machine ever built by man, and many never seen outside of some Republic matinee serial about Martian invaders. Deitel took Nikola’s accent to be Austrian, with a trace of Serbian dialect. The scientist was an elderly but spry man with a gaunt face, a full head of white hair, and a bushy white mustache. He wore goggles on his forehead and a bow tie. If Lysander had awoken the old man in this, the early hours of the morning, the scientist didn’t show it. He buzzed about like hummingbird.

			On the wall was a picture of Nikola from decades before, standing alongside the writer Mark Twain, who he once counted among his best friends. Nikola, Rucker had informed Deitel, had lived in Paris in his early twenties, finally immigrating to the Union States in the 1880s. After being manipulated and intellectually waylaid by his employer and then competitor, Thomas Edison, Nikola had retreated to Texas, where Edison couldn’t use paid-for legislators to crush competition.

			Now professor emeritus of electromechanical engineering here at Austin University, the work Nikola did in this very room—Lab 333—had changed the course of science. He was also more than a bit mad, which Rucker said only made it fair—the Nazis had mad scientists, so they fight them with their own mad scientist.

			Nikola had to dig through several steamer trunks to find what he was looking for. It looked like a stylized pistol made of brushed steel with odd, finlike protrusions and a blue glass ball on the back. Under the watchful eye of his cat and with Vivaldi playing on a phonograph in the background, he explained the bizarre weapon he held proudly in his hand..

			“This is a teleforce weapon,” Nikola said. “It produces manifestations of energy in free air instead of a high vacuum, which generates a tremendous nondispersive electrical, or rather electrostatic, repelling and disruption force. It’s powered by a narrow stream of atomic clusters formed in a matrix of mercury and tungsten accelerated via a magnifying, reverse wave transformer.”

			He said this as casually as one might explain how to put petrol in a motorcar, and like it should be that obvious.

			“This is actually the initial test prototype,” he said. “I got the idea when thinking of ways to deal with the chupacabras in the Chihuahua Outback. The second prototype is in storage. It’s large enough that it takes two men to carry it. It has one hundred times the power. The final version I’m working on will be so large it will have to be mounted on a steel crawler—panzer, as they call it in Deitel’s country, or tank as they say in England. Of course, the final version is years away, but it will have enough firepower to disable a battleship at a range of fifty miles.”

			“Why would you want to make such devastating weapons?” Deitel asked, in equal measure with admiration for the genius and horror at the prospect of such power.

			“I want to make war obsolete,” Nikola said, as if the answer couldn’t be more obvious.

			Deitel feared the man vastly overestimated the intelligence of his fellow men. And underestimated it—man would find a way to turn his purely defensive weapons into offensive ones no matter how task specific Tesla tried to make them.

			Rucker hefted the strange pistol, which looked a lot like a child’s toy. “It’s a ray gun, like in the Buck Rogers comic strip?”

			“No, no, no. It is a teleforce electrostatic projector,” Nikola said.

			There was a moment of silence. He didn’t realize more needed be said.

			Rucker gestured for more.

			“Oh, of course. It produces a stream of atomic clusters, yes?” Nikola said, wondering if that was enough.

			Another pause. Nikola rolled his eyes.

			“It’s a ray gun,” he said.

			“Will it kill those things the Nazis are making?” Rucker asked.

			“Lysander explained to me the creatures. Marvelous sounding. I would love for you to bring me back a specimen. But no matter—whatever manner of living creature the Nazis have created, its nervous system will be like all other animal life—powered by electrical impulses. At the base setting, this could stun an elephant. At a high enough setting, it will permanently disrupt the nervous system.”

			Rucker looked as uncomfortable handling Nikola’s ray gun as Deitel had been handling Rucker’s sidearm.

			“Is there any danger to the shooter when the tele . . . um, electromag . . . um. when I shoot it?”

			“Oh no. No no no. No. Safe as houses,” Nikola said. “Well, It may be prudent to shield your eyes and hands just in case. Well, there is some static discharge if the matrix builds up an excess cluster in the transformer. Well, I wouldn’t fire it more than three times every two minutes. Well, five minutes. And don’t let it get too hot. Or too cold. Or wet.”

			Nikola gave Rucker a small case full of other gadgets he said the pilot might find useful. Walking back to the car they’d borrowed, they heard a voice yelling to them from a third floor window.

			“For heaven’s sake, don’t drop it!”

			“Are we bringing that on the plane with us?” Deitel asked. “What if it teleforces the engines? What if—”

			“Oh, knock it off. You’d worry the horns off a billy goat,” Rucker said. He looked again at the case holding Nikola’s death ray pistol. He pushed it toward Deitel.

			“Here, hold this,” he said.

			“Nein!”

			“Swell,” Rucker said. “One deadly experiment to deal with another deadly experiment. Why can’t we let the mad scientists fight it out?”

			Deitel considered.

			“Ja. Everybody knows what good fighters doctors and scientists are.”

			Somewhere over Tennessee, CSA

			En route to New York City

			When Lysander Benjamin told Deitel and Rucker he needed them in New York City by early morning, Deitel assumed that he meant in two days. It was past midnight and New York City was almost 1,600 miles northeast. Even in this modern world of 1928, that put the destination almost ten hours away. But now they were one-third of the way to the capital of the Union States; flight time so far just over one and a half hours.

			Austin to New York in a hair more than five hours.

			This marvel of speed was thanks to one of the Prometheus Society’s regents he’d met that evening—the amazing oil drill magnate and movie producer who was also an aviator and aircraft designer. He was the Freehold’s version of a Renaissance man—Howard Hughes.

			Born in the coastal city of Lamar, Hughes inherited a small fortune from his father’s manufacturing company, which owned the patent on a special drill bit design. He turned it into a large fortune by building Hughes Aircraft, headquartered in Austin, and a movie production company located in the Cabo Madera motion picture dream factory in Cabo San Lucas, Texas.

			It was Hughes’s own plane that was speeding Rucker and Deitel to New York.

			Hughes was piloting a twin-engine aircraft of his own design, the H-3 Hermes Racer, at a speed in excess of 320 miles per hour. It was almost half again as fast as the fastest military fighter in the world, and eighty miles per hour faster than the young heir’s first racer, the H-1.

			Rucker had carried on and on about the H-3’s groundbreaking design, saying it was one of the cleanest and most elegant aircraft designs ever conceived. He spoke in respectful tones about the way rivets were countersunk flush and the way the propeller had a cone-shaped housing, both of which reduced drag exponentially.

			The twin 28-cylinder Cyclone engines provided almost 2,000 horsepower each, making possible the incredible speeds the craft could achieve at high altitude. The craft could cruise at 40,000 feet without the pilot or passengers needing oxygen masks, thanks to Hughes’s other revolutionary innovation, the pressurized cockpit and cabin.

			Hughes, a tall man with a rich East Texas accent, was just twenty-three, but Deitel had read about the man often. Deitel was a motion picture buff, like many people in Germany before Hitler cracked down on foreign films, and knew Hughes’s growing film credits.

			Hughes had already directed two successful motion pictures, Everybody’s Acting and Two Arabian Nights, and the man was working on his third—an epic motion picture about aviation in the Great War with a budget of almost $3 million, the most expensive Cabo Madera production in history.

			Deitel couldn’t wait for the chance to visit Cabo Madera and its movie studios. And then the Brown Sombrero, Mann’s Chinese Theater, and the other wonders of the motion picture world down in the Freehold’s southwesternmost city. Exile to Texas had at least one benefit, he thought.

			Hughes was a meticulous and exacting man, Deitel noticed almost immediately. Many pilots are, he’d seen, and each had his own superstitious rituals. But Hughes took it far beyond anything the doctor imagined possible.

			When they arrived at Hughes’s private airfield, Hughes was doing a third engine check. After boarding, he checked the door latches and pressurization seals four times. Although Deitel had a normal and reasonable fear of flying, this constant checking and rechecking every aspect of the H-3 was oddly reassuring.

			Hughes had refused to shake hands, which Rucker told Deitel not to take as an insult. It was on of the man’s idiosyncrasies. The pilot’s control wheel, for instance, was covered in plastic wrap. Also, Hughes refused to take off until the ground crew removed a small stain—a bug impact—from the cockpit window. While he wasn’t looking, Rucker switched the two extra pillows on the two vacant seats on the starboard side and motioned for Deitel to pay attention.

			Before going back into the cockpit, Hughes looked around the cabin and seemed uncomfortable. His eyes ran over every inch of the cabin. He saw what was different then, switched the cushions back, smiled and gave the middle finger to Rucker, who couldn’t contain his laughter anymore. Later, Rucker cautioned Deitel not to help himself to any of the bottled milk in the little cabin refrigerator.

			Exhaustion and the surprisingly quiet drone of the aircraft’s powerful engines caught up with Deitel somewhere before the Kentucky border. When he awoke they were on approach to Manhattan and the sun was still a ways from rising. Rucker offered him something called a Coca-Cola.

			“From Atlanta. Pep you up,” Rucker said.

			The bottle said, DELICIOUS AND REFRESHING, IT INVIGORATES—STOP AT THE RED SIGN, and, WITH QUALITY COCAINE IMPORTED FROM BOLIVIA. It was an acquired taste, but it delivered what it promised. Deitel was wide-awake within minutes.

			Hughes had powered down the airplane’s considerable engines and dropped to 5,000 feet so as not to attract undue attention from spotters on the ground. He wanted to look like any other commercial flight. Above the city the air was dirty with coal and factory smoke, which stained the gray concrete of the mostly featureless buildings. A few passenger airships were making speed to the airship port where others were moored, and smaller police airships floated over the city keeping a watchful eye on the streets.

			Some of the wonderful old gothic architecture from the nineteenth century was evident even from a mile up, but what dominated were the drab, boxy, utilitarian towers that made up the bulk of post-turn-of-the-century New York City.

			So much potential, Rucker thought. It could have been more than this.

			There was the beautiful greenery of Central Park. At least they got that right. In the center of the massive urban forest was the palatial Hamilton House, home to U.S. presidents ever since Washington, D.C., was abandoned in 1863 and razed by Confederate forces in retaliation for General Sherman’s burning of Knoxville. Over on the west side they could see the U.S. Capitol Building, seat of the Union Congress and the Political Bureau.

			Hughes banked the craft.

			“You two better get ready,” he said. “Five minutes to the drop zone and we’re losing the dark.”

			Drop zone?

			“We are to be parachuting, Herr Rucker?”

			“Not really. Get back here.”

			“Ah, good. I don’t like heights.”

			A hatchway to the belly of the H-3 opened to a small, oddly curved wooden and brass container about twice the width of a coffin and just a little deeper. It was padded with velvet-lined cushions, and there were two backpacks already inside.

			“Howard didn’t just build this twin-engine big bird for speed records. You’ll always get a faster bird with a smaller one-seater. No, this crate is made for getting in someplace fast, dropping something off, and getting out. As in, without anyone the wiser or able to catch you,” Rucker said as he secured a safety harness to the two of them and closed the top hatch.

			They could feel the bay doors opening below.

			From the cockpit over the internal radio speaker Hughes explained his brainchild, which he called a covert egress ejection pod.

			“The concept is to execute insertion without spotters seeing anything like a parachute. It’s dropped at about thirty feet over the water at near stall-out speed, and air brakes help the pod shed velocity even further. Internal gyroscopes keep it level so it enters the water at the proper angle, thus the impact doesn’t break every bone in your body.”

			Ach. Mein. Gott.

			“Is this safe?”

			Hughes didn’t hesitate.

			“I won’t lie to you, Doctor. No, not at all.”

			“Vas?”

			“Drop zone in ten, nine, eight . . .”

			“Herr Hughes, how many times have you employed this device?”

			“Including today?”

			“Ja!”

			“Today’s drop would bring it to . . . I think, one. Yes. One. Releasing pod.”

			Rucker whooped a cowboy yahoo.

			Deitel cried out, too. “I hate Texas!”

			And kept on repeating it.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER SEVEN

			Manhattan Island

			New York City

			Capital of the Union States of America

			Rucker and Deitel were walking the streets of New York City and it wasn’t even 9:00 A.M. Almost exactly twenty-four hours before, Deitel had been standing on the tarmac in Colombia under the sweltering heat and the rising sun. Now he was chilled to the bone from the cold, damp air here in New York City.

			“Everyone in Texas is clinically insane,” Deitel was saying. “I speak as a medical professional.”

			“Hey, your people are making monsters. Actual, bona fide monsters. Don’t judge,” Rucker said.

			“I need a shower,” Deitel said.

			“You had a bath. The East River, it’s called.”

			Deitel sniffed the back of his hand.

			“That’s why I need a shower.”

			“Helps you fit in,” Rucker said.

			Deitel scratched furiously at the clothes he’d put on after the two dragged themselves and their inflatable boat out of the waterway under the Queensboro Bridge. Rucker had them change into very plain suits with industrial tailoring and cut from thick, itchy wool. The jackets were extremely high-waisted and the lapels very thin. The trousers were narrow and worn so that their socks showed, apparently the fashion here. They wore tweed scally caps that looked more ridiculous than Rucker’s straw cowboy hat.

			Rucker said they had to fit in with the locals, which also explained why for the first time Deitel saw Rucker without his big Colt pistol strapped to his thigh. He’d gone for a more subdued approach—twin .45 Webley compact revolvers in a shoulder harness rig.

			The Texans and their toys.

			They rounded a block to find yet another block of utilitarian, concrete tenements.

			“So, this is New York City,” Deitel said.

			“This is New York City.”

			Deitel sniffed. “I thought it would be bigger.”

			“Largest city in the Union States,” Rucker said. “Look, you’re not seeing this place at its best. It’s a good place that could have been great. The Old Quarter is something to see. It has the most amazing architecture. The underground art movement here is easily the rival of the art movements in New Orleans or Paris, and that’s in everything from jazz and painting to the theater scene. Last century, this place was a powerhouse in terms of cultures coming together, clashing, and evolving into something more than the sum of its parts. It just all went wrong around the turn of the century when the progressive and socialist movement drove out the capital and the old money. The decency laws drove out the thinkers and the artists. The eugenics movement drove out the old fashioned liberals, and the temperance movement drove out the fun.”

			Most of the buildings on their route, especially the public tenements, were built in the post-Wilson era of National Greatness and Austerity. In fact, only the strings of drying laundry—how did anything dry in this weather?—added any color to the city scene in this, the worker’s sector. Browns and grays and blues, mostly, and yellowed whites. But that was something.

			“This is the cultural center of the old American dominion, the national capital of the Union States,” Rucker said. “This is the center of their nation’s pride.”

			Deitel nodded.

			“What is that smell?” he asked.

			Rucker pointed up at some windows across the street, where a woman was pouring a chamber pot onto the gutter. Then he pointed at the carcass of a horse lying in the street up ahead.

			“This is what happens when everyone owns everything,” Rucker said. “No one takes care of anything.”

			“What causes this kind of . . . this?” Deitel said, sweeping his arm before them. “They were one of the leading economic nations as late as 1900.”

			“They all point the finger up here at something or another. Big Business. Big Banks. Big Labor,” Rucker said. “I think maybe they never stop to consider the problem is Big Ideas.”

			Deitel cocked his head. Rucker idly thought the body language resembled a dog trying to understand English.

			“All the promises their leaders make them. All the things they vote for themselves to get, and all the big projects that their leaders can stick their names on. Big Ideas,” Rucker said. “I think they’d be surprised at how well things would go if they’d just leave things alone.”

			Deitel shook his head. “But if everyone is just pursuing their own hedonistic desires, how can there be room for national goals such as—”

			“The conquest of Austria and the Czechs?”

			“That’s not fair, I’m talking about improving the people. Serving the greater good..”

			“What if people don’t want to be improved?”

			“The laissez-faire approach might work if people were perfect, but they aren’t.”

			“Why do people have to be perfect to be free?”

			“People have to be protected from their own excesses,” Deitel countered.

			“Look, if you’re free you own yourself. You can hurt yourself by too much food or too much liquor. You can ruin yourself at the poker table. You can piss you life away any number of ways,” Rucker said. “It would make you a damn fool and, if the preachers are right, a damned soul. But if you aren’t free to do all that, you’re not free at all. You can’t be free to stand up if you’re not free to sit down and die.”

			“Do you really think people want the freedom to fail? To starve?” Deitel asked.

			Rucker did allow that their route took them purposefully through the worker districts on the east side—not the more prosperous and upscale districts on the west side so commonly seen on the newsreels—exactly because they would attract less attention here.

			The Union States weren’t all poverty and mediocrity like this. In other parts of the city the governing elite, party members, select industrialists, and chosen mercantilists provided the glamour and extravagance for which New York City was still renowned, despite the past three decades of economic stagnation.

			“So,” Deitel said, “I notice when you want to avoid discussing a topic, you start discussing economics or politics or Tennessee whiskey or anything but the obvious. So?”

			“I don’t want to talk about it.”

			“We’re on our way to contact your ex?”

			“Shut up.”

			“I was surprised to hear this, really.”

			“Shut up.”

			Deitel could barely contain his amusement.

			“Herr Hauptmann Rucker: romantic.”

			“You do know what ‘shut up’ means, right?”

			“One gets giddy at the thought of meeting the former Frau Rucker.”

			“I have a gun. Two guns. I can shoot you. Right here. New York City street. No one would notice.”

			“The mind reels imagining the kind of woman who would take your hand and your name.”

			Rucker actually growled.

			“Shut— If I tell you, will you agree not to bring it up again?”

			“Jawohl, mein hauptmann.”

			They turned west onto 72nd Street and found themselves in a press of humanity along the sidewalks.

			“Tell me about your ex-wife.”

			“My ex-fiancée. Not my ex-wife.”

			“Of course,” Deitel said insincerely.

			“I can and I will shoot you.”

			“Please, continue. No more peanuts from the gallery.”

			Rucker had to resist the urge to pull out a cigar to chew on. It would stand out here—creature comforts weren’t the norm in this extended depression. Discussing her always brought on the urge. Chewing a Cuban was the bad habit so many aviators picked up. Since a pilot couldn’t smoke a cigar in an open cockpit plane, they learned to chew them.

			“It was five years after the war. Before I went into business with Chuy. April 1923. I was flying a charter route between Greece and Cairo. She was my charter—said she was an Egyptology student out of Virginia, trying to hook up with some Spanish expedition. Her one-day charter turned into four weeks traveling along the North African coast together. We fell in all hell’s kind of love.”

			Deitel thought he knew the rest.

			“And she wanted you to marry her. To give up your life as the winged soldier of fortune trekking around the world, so you could raise sheep, cotton, and fat children in Virginia. Ja?”

			Rucker spat.

			“Close enough. Except it was me who wanted her to give up trekking around the world and settle down on a little ranch down near Cabo. Me giving tinseltown tourists flybys of the movie star homes in the Cabo Madera Hills.”

			“And?”

			“She said yes. So we were engaged for a whole, glorious week. We barely left our hotel room in Casablanca.”

			“And then? The suspense has me on the pins and on the needles.”

			“She stole my plane and flew to Tangiers. Left a goodbye note. ‘Dear Fox, so long and thanks for all the hummus and romance. You’re a sweet boy but I’m not that kind of girl.’ ”

			Deitel didn’t say anything.

			“Found later she was working for the CSA’s foreign service. Just using me as cover for her mission,” Rucker said.

			Deitel kept looking straight ahead. Finally the corner of his mouth twittered. And that was all it took to unleash his laugh. He nearly fell over.

			“I am so shooting you as soon as we get out of here,” Rucker said.

			“Oh. I’m sorry,” Deitel said, wiping a tear from his eye. “That is terrible, but, what is the English?”

			“Creepifying? Horrificsome?”

			“Is that English?” Deitel asked. “I think I mean ironic. Anyway, it’s just it was exactly what I didn’t expect to hear. How is it that she is in Texas now?”

			“The CSA ain’t got the same problems the Union States do, but they got their problems all the same,” he said. “Especially for a woman who isn’t content with just running a household or teaching Sunday school, I reckon.”

			Rucker patted all his pockets looking for the cigar he knew he didn’t have.

			Deitel just grinned.

			“You know, only the Germans would have a word for taking pleasure in the misery of other folks,” Rucker said. “Anyway, something happened, so she told the CSA to go to hell because she was going to Texas. That’s all I know.”

			“You have since spoken?”

			Rucker growled again.

			“I told you I’d tell you about how she’s my ex. Now you have to shut the hell up.”

			They passed a nicer section of brownstones at 72nd and Madison. Deitel noticed the marked improvement in the architecture this side of Park Avenue.

			And despite his initial take on the Big Apple, he could sense there was a vibrancy to this city straining beneath the surface.

			In better times—perhaps a better reality—he could envision this place with electricity in the air.

			“Okay, Doc,” Rucker said. “We’re coming up on Fifth Avenue. Time to put your war paint on.”

			“It was never explained why it was so crucial we meet your ex-fiancée this morning, rather than tonight or even tomorrow. Or why she couldn’t have just come to us,” Deitel said.

			“Yeah, see, here’s the thing about that. Her assignment was to the Morgan Museum of Natural History in New York City. It’s one of her actual specialties, but it just so happens the Morgan Museum is located right next to National Security Service headquarters. The museum shares space with the NSS decryption and analysis branch,” Rucker said. “So all it would take is a little stealth and a little more leg thrown to the right clerk, and she’d know what the NSS knew before they knew it.”

			Deitel was a little scandalized. And a little impressed.

			“But apparently she’s off the reservation and on the warpath,” Rucker said.

			He explained to the doctor how just six months before, the assistant Union States ambassador to Austin had been caught having inappropriate relations with a grammar school girl. As if there was some sort of appropriate relationship for an eight-year-old girl and a fifty-three-year-old man. The outrage had been reported widely in the Freehold’s newspapers.

			Of course, diplomatic immunity meant the man couldn’t be touched, but he was immediately shipped home, where, Union diplomats promised, he would be properly prosecuted.

			“And yet today,” Rucker said, “in what’s sure to be a well-attended brunch ceremony on account of the concurrent display of national treasures from Hawaii on loan to the Morgan Museum, that very same assistant ambassador is being named full ambassador to the Kingdom of Hawaii.”

			Deitel’s nonresponse told Rucker he didn’t see the connection. They were well into Central Park now.

			“She’s going to blow her cover and kill the miserable bastard,” Rucker said. “It’s a family matter.”

			“Oh good. For a minute there I was worried this was going to become normal,” Deitel said. “And we are to . . . what exactly?”

			“Get into the ceremony. Protect her cover. Get her out. Escape from New York.” Rucker ticked them off on four fingers.

			Then he pointed to the great opening of the trail ahead, just beyond several hundred yards of manicured lawn cut right into the heart of the park. There it was. Nestled in front of Turtle Pond. A stunning work of neoclassical and early Georgian design. A knockoff, sure, but a good one, right down to the columns on the front and the expansive West Wing.

			“Oh, and the ceremony is being held at Hamilton House. Where President Kennedy lives. In about—hmm, thirty minutes. Did I forget to mention that?” Rucker asked.

			Deitel stopped in his tracks. His head shook slightly.

			“Herr Rucker, what are you going to do?”

			Rucker grabbed Deitel’s sleeve and tugged him along.

			“I don’t know. Let’s find out.”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER EIGHT

			Hamilton House

			New York City

			Union States of America

			The party on the lawn of the Hamilton House was no more than a minor state fête to mark the opening of diplomatic ties between the Union States of America and the Kingdom of Hawaii, but President Joseph Kennedy never let the opportunity for a formal affair go asking. It was important for the president of the original—the true—American nation to maintain the nation’s imposing, lavish image on the world stage. And the American workers, President Kennedy assured his worried chief of staff, wanted to see their leader in a prosperous light in the newspapers and newsreels, if only to give them a brief respite from their simple, workaday existence.

			The chief of staff’s interjection regarding the irony of mentioning the “working man” when the unemployment rate was pushing towards the twenty-five percent mark was sounded in vain. Kennedy knew he had the support of the simple man on the street who took pride in his Real American heritage and saw Kennedy as the embodiment of the once—and future—American manifest destiny and preeminence. Kennedy could connect with the workers—truly empathize with them—in a way that most of the tone-deaf congressmen and political bureau chiefs could only watch with envy.

			Besides, Kennedy reminded his chief of staff, the vice president was working right now with Congress and the political bureau to establish a whole panoply of new work programs to stimulate restoration and recovery—the National Recovery Act, the Workers Progress Administration, and so on.

			The people, Kennedy knew, really believed that his administration was hard at work for them. Those people also wanted to see the glory of the Progressive Party’s National Greatness mandate in action. They wanted to see the True America on the rise again. Sometimes that meant speaking with his sleeves rolled up and harsh words for the regressives and bankers who were holding the Union States down. Sometimes that meant just being a host on the world stage.

			Thus the front lawn of Hamilton House was a maze of Hawaiian statuary art, white linen tables laden with prime rib, omelet chef stations, imported fruits, fresh shellfish of all types, champagne fountains, pastries and sweet delicacies of all manner, and larger-than-life ice sculptures. Diplomats, party members, state industrialists, donors, office holders, and senior officials from across the government were resplendent in their formal daywear or state uniforms. The Hamilton House’s colored porters and servants in white jackets and gloves ensured no glass ever fell below half empty, and that every guest had anything his heart desired. Uniformed and plainclothes FSB guards patrolled the Hamilton House grounds.

			Despite the difficulty and importance of his duties, the chief of staff was like most of the men and more than a few of the women in that he couldn’t help but be distracted by one guest in particular.

			Modern women’s fashion in the North dictated loose, straight designs that emphasized a boyish flatness. What’s more, current styles ran to fair skin and short, coiled, asymmetrical hair. This woman, however, drew attention both because of how she moved and because she was exactly what no one expected. She was clad in a clingy embroidered black silk dress with a fringe panel draped over her arm and a deep V-shaped neckline that emphasized her athletic and well-rounded figure. She topped her ensemble with a velvet and felt wrap that staved off the spring morning chill. Her long blond hair was coiled into a chignon.

			The chief of staff saw her laughing gaily at what was undoubtedly a blue joke being told by Leonard Horichi, the man of the hour, soon to be the Union’s chargé d’affaires to the Hawaiian Kingdom. She seemed to have a more than passing interest in the man even though he was a bit of a toad and despite the recent unpleasantness in Austin.

			At least this diplomatic posting would get Horichi far from New York, and in an envied posting no less, which would please his family. No accounting for taste, of course, the chief of staff mused as he watched the woman fawning over the future ambassador. Power, he knew, was the greatest aphrodisiac. That had to explain it.

			Far away from the party at the east gate, the line of horse-drawn carriages and motorcars stretched well into the wooded path on the west side of Central Park. The neglected tall grass provided decent cover as the two interlopers studied Hamilton House from afar. The wall surrounding the executive mansion was twelve feet tall, and topped with barbed wire.

			Rucker had noted that the main gate on the south side of Hamilton House was the primary focus of FSB security efforts, as that was where most of the ordinary citizens had gathered either to get a distant look or stage small protests. That was why he and the doctor were crouched in the brush off the entry path to the east gate. Rucker was looking for just the right mark.

			When Deitel said it seemed unprofessional for an operative to blow cover to exact revenge for an unrelated offense, no matter how ghastly the offense, he just ignored the German. The ambassador-to-be had molested an adolescent and walked away unpunished. How could anything outweigh that?

			Rucker tried to tell Deitel that there was something personal to it; the little girl was the agent’s cousin. It was a blood feud, plain and simple. But they were talking in different languages even when they both spoke English. He let it slide and ignored the fussy German doctor.

			“It looks impossible,” Deitel said. “Security is as tight as anything I’ve seen at the Führer’s rallies.”

			Rucker didn’t say a word. He’d been like this for the past ten minutes.

			“That one should work. Yeah, that one should do nicely,” he whispered to himself.

			Deitel was pretty sure Rucker wasn’t talking to him.

			“What one will do nicely for what?”

			Rucker pointed though the underbrush to a carriage edging its way forward in line, just about to make a turn that would obscure it from the motorcars and carriages behind it.

			“What, you are going to shoot the passengers and take their place?” Deitel said, a little horrified at the thought of such cold-blooded murder.

			Rucker’s expression said he was as shocked at the idea as Deitel.

			“What is it with you expecting me to shoot everyone?” he asked. “You’ve known me for twenty-four hours and the only person I’ve had the slightest inkling to shoot is you. Just stay behind me and stay out of sight.” He was a little mad at Deitel and a little mad about the fact that he knew very well he made his living employing violence here and there, despite all his pretensions.

			Rucker sidled through the brush and opened the carriage door. After a few moments of whispered conversation, he climbed into the carriage and pulled Deitel along. Deitel found himself sitting across from two men in formal daywear who were in the process of stripping. As was Rucker.

			“Um, Herr Rucker, I . . . um . . . I’m not—”

			“Shut up and get your clothes off.”

			Falschemenn? Deitel thought. No? Something else.

			Moments later the two men from the carriage casually stepped out dressed in Rucker’s and Deitel’s worker clothes. In the carriage, Deitel and Rucker were pulling on borrowed day coats and white ties, Deitel only noticing on close inspection that these outfits weren’t exactly Seville Row quality.

			“You paid them?” he asked.

			“Why not? I’m not a thief. Not the kind who steals from people anyway. I needed their carriage and clothes,” Rucker said. “I could tell they’d probably respond to some real gold money. More than that one-side scrip the U.S. Treasury is churning out at all hours.”

			“How could you tell . . . oh, the clothing and the rented carriage, nicht wahr?”

			Rucker tapped his nose.

			“So they were what?” Deitel asked. “Social climbers? Seeking to make contacts with industrialists or politicians?”

			“Who cares?” Rucker said, handing Deitel one of the engraved invitation cards. “Let’s just hope these are for real.”

			The East Wing of Hamilton House loomed ahead.

			“It’s so big. Larger than Versailles. Imposing. Intimidating,” Deitel said.

			“That’s the idea, I think. Now play it smooth, and follow my lead,” Rucker said, tucking some kind of device into his top hat.

			At the East Gate to Hamilton House, the social coordinator took their invitations and asked for their names so they could be announced. He looked at Deitel first.

			There was a long, awkward pause that got only more awkward with each passing second. Just as Rucker feared, Deitel froze. Maybe it was the machine-pistol-toting guards. Maybe it was the sight of the German diplomatic contingent just ahead, replete in their dove gray dress uniforms with their plainclothes SS bodyguards in tow.

			Rucker took Deitel’s hand in his own, leaned forward to the social coordinator and said in his best Dutch accent, “Untersecretary to the Niederlanden Ambassador, Kirkenn Vandorhoeven, and . . . um . . . friend.”

			The social coordinator noted Deitel’s hand in Rucker’s hand.

			“And your name, sir?”

			Deitel still didn’t speak.

			“Mein freund is, sadly, how do you say, deaf and mute. Janos Wladyslau.”

			The coordinator made a notation.

			“Very well, then. Have a lovely time,” he said, motioning them through the velvet ropes and up the red carpet to the lawn proper.

			Rucker took Deitel’s arm and half marched him down the carpet.

			“Just, wow,” he said to the doctor, once out of earshot of the gate. “How did you do that? You were so cool and calm. It was flawless. You’re a superspy, aren’t you?”

			The sarcasm in Rucker’s voice was thicker than the pancake makeup on some of the older lady guests.

			“Shut up, Rucker. Let’s go find your ex-wife.”

			“Ex-fiancée.”

			“Of course.”

			Rucker and Deitel were almost too late. While Deitel was asking an omelet chef if he knew how to make breakfast tacos, Rucker was scanning the crowd.

			Deitel put a hand on Rucker’s shoulder, about to ask him something.

			“Hand. Hand!” Rucker hissed, brushing Deitel’s paw away.

			Just across the lawn the Hawaiian delegation—replete in their native garb—were seating themselves and trying to enjoy what passed for seafood in this cold, deathly climate. They were listening to a diamond-draped elderly Manhattan socialite give her opinion of the merits of national socialism versus state socialism. The ambassador noted that the lines on her face were etched by a lifetime of sneering disapproval. The poor woman wasn’t ugly because she had bad genes; it was the ugliness of bad character.

			“Well, darling, from what I read in Gotham magazine,” Mrs. Vanderbilt was saying, “the German leader champions the rights of the workers, and he regards capitalist society as brutal and unjust. Although he has his eccentricities, he deplores the selfishness and exploitive capitalism in countries like France, Brazil, and Texas. He seeks a third way between communism and the anarchy of the free market, something which provides stability and proper place for everyone. In this regard, he has emulated some of the steps taken by Vice President Roosevelt’s New Society agenda, taking large-scale economic decision-making out of private hands and putting it in the hands of central planning agencies answerable to the political establishment, and which protects the people from risk . . . Oh me? No, my grandfather established a trust fund for me.”

			One of the aides motioned to the ambassador, who was looking for any excuse to get away from this woman. Could he pretend to be brain-damaged? he wondered. Start thrusting his hips in her direction and jabbering nonsense? He saw the aide trying to get his attention. He finally excused himself by telling the elderly New York socialite that she should “piss off”—an American idiom he particularly enjoyed.

			“Anolani,” the aide said. “That man over there. Does he look familiar?”

			The corpulent ambassador nodded. He’d never forget the blond-haired devil. The Hawaiian ambassador switched to Olelo, their native language.

			“I wonder what the Fox is doing here, among the Yanks?” Anolani asked his assistant.

			“Shall I go ask him if he’ll join us?” the assistant said.

			The Hawaiian ambassador considered it.

			“Hmmm. As much as I would be delighted to speak with him, there’s something about his mien. I don’t think he’s here on a social or diplomatic matter. We owe him much. We don’t want to ruin his wave. Play it cool. And stick with the ‘Me like ’em fire’ act for these backwater white asses.”

			Rucker’s eyes passed the Hawaiian delegation and he gave a quick wink to Anolani. Anolani touched his nose, and Rucker nodded slightly.

			Rucker turned back to his visual sweep, this time toward the West Wing.

			That’s when he saw her.

			No doubt about it. It didn’t matter what name she was using at the moment or that she’d colored her hair that ridiculous . . . fetching . . . shade. It was her.

			Terah Jane Spencer.

			The love of his life.

			And there she was, sneaking off with a man for what looked like a morning tryst.

			It was just typical, Rucker thought.

			He grabbed Deitel’s arm and jerked him away from the serving table.

			“Come on.”

			Deitel almost choked on the shrimp he was chewing.

			“It’s Terah.”

			Discreetly as he could with a full-size German doctor in tow, Rucker followed Terah and Horichi through one of the servant entrances to Hamilton House and up a lesser used stairway to the third floor of the immense mansion. He peeked through the stairwell door and saw the imminent ambassador leading Terah into one of the side rooms as he nuzzled her neck.

			Peeking around Rucker, Deitel saw the same thing. He pulled his head back and put his back against the doorjamb.

			“So, how will we handle this? Discreetly, I presume?”

			Only when he heard the door in the hall crash open did he realize Rucker wasn’t standing beside him anymore.

			In the Lincoln Room, Horichi had his coat off and some lipstick on his face. And a tent in his pants.

			And a gun pointed at his head.

			Terah’s gun.

			Rucker was standing in the doorway amid the ruins of the door.

			“Oh thank God. This crazy broad just pulled a gat on me,” Horichi said when he saw Rucker.

			“Shut up,” Rucker said to him.

			“What the hell are you doing here?” Terah demanded. There was a murderous glint in her big green eyes.

			“Lysander sent me. I have to get you out of here now. Something more important has come up.”

			“Nothing is more important than squashing this bug,” she said, her eyes flashing in anger.

			God, she was beautiful.

			“You know,” he said, “you’re supposed to keep things low-key. It would have been easy to take care of this trash once he was in Hawaii. But no, you want to go doing it right here in the presidential palace.”

			Terah and Rucker eyed each other angrily, both holding pistols at their sides now.

			“You haven’t changed a bit,” she smirked.

			“And you’re still crazy as an outhouse rat,” he said.

			Horichi, hands out and palms up, spoke very softly.

			“I don’t know what this is all about, but I’m sure we can work it out. If she’s your woman, I had no idea. There’s no need for violence or gunplay. Hell, I’m not even carrying a gun—”

			The report of the two pistols was almost simultaneous. A .45 caliber hole opened in Horichi’s forehead. A .32 caliber hole opened in his nethers.

			Terah and Rucker hadn’t taken their eyes off each other. Rucker shook his head.

			“And now we’re running.”

			Hearing the gunshots and the ensuing alarm, Deitel scrambled down to the Lincoln Bedroom. Rucker was pulling the window open. A woman—Terah, the doctor assumed—was trying to drag a stocky corpse behind a couch.

			Deitel paused in the doorway and Terah wheeled around, aiming her pistol right at his heart.

			“Don’t shoot him!” Rucker shouted. “He’s with me.”

			“Peachy,” Terah said, and turned back to her work. “In fact, give me a hand.”

			Deitel noticed Rucker had lipstick on his mouth. And the beginning of what was sure to be a beauty of a black eye.

			“Can you explain . . . never mind. What do we do now, Herr Rucker?”

			They could hear the sound of boots coming up the stairwell as the FSB guards started their sweep, looking for the source of the gunfire.

			“You’re going out on this ledge and up the trellis to the West Wing rooftop,” Rucker said. “When you get there”—he pulled a cylindrical object from his top hat and slapped it in Deitel’s hand—“point this straight up and yank the cord.”

			So the plan was to corner themselves on the roof of Hamilton House. Of course.

			“Sure, why not?” Deitel said, the resignation in his voice almost nonchalant now.

			Doors down the hallway were being methodically kicked in and they heard the shuffle of heavy boots as rooms were cleared.

			Terah had cut an initial into Horichi’s forehead.

			Deitel blanched, but then he was out the window. Rucker had to pull Terah off the corpse of the child molester.

			“I hate to interrupt you when you’re marking yet another man’s body parts, but we have to go. Quick, pocket that pistol.”

			“What?” she said, and then got the idea.

			When the guards charged into the room, they found Rucker holding one pistol to Terah’s head and his second Webley at them. Terah looked like an innocent hostage.

			“Back off or this broad gets it,” Rucker said, affecting a New York accent.

			“Easy, mister,” the lead guard said. “Let’s all stay calm here.”

			The guards had their guns on Rucker but were careful because of the presumed hostage.

			From outside the window, Rucker heard the pop that meant Deitel fired off the flare.

			The hasty plan seemed to be working. That’s when one of the guards spotted the fat dead body sticking out from behind a couch.

			“He killed the ambassador!” one of the guards shouted.

			The captain of the guard said, “Sorry, lady.”

			There was half a moment’s pause as three sets of eyes exchanged looks. Hostage or no, they were going to fire.

			“Oh, shit,” Rucker said.

			He yanked Terah out the window and out of the line of fire just in time.

			“Go! Up the trellis. Move!” he said. Then they were both climbing, with Rucker keeping his gun on the window below. Every time a head poked out of the window frame, Rucker fired.

			Three stories below the partygoers were transfixed by the gun battle. An FSB man with a rifle was taking aim at Rucker. At that range there was no way the security guard could miss. The FSB sniper never saw the large Hawaiian ambassador, or the ambassador’s meaty forearm that crashed into his neck as Anolani “tripped.” The sniper’s shot went wide.

			“My apologies,” Anolani said. The Hawaiian’s meaty foot crashed down on the rifle stock with all his weight, snapping it in two.

			“Oops.”

			Up on the roof, Rucker waved over his shoulder. Anolani gave him the thumb and pinkie hand sign for “Stay loose.”

			Then the Hawaiian laughed.

			“We’re even now,” the hefty Hawaiian said. “Haole madman.”

			Once atop Hamilton House, Rucker once again put a pistol to Terah’s head to deter the gunmen on the ground.

			Deitel hadn’t fathomed the ruse, but somehow the sight didn’t even phase him.

			“Now that we’ve successfully escaped to the perfect dead end atop the most heavily guarded residence in North America—what’s your next move?” he asked flatly.

			Rucker shouted to the crowd below in his best Yank accent.

			“The People’s Front demands the release of the Boston Seven! Stay back! We’ve placed a bomb in the Oval Office, and if any of youse creeps come up here, I’ll splatter this whore’s brains all over the lawn!”

			Unseen by the crowd, Terah grabbed Rucker’s manhood sack and squeezed.

			Hard.

			“ ‘Whore’?” she hissed between gritted teeth.

			His voice squeaked and he saw double.

			“Maintaining your cover,” he hissed in pain. “Stop it. Stop it!”

			“Also, your Yank accent is just awful,” Terah said. “ ‘Youse’? Really?”

			Away from the edge, where the crowd below couldn’t see them, Rucker and Terah divided up their weapons, handing a pistol to Deitel. They got busy loading once they found cover across from the roof access door that would crash open in moments.

			“This is hopeless. We’re trapped, outnumbered and outgunned,” Deitel said.

			Rucker and Terah kept loading and snorted in unison.

			“We’re Texans,” Rucker said. “We’re known for that sort of thing.”

			The rising whup-whup-whup coming from somewhere over the tree line of Central Park caused everyone to stop a moment and search for the source.

			Then it appeared, the oddest machine anyone had ever seen.

			It was a fixed wing monoplane, but with a propeller at the front and another, larger one overhead. The overhead propeller had a diameter of more than thirty feet.

			A squad of particularly brave and not easily distracted FSB men had maneuvered around behind them. Terah was the first to spot the squad. Deitel was the second. Rucker was still reloading and knew he wouldn’t be ready. He pushed Deitel’s head down hard. As Deitel yelped and ducked, Terah rose and spun, firing off six rounds that found six targets. Despite the ringing in his ears, Deitel heard each of the six bodies hit the rooftop. He looked up at her, astonished.

			Rucker finally finished reloading. “That’s my girl.” Holstering his pistol, he fired off another flare, and the strange machine buzzed straight toward the Hamilton House roof, coming to a halt—to everyone’s astonishment—by hovering overhead. A rope ladder unrolled from beneath.

			A familiar face in a leather cap and goggles poked his head over the side of the open cockpit of the autogyro.

			Howard Hughes.

			“You must be joking,” Deitel said.

			Rucker covered Deitel and Terah, laying down grazing fire until the last second. Rucker was grabbing at the last rung when the roof access door swung open, a dozen guards pouring out. They paused, slack-jawed, for one crucial moment. Hughes increased the throttle and flew up and away from Hamilton House with his human cargo dangling below.

			The gunfire from behind was futile.

			Rucker turned and gave Hamilton House the finger.

			Five hundred feet above the ground, dangling from the ladder, Deitel clung for dear life repeating his comfort words.

			“I hate Texas. I hate Texas. I hate Texas.”

			Barely fifteen minutes later they were at a dirt airstrip on the New Jersey side of the East River, taxiing down the runway in Hughes’s H-3 racer. Rucker was in the copilot’s seat, scanning all around.

			“Yep, we’ve got company.”

			Four Union States Navy monoplanes, two-seater swept-wing fighters with wing-mounted guns and fixed landing gear, were closing on the strip. The autogyro, while an amazing piece of engineering allowing vertical takeoff, landing, and hovering, was a slow bird and easy to track from the ground, so they’d ditched it.

			The lead navy fighter strafed the runway, kicking up dirt but missing on the initial run. Deitel tried not to squeal. Terah was stone-faced. Rucker and Hughes didn’t blink.

			“Lousy control these boys have,” Rucker said, as casually as if he were appraising different coffees.

			“Not enough hours of stick time,” Hughes said. “No confidence, worried they’ll get target fixation and plow into the ground. Shame, really.”

			“Those are High Dynamics P-27s. Max speed is something like 197 mph.”

			Another two Union fighters made strafing runs at the H-3, but it was airborne now and gaining speed and altitude fast.

			“Watch this,” Hughes said. He hit the supercharger and the plane rocketed forward. In seconds the U.S. Navy fighters were distant specks.

			Hughes grabbed the wireless mike. “Tin man to Mama Bear. Tin to Mama Bear . . . We’re five by five. En route now to waypoint Echo Three.”

			The radio crackled. “Tin man, we read you. Good work. Tell Goldilocks his rocking chair is en route to the tree house.”

			“Roger that, Mama Bear.”

			Hughes turned to the rear of the cockpit.

			“Lady,” he nodded, “and gentlemen . . . after a quick layover in Richmond, our next stop is Airstrip One, where Captain Rucker’s Raposa awaits. You are now free to move about your lives as the Union States authority can go stuff itself.”

			Deitel checked his watch.

			It said 12:26 P.M.

			One day.

			Just over one day and three hours he’d known Rucker.

			He turned to remark on this to Rucker, and realized Rucker and Terah had slipped away to the rear of the plane, beyond the closed bulkhead.

			“What are they up to, Herr Hughes?”

			Hughes smiled and ran a hand through his curly mop of hair.

			“Either they’re tearing at each other’s throats or tearing at each other’s clothes. One or the other, I highly advise not getting in the middle of it. It’s a long flight to the Caribbean airstrip, and there’s only one first aid kit.”

			Deitel reflected on this. He sat.

			“So, how did we enjoy our first trip to the Big Apple?” Hughes asked.

			“I was only there for two hours.”

			“And?” Hughes asked. Did these Texans ever stop smiling?

			“It was more than enough. Is there a . . . what is the word . . . galley?”

			“I brought sack lunches,” Hughes said. “I was worried that one or the other of those two might have their teeth knocked out, so I brought soup.”

			Deitel sulked.

			“And soft tacos,” Hughes added with a smile.

			Deitel perked up.

			Then Hughes’s expression turned stern.

			“Do not spill anything. Seriously.”

			“What are you doing here?” Terah demanded when Rucker followed her through the hatch to the back passenger area.

			“It’s here or the cockpit. Not a big plane, you know,” Rucker said.

			“No, here. Dealing with this. Bothering me.”

			“Look, Terah, I told you. Lysander sent me to get you out before you blew your cover with that bone-headed killing and because there’s something brewing that’s a lot more dangerous than whatever the Union States’ latest scheme is.

			“Besides,” he volleyed back, “what are you doing there? Kind of a waste of all that historical knowledge you have rattling around in that big head of yours.”

			Terah calmed a little. But not much. Her defenses were still up even if she hid it with a devil-may-care laugh.

			“You know me, and you know how it is. There’s only so long I can publish papers and manage a museum before I go stir crazy. I need the thrill. And more importantly, someone has to keep an eye on our enemies while others of us”—there was no mistaking her gesture right at him—“spend all their time working for no one’s good but their own. Or on their backhand. Truth now—how did you get involved with this?”

			“I told you. I was already on this job when your name came up. Lysander put me on the fast bird up here to save you from your own crazy.”

			She scoffed.

			“Right. Of all the people Lysander could call on, it just happens to be you, huh? He couldn’t have hired Lucky or one of Chennault’s other Fireflies?” Terah asked, slipping off her heels and removing her stockings. “Funny, I remember you taller.”

			“Hey, I was on this job long before I knew you were involved,” he said.

			“Right,” Terah said. She struck a match on the No Smoking sign and lighted a clove cigarette. “Just like Calais.”

			Rucker groaned. “Oh good lord. You’re not gonna start with that again.”

			Terah batted her eyelashes in mock innocence. “Darling, I didn’t start it there.”

			“That was Chuy’s doing. And don’t call me darling.”

			Terah took a drag, exhaled, and then stubbed out her cigarette. She put her arms around Rucker’s neck. “It’s not like we’re not good together, Fox. We’re very good when it comes to this. It’s just that over the long haul, I’m not interested in what you’re interested in.”

			Rucker stammered. She was doing it again.

			“Stop it,” he said. “I’m not interested in that, either. I wasn’t. Then you got me all twisted around. I never wanted to settle down until you.” He leaned in to kiss her, and found his lips planted on her open palm. 

			 “Sorry, Fox. I’ll take a good tumble and a stiff drink, but I’m not interested in opening a whole bottle of wine. There’s a whole world out there, and this modern girl isn’t going to be tied down to anyone. Like the song says, ‘Anything Goes.’ And like this girl says, my work is important. Someone has to take the defense of Freehold seriously. We can’t all retire on the beach and play tennis.”

			“Hey, tennis is an art form. The highest. That’s neither here nor there. So now you define ‘defense’ as active sabotage and preemptive strikes against sovereign countries?” he asked. “That kind of defense isn’t what we’re supposed to be about.”

			Terah rolled her eyes.

			“We can do what’s free or we can do what’s good,” she said. And then she started removing her dress. “You’re being a naïve dilettante. You can’t wait until someone’s got a gun to your head to stand up for yourself. You can’t turn your back on the world and not expect to find a knife in it.”

			Rucker tried not to let what she was doing distract him. He might as well have tried panning for gold in a bathtub for all the good it would do him.

			“Spare me the right-wing rationalizations,” he said. “I’m surprised your hands don’t whistle in the wind from the nail holes. It’s not my job to carry the world on my shoulders. Hell, why not just shoot people who you think are thinking about doing you wrong? I hear it’s all the rage in some circles. Or have Austin keep an eye on everyone at home and abroad. Those on the good side could wear armbands to show they’re loyal to the state. And while you’re . . . What are you doing?” he finally asked. “Are you . . . ?”

			Down now to her lacy brassiere and panties, Terah smiled coyly.

			“Hmm. It’s a thought. I was planning to put on this coverall Howard gave me because that dress was uncomfortable. But it’s not like we don’t have time. And maybe it will shut you up,” she said. “The whole world isn’t like the Freehold. Us, the Brazilians—we’re in a corner against enemies and even allies who don’t like the way we do things. The Brits now want us to impose their labor standards, for God’s sake. Not to mention the fact that at least one in every three Freeholders wouldn’t care if Austin did more than it’s allowed as long as it was for the good. Just . . .”

			Dammit. Here we go again, Rucker thought. He knew better. Against his better judgment, and knowing how painful it would be later, he took Terah into his arms. At least it stopped their pointless bickering.

			She was right on one point: if nothing else, this was the one thing they were good at together. Where their bodies met, so did their minds. In these moments, they could forget all the baggage and focus on the moment. Time enough to fight later.

			“Allons-y,” he said.

			Despite racing due south at more than 320 miles per hour at 40,000 feet, the H-3 was being followed at a discreet distance.

			Otto Skorzeny was at the controls of the matte black Focke Wulf XR-22, the experimental three-engine plane complete with pressurization technology and superchargers.

			“Next stop, airspace of the Texas Freehold, aka the Tropical Empire,” Skorzeny said to himself. “And me without my bathing trunks.”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER NINE

			Aboard the H-3 Racer

			On approach to Airstrip One

			Watching the blue and white swirls of the Caribbean four miles below and the blue and white swirls of the tropical sky above, Deitel felt . . . well, he wasn’t quite sure. He thought that if he could set aside the armed, daylight raid on the U.S. presidential mansion, the killing of an American ambassador—albeit, a pedophile—an attack by an SD hit team imported to the Freehold by Texas Nazis, the whirlwind trip from Colombia to Texas to New York and back to the Caribbean in just over a day, and the whole “airport that floats two miles up” thing, then he could say that things were getting back to some level of normalcy.

			The very fact that he could even attempt to set aside this list and think in such terms, though, made Deitel worry that the insanity infecting the Freehold weltanschauung was somehow contagious.

			He made a note to add that question to his ongoing epidemiology research.

			Deitel and Rucker had given Terah a preliminary rundown on what they knew about Project Gefallener not long after they left New York air space. When Hughes stopped at an aeroport in the Confederate States capital of Richmond, Virginia, for fuel, Terah had gone to work, calling in a few old favors in the CSA foreign office. She sent a lengthy and encoded wireless message to the Prometheus Society detailing the materials and documents she would need to have shipped from Austin to Airstrip One.

			Now they were on final approach to that same generically named but otherwise magnificent floating airport, which was currently cruising twenty miles off the Cuban coast and forty miles north of Jamaica. Both island nations were allies—Jamaica had recently petitioned for annexation into the Texas Freehold, while Cuba had become the eleventh state of the Confederacy in 1908.

			Upon landing, the events of the past thirty-six hours finally caught up with the team. Rucker, Terah, and Deitel dragged themselves to Airstrip One’s hotel, where they spent a good twelve hours just sleeping. The quiet hum of the airstrip’s generators and the thinner atmosphere two miles up made it the most restful slumber Deitel had ever experienced.

			He wasn’t quite sure if Rucker and Terah had taken separate rooms, but he’d requested a room as far from the other two as possible.

			Just in case.

			The next morning, Rucker was up early fine-tuning the Raposa. He said if he was going to take her across the Atlantic, he wanted to check every moving part.

			“The Atlantic?” Deitel asked.

			“Yeah, big blue wet thing over in the direction of the sunrise,” Rucker said.

			“Yes, but . . . never mind.”

			Deitel also learned that Hughes had departed overnight to Cuba on his own business.

			Just before 8:00 A.M., Rucker, Deitel, and Terah met in the French bistro—forward and overlooking the bow—for breakfast. Strong cappuccinos accompanied perfectly folded omelets loaded with garlic, bacon lardoons, and bits of salty cheese. Thick cuts of smoked slab ham, crusty croissants, and French bread with fresh churned butter accompanied half a dozen tropical juice shooters and tall, thin glasses of the potent Coca-Cola on ice.

			After breakfast, Rucker got a radio message that Chuy was on approach to Airstrip One, bringing Tracy along with him. Deitel, who felt like he’d established a solid rapport with Chuy early on, looked forward to rejoining the exceptionally cultured and continental Brazilian. As different as their backgrounds and races were, he felt a sort of kinship, owing to Chuy’s refined demeanor and continental mannerisms. He especially looked forward to meeting Tracy, wondering what kind of amazing woman it took to capture the heart and hand of so charming a Latin peacock as Chuy Lago.

			With Terah deep in research in Airstrip One’s library level, Rucker and Deitel were on deck to meet Chuy when he landed. Chuy had piloted yet another crate in the Far Ranger Air fleet—a medium-range civilian version of a British De Havilland Wasp. Despite the long flight from Rio, he climbed out of the craft looking fresh and immaculately groomed. As usual, the mocha-skinned giant was clean-shaven, smiling, and looked dapper in a double-panel silk shirt, mink-lined leather jacket, and embroidered jodhpurs tucked into elaborately engraved Spanish caballero boots. The sash would have been too much on anyone else, but not Chuy.

			Then another gentleman—a surprisingly tanned ginger in a bright yellow sweater, a ruddy leather coat, and white pants—climbed out of the underbelly hatch. Chuy’s copilot for the flight, Deitel assumed. Deitel kept looking at the two hatches.

			Rucker was hugging the ginger copilot. That’s when Chuy grabbed Deitel’s shoulder.

			“Ah, you Teutonic tiger, you survived your first trip to the old U.S. of A? I should have known. There is a tigre under that mild-mannered cordeiro exterior,” he said in his deep, singsong baritone.

			“It’s good to see you again, Herr La . . . Chuy. I’m anxious to meet Tracy.”

			The Brazilian pilot laughed his deep laugh. “Indeed.”

			Deitel looked around again at the Wasp, expecting Chuy’s wife to climb out. He didn’t even notice the ginger until the man was grasping his hand.

			“Cheers, Dr. von Deitel. I’ve heard so much about you,” the ginger said, his English accent crisp and distinct. “We have something in common—I’m a physician’s assistant.”

			“Yes, nice to meet you, sir,” Deitel said. “So where is . . .”

			And his voice trailed off.

			Deitel looked at Chuy, then at Rucker, and then at the ginger.

			Finally, Deitel found his voice.

			“Um, Tracy?”

			“Why, of course, old boy,” Tracy said excitedly.

			Chuy and Rucker didn’t blink or seem phased. Actually, they looked amused. This was another of their jokes?

			“I, um . . . that is, er . . . you’re Tracy? You’ve been married to Chuy for three years?”

			Tracy grasped Chuy’s hand and squeezed it. “Three years and three days.”

			Chuy gave Tracy a peck on the cheek.

			Deitel just didn’t know what to say. If he had any thoughts on how libertine or decadent these western societies were, he did not consider them now. He chose the most appropriate and polite option—he said nothing.

			“No worries, old boy. Yes, we’re benders. Nothing to be embarrassed about for you or us, yes?” Tracy said. “But I expect that it’s not exactly what you expected.”

			Deitel nodded and smiled a stiff grin.

			“But life would be very dull if everything occurred as expected, no?” Chuy finished.

			Deitel, well, he was Old World. He had to ask.

			“You’re serious? You’re not having me on?” he asked, though very respectfully.

			“Well, it’s not exactly common—more common in Brazil than the Freehold,” Chuy said. “But the Freehold has its share of pansy clubs. William Haines is the biggest screen star in Cabo Madera, after all, and he’s made no secret that he bends. Married to Jimmie Shields.”

			“And a tall drink of water Jimmie is,” Tracy said in a teasing voice.

			Chuy poked the English ginger playfully in the ribs and then put his arm around him.

			“So . . . um . . . you’re sure then?” Deitel asked, cringing at the stupidity of the question.

			“Last I checked” Chuy said.

			“It’s not even legal in Britain, and one suspects it’s the national past time of at least half of all British men,” Deitel said.

			Rucker laughed at that one.

			“Well, here it’s a church’s business who gets married, not the law, so long as everyone’s of age,” Chuy said. “We have a wide variety of churches.”

			And there it went—that sense of normalcy. It crept in over breakfast, and then it slipped away like trying to hold mercury. Not that falschamenn, as they were called in Germany, were unheard of—especially among the upper classes, or as part of the boarding school experience. But to engage in such brashly open deviancy was, well, unseemly in most of German society even before the rise of the New Order.

			Oddly, though, this wasn’t the strangest thing Deitel had seen since his arrival in the Western Hemisphere. So there was that.

			Rucker checked his watch.

			“Doc, you and Tracy stick around. Lysander should be arriving in about twenty minutes. Chuy and I need to go finish prepping the Raposa. Terah has a private conference room set up for one P.M. for the briefing.”

			“The Terror?” Chuy asked, his expression unsettled for the first time.

			“Don’t even start,” Rucker said as they headed off the to the maintenance deck. “Yeah, she’s here.”

			Deitel didn’t know what to expect when he was stuck one-on-one with Tracy—an English bender. No, that wasn’t very polite. He was Chuy’s . . . um . . . He was Chuy’s, and proper manners meant he shouldn’t take notice. Even though in his mind he was already seeing all the coming awkward silences. The start/stop cadence of forced fraternization and obligatory laughter. He groaned inwardly.

			Twenty minutes later and Deitel’s sides hurt from laughing.

			Tracy’s medical knowledge was impressive. The man knew horses like a professional breeder. And they even talked about their mutual fear of heights.

			None of that mattered.

			Tracy Lago knew the best dirty nurse and dirty medical schoolteacher jokes Deitel had ever heard.

			When the PA announced that the charter from Austin would be landing presently, he was giving Tracy his own cynical take on the New Order and its mustachioed master—expressing criticisms that had been bottled up inside him for five years now.

			“What I still don’t get is, how did the little man not get into art school? I mean, all you have to do is open the door, really,” Tracy was saying. “The only thing that’s more of a joke in terms of university concentration is the ‘education major’ they offer in Union States.”

			“Ach. I don’t know. But I’m sure somehow the Hebrews were to blame,” Deitel said. “He manages to blame them for everything, anyhow.”

			Tracy paused for a moment.

			“Before Lysander gets here,” he said, “how is Rucker holding up? You know, with the whole Terah thing?”

			“It is difficult if not impossible to say. When I first saw them together, it looked as if she’d kissed him and then hit him with a closed fist,” Deitel said. “Or hit him and then kissed him.”

			The Englishman nodded. “That sounds about right.”

			“On the flight here, they spent most of their time behind closed doors, and at least some of the noise they made was not amorous in nature,” Deitel said. “When I asked Rucker if he felt okay, he said, ‘Sure. Why wouldn’t I?’ And nothing more. Except, ‘Shut up, Hans,’ which is what he calls me when he’s avoiding my questions.”

			“West Texans are like that. The more they feel something, the less they show it,” Tracy said, putting out his cigarette. “They have only two moods they let the world see: happy or angry.”

			He could see Deitel didn’t follow.

			“You have to remember where they come from, how their country was forged, and what kind of people it took to tame that land. Texans don’t live in the softer, subtler pastels. They live in the bold primaries,” Tracy said. “The Brazilians, too. It’s why I moved here. That, and Chuy. They’re a passionate people. Not wild-eyed, uncontrolled passion, mind you. Focused passions. Their edges honed.”

			The doctor nodded.

			“What happened with Terah and Rucker?” Deitel asked, out of genuine concern rather than voyeuristic curiosity. Okay, maybe there was a little of that in there, too.

			“You’re probably asking the wrong man. Or the wrong type of man,” Tracy said, and Deitel raised an eyebrow at his joke. “But she is beautiful and passionate. It probably doesn’t help that she’s a little crazy, from what I’m told.”

			“When I first saw her,” Deitel said, “she’d just carved letters into the forehead of the American ambassador to Hawaii.”

			“Well then, probably not the best first impression. But remember, that was a rational act.”

			“That’s strange. I thought I just heard you say desecrating a body was rational,” Deitel said.

			“It’s for the family of the little girl that monster defiled,” Tracy explained. “He took the girl’s innocence. Terah took his life and signed her work. It’s not an ethic I grew up with—I’m from the east end of London—but as I understand it, it settles accounts.”

			A little silence followed.

			“What do you think of this practice, though?” Deitel asked.

			Tracy lighted another cigarette and considered his answer.

			“If you’d asked me five years ago, I would have said it was a revolting and barbaric practice. What one expects of the primitive colonials,” Tracy said, mocking his own English accent. “But then five years ago I was living in a country where you can have damages assessed and levied against you for defending yourself against a burglar. It’s a country where men like me are subject to taunts and physical assault. By people on the street. By police. All for whom we love. So my perspective on what’s barbaric and revolting has evolved somewhat.”

			Deitel didn’t know what to say to that.

			“Well maybe you can tell me one thing—the name Rucker’s friends call him—Fox. Is that his true name? Is it a common name?” Deitel asked.

			Tracy pursed his lips.

			“Well, you didn’t hear this from me, but Fox is not his given name. It’s a nickname he picked up in flight school, from what Chuy tells me.”

			“Oh, like he was crafty as a pilot?” Deitel asked.

			“Not exactly. You see, during the initial evaluation at the flight school Rucker went to, there was a checklist of basic skills you had to pass on day one. Physical Fitness, Flight Orientation, Basic Controls, Instrument Reading, and so on. Each identified by its initials—PT, FO, you get the idea. A student pilot would get a check if you passed and a red X if you failed,” Tracy said. “Well, apparently Rucker wasn’t exactly a natural. He failed Flight Orientation five times before he got it right: FO-X. Other students made it a nickname to razz him, but he wore it as a badge of honor. He just wouldn’t quit trying. That’s what I think is so special about him. Once he sets his mind to something, he will not stop.”

			Deitel suddenly looked pale.

			“Mein Gott,” he said. “I’ve been flying across the country with a man who failed the first day of flight school five times.”

			Tracy smiled.

			“But he passed the sixth. Come, Doctor, let’s go and greet Mr. Benjamin.”

			Lysander Benjamin and his most talented Difference Engine technician, a bookish little man by the name of Jonathan Biel, brought the two crates of materials that Terah requested by radio. With an hour before Terah would be ready for her briefing, Deitel, Lysander, Tracy, and Biel took an early tea together on the westerly observation deck.

			Benjamin, Deitel learned, was a Jewish immigrant to Texas from the CSA. His great uncle, Judah Benjamin, had served as president of the Confederacy from 1868 to 1876. Lysander, incidentally, was named after President Benjamin’s successor and close friend, Lysander Spooner.

			Lysander attended Oxford and then the Sorbonne in the late 1880s. As a mechanical engineer with a decidedly entrepreneurial bent, Lysander had built and sold several successful small businesses in the CSA. He retired relatively young and traveled the world for more than five years. When it came time to settle down, he chose to emigrate to the Freehold. Asked why, he said the women were the most pleasing.

			Lysander had a much larger perspective than most men his age, who usually have minds in the process of contracting. Lysander thought that Rucker had been only half right when he’d explained why the Freehold and its sister nation of Brazil had remained neutral in world conflicts over the past seventy years. There was far more to it, he argued, than the ugliness and guilt after the San Marcos Massacre.

			It came down to money.

			“Freeholders want customers, not subjects,” Lysander said.

			“And yet your sphere of influence is called the Tropical Empire,” Deitel said.

			“They do have irony in Germany still, yes?” Lysander asked with a twinkle in his eye. “In the last days of the nineteenth century, a company out of Lamar, Texas, called Cactus Jack’s Tropical Sun Goods and Sundries, started opening franchises in just about every country on the far horizon. He’d go anywhere people wanted fresh tropical goodies and had the money to pay for them.”

			Cactus Jack’s wasn’t the first franchise exporter or global delivery firm. And Cactus Jack himself wasn’t a native Texan or Brazilian—he was an immigrant from Corsica, of all places. He was just a genius at branding.

			“An orange is an orange and a mango is a mango. But when you couple that exotic taste with that distinct pith helmet and palm tree logo, customers start asking for you by name. And hence his competitors started complaining about the Freehold and its ‘Tropical Empire.’ ”

			To Deitel’s mind, Lysander’s take was rationalized mythology. But then he weighed it against the appalling New Order beliefs his own countrymen had embraced recently, when only fifteen years before Germany had been at the forefront of Western philosophy, scholarship, culture, and art.

			Conclusion: Deitel had no high ground on which to stand.

			Of course, the whole of this New World perspective with its emphasis on moneymaking was hard for the European mind to grasp. To most Europeans like Deitel, wealth was morally suspect and economic mobility even more so.

			Economic stasis was considered desirable for the stability and security it provided. It ensured less rootless mobility, and protected against disparity between the classes, neither of which seemed to concern the Freeholders. The European model ensured a sense of community and unity that the Freeholders, the Brazilians, and the French couldn’t conceive of or appreciate.

			All this time Tracy was politely silent. Biel, who had been tapping at his portable Difference Engine throughout tea, never looked up. About then Chuy and Rucker sat down—their flight check complete. Terah entered the café and walked to the head of the table.

			“Gentlemen, if you’ll join me in the conference room, I’m ready. I know you’re worried about Nazi transgenic engineering and these cannibal creatures. And you should be. But the scenario we’re actually facing? It’s far, far worse than you think.”

			“It usually is,” Rucker said.

			Lieutenant Otto Skorzeny joined Hitler’s movement a year before the Beer Hall Revolution of 1922 that brought the Nazis to power. It was a quick end to the nascent, weak Weimar Republic. An engineer by education, Skorzeny had shown a remarkable talent for planning and executing unorthodox military tactics in his early days as a noncommissioned officer in the Sturmabteilun Brown Shirts.

			When he transferred to the newly created SS, Skorzeny’s daredevil attitude made him a pioneer in paratrooper and glider tactics. His ferocity and incorporation of eastern martial arts into small unit training led to his creation of the first independent SS commando unit, created from the combat engineering team he had originally been assigned.

			His superiors noted that Skorzeny’s brilliance and ruthlessness in intelligence work made him more dangerous than a full company of elite soldiers. His devilish good looks and very non-German nonchalance made him a favorite in upper Waffen-SS circles.

			By the time the Waffen-SS had put down the Brown Shirts and marched into Austria for the Anschluss, Skorzeny was heading up the entire SS special services division. He was a brilliant planner and field commander, and yet he was just as comfortable and capable of operating as a lone wolf or working undercover. A man of singular talents, he was putting them to work now tailing the Freeholders in the hope they would lead the way back to the threads lost because of the incompetence of Ahnenerbe agents.

			This was how it came to be that he was executing a unique variant of the high altitude, low opening parachute jump called HALO by fallschirmjäger troopers. He’d jumped from about two miles above Airstrip One—fully four miles above sea level—and opened his chute barely two hundred feet above the tiny target that was the floating aerodrome control tower. It was one of only two blind spots on the entire upper deck. His target was the top of the control tower.

			Just fifteen feet above the tower roof—and only seconds since he’d deployed his chute—Skorzeny cut it loose and dropped the rest of the distance. This allowed his chute to be carried away from the tower and out of sight in the strong winds.

			He climbed down the side of the tower and gained access to the interior of Airstrip One through a vent shaft. Inside, he stripped off his jumpsuit to reveal casual civilian clothes.

			It had never occurred to Skorzeny that this fantastic structure was a civilian aerodrome, not a Freehold military installation. He could simply have landed like any other flight, as any paying flight was welcome.

			But the fact was, even if he had known, Skorzeny would have preferred this approach just for the excitement.

			“Sehr gut,” Skorzeny said to himself, then switched to near perfect English. If there was any trace of his German accent, he disguised it with a slight and faux Castilian accent.

			“Now we play cowboys and Aryans.”

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER TEN

			Airstrip One

			Conference Room

			“It’s called the Spear of Destiny. We don’t know how, but it could determine the very destiny of the world because the Germans seem to think it will make them invincible.”

			Gone were the formal dress and the spartan flight coveralls. Terah was dressed for business in her fitted pants, black boots, and silky blouse. Her flowing hair was back to her usual, if not natural, dark red color with streaks of highlights. Gone with the blond hair was the cosmetic tint that made her naturally olive skin look pale. The reading glasses only emphasized the history professor side of her many personalities, but her ponytail said female athlete not lady librarian. Her long bangs gave her green eyes a smoky look.

			Biel’s portable analog computer—he called it a laptop Difference Engine—clacked and clicked away as Rucker, Chuy, Deitel, and Lysander sat like schoolboys.

			Terah clicked the button for the first slide on the projector and the bespectacled, soft-chinned, sparsely mustached mouse-face of the Reichsführer-SS filled the screen.

			Rucker booed. Chuy growled.

			“Here’s what we know so far,” Terah said. “As Lysander has told you, Himmler has sent Nazi spook squads all over searching for artifacts and magical icons from the ancient world—everywhere from Tibet to Haiti and all over the Near East, North Africa, and Scandinavia. They believe these artifacts to have power, and that they can shape the destiny of their Thousand Year Reich.”

			Hitler has his own fascination with artifacts of power, but he’s really obsessed with the Spear of Destiny. He wants to harness it and other magicks in a way no one has been able to.

			The next slide was a painting of the crucifixion, at the moment recounted in the Gospel of St. John that a Roman soldier pierced Jesus’ heart with his spear.

			“The Spear of Destiny is the pilum used to stab Jesus Christ as he died on the cross. The pilum is the foot-long iron or steel element attached to a wooden shaft. Only the pilum survived the ravages of age,” she said, clicking to pictures and drawings of various Roman military spears.

			“Supposedly, he who wields the Spear of Destiny cannot be defeated, and he who carries it masters the power of life and death. Or, according to some translations, the power of life over death.”

			“Same difference?” Chuy asked.

			“Maybe. The translations conflict. Anyway, it’s in line with Hitler’s own narcissistic, megalomaniacal delusions—he believes he was chosen by destiny to lead the German people to mastery of the world.”

			Rucker and Chuy looked at Deitel, who just shrugged and said, “What? My family voted Christian Democrat. Back when we had elections.”

			“Continuing: the Spear of Destiny, notably, is not even mentioned in the four Synoptic Gospels—only St. John. John 19:34 ‘ . . . one of the soldiers pierced his side with a lance, and immediately there came out blood and water.’ ”

			“Not just blood, huh?” Rucker asked. “Or is that fuzzy in translation?”

			“No, ‘blood and water.’ It’s very specific. And it’s very specific that He was already dead,” she said. “The Roman soldier in question was historically, and inaccurately, referred to as ‘Longinus’ in the noncanonical Gospel of Nicodemus.”

			She saw Rucker’s confused expression.

			“From the Apocrypha,” she said.

			His expression didn’t change.

			“The collection of works excluded from the Bible by the early church at the Council of Nicea.”

			Nothing.

			“Oh, Jesus Christ. Read a damn book, already. Not every answer is in Popular Mechanics,” Terah said, looking death at Rucker.

			“Children,” Lysander said admonishingly.

			Terah closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She couldn’t let him get to her like this.

			“So,” Chuy said, “Hitler thinks this spear was imbued with magic powers because it touched the heart of Christ and was washed in His blood?” He crossed himself. “That’s peculiar, because the Christ died as a man, and nothing more than a man, before he rose from the dead after three days.”

			Terah nodded.

			“Hitler is not the only one who thinks it has power. The spear has become a holy relic in the eyes of many Christians,” she said. “Church fathers, holy men, and madmen throughout history have sought its power.”

			She went on to say that over the centuries, the story became its own legend. “Longinus” was made a minor saint in the Roman Catholic tradition.

			“Now whether you believe in Jesus Christ the messiah and the son of God, or simply in the historical Jesus who was a revolutionary rabbi put to death for crimes against the temple elders, the fact is, there is extra-biblical historical proof that Pontius Pilate did order the execution of a young rabbi named Jesus in what we now call 33 A.D. And there is an extra-biblical account of how this rabbi was stabbed by a Roman soldier before he was taken off the cross,” she said, slides of ancient historical texts in the original Greek, Latin, and Hebrew illustrating her point.

			The next slide showed a collage of photos, sketches, and paintings of various spear tips.

			“The first historical reports of the spear tip are by Cassiodorus in the early sixth century and Gregory of Tours in the mid-sixth century,” Terah said. “Also, around 520 A.D., Flavius Magnus Aurelius Cassiodorus Senator, a Roman statesman and writer, said he saw the Spear of Destiny in Jerusalem. The Catholic Encyclopedia says St. Antonius toured the holy places of Jerusalem and claims he saw it and the crown of thorns Jesus was forced to wear.”

			Rucker raised his hand. Terah shook her head.

			“Sometime later the spear was secreted out of Jerusalem when the city was captured by the Persians under King Khosara II. The Church’s agent, Nicetas, took it to Constantinople and secured it in the Church of Hagia Sophia.”

			Rucker, pouring coffee, said, “So we’re off to the Ottoman Empire?”

			“Not even close. If it was the original, it disappeared for a while—and several claimants later popped up,” Terah said.

			“What?” Rucker asked.

			“There have been several artifacts that were claimed to be the true Spear of Destiny,” she said.

			She clicked another slide—showing a thirteenth century painting of the French monarch.

			“The first was the so-called French spear. It was enshrined in Sainte Chapelle in Paris until the French Revolution. Republican forces seized it from the royalists and deposited it in the Bibliothèque Nationale, where it resided until five years ago,” she said.

			“The Surété suspected German agents stole it in 1923, killing twelve employees of the Bibliothèque Nationale, five Paris policemen, and four soldiers at a border crossing. The crime scene was an abomination.”

			The next slide was from the French national police files. Chuy retched. Deitel, a medical doctor, almost followed suit.

			Another slide: St. Peter’s Cathedral in Rome.

			“Then there is the Vatican lance. This was said to have likewise ended up in Constantinople, where it fell into the hands of the Turks. According to Pastor’s History of the Popes, Sultan Bayazid II sent it to Innocent VIII in 1492. Even at the time, the authenticity of this spear was in doubt, and although the eighteenth century pope Benedict XIV suggested the Vatican spear matched historical drawings of the Spear of Destiny, and it’s kept in St. Peter’s Cathedral, the Church makes no claim to its authenticity.”

			“So we’re not going to the Vatican or Paris, either?” Deitel said.

			“Hold that thought. Needless to say, the Vatican believes but cannot prove that in 1922—mere months after they seized power in Germany—Nazi agents broke into the cathedral, took the spear, and killed four altar boys, two priests, and a night watchman.”

			Terah’s slide showed crime scene photos “borrowed” from the Vatican Guards’ investigations office. The victims were hung from the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, eviscerated.

			“My God,” Chuy said, and crossed himself again. “Was all this ritualistic slaughter tied to the spear?”

			“We don’t know. Maybe. Or it may have been how the thieves got their kicks.”

			The next slide showed the propaganda pictures of the Austrian people welcoming regular German army and Waffen-SS troops into their cities.

			“Now, you’re all familiar with the Anschluss, the annexation of Austria into the Third Reich on March 12, 1924. But guess what Hitler’s first act was the next day?” Terah asked.

			“Arresting art school administrators,” Rucker said.

			“Hunting for the prostitute who gave him syphilis,” Chuy said.

			“Destroying the birth records that list his grandfather as Jewish,” Deitel said, joining in.

			Terah rolled her eyes. Lysander seemed amused..

			“The Holy Roman Emperors in Vienna had a lance of their own, the Hofburg spear. It was wrapped with a silver band said to be one of the nails used to crucify Him. Charles IV went so far as to have a golden sleeve put over the silver one, inscribed ‘Lancea et clavus Domini—Lance and nail of the Lord,’ ” Terah said. “It was taken, this time without a body count.”

			Rucker, who was eating pistachios, spit out a shell and said, “Let me guess. That one’s now in Germania, where Der Führer sleeps with it under his pillow.”

			“Close enough. He could have it in his tailpipe for all we know,” Terah said. Rucker nearly choked on a shell. “Hitler has all three of these spears, and even he knows they’re almost certainly not the real thing.”

			“So none of these concern us?” Rucker asked.

			“Not really,” Terah said.

			“Oh for . . . then why are you lecturing us like you’re some sort of history professor?” Rucker said.

			Terah’s eyes narrowed.

			“She is some sort of history professor,” Deitel said quietly.

			Rucker hissed.

			Her eyes were Tesla death rays. “Context, sweetheart.”

			“Ahem,” Lysander said with little subtlety.

			“You need to realize how far Hitler and his occult minions are willing to go to possess the Spear of Destiny,” Terah said, “and how much history is wrapped up in this piece of steel. Even before he’d fully secured power in Germany, Hitler was willing to risk international incidents and even war. His agents murdered untold dozens in the Vatican and Constantinople. All for a biblical artifact.”

			“I think we’re all well aware how much respect Der Führer has for human life,” Rucker said.

			“Yes, we are now. With his power over Germany absolute, he’s drawn the Black Iron Curtain. But these events occurred when he’d just seized the government, and his hold grip on Germany was tenuous at best,” Terah said. ”He was not eager to reveal his aims quite so openly then.”

			“It’s true, Herr Kapitan,” Deitel said. “In the early days after the Beer Hall Putsch, Hitler was vying for control of his own party against the SA and rival party leaders. He also had to court the favor of the military leadership, the industrialists, the noncommunist unions, and the leaders of the corporate/public institutions. It was only in the last few years, after he and his SS secured their power, that Hitler showed his true face.”

			“Such naked, murderous aggression in 1922 could have meant his ejection from party leadership,” Terah said. “Now he has his sights set on the last—and probably true—Spear of Destiny, and he has Germany in an iron grip. Imagine what he’s capable of.”

			There weren’t a lot of sarcastic replies.

			“Recently, a French historian has attacked the problem from an entirely different angle,” Terah said. “Professor Claude Renault of the Université de Cergy-Pontoise decided to study the Spear in a way no one else has—looking at the time back when the Spear of Destiny was just a spear.”

			She clicked another slide. It showed a charcoal sketch of what looked like a true pilum. Measuring almost a foot long, it was utilitarian, clean, and deadly, wholly unlike the pointlessly ornate forgeries they’d seen in the previous slides. This was the spear tip of a Roman officer—a centurion.

			“Professor Renault, we believe, is uncovering the story of the true spear even now. His work is virtually unknown. He contends the spear’s story begins long before Jesus was condemned. The professor’s early papers show that we are fortunate the Roman Empire kept such detailed reports on its military, and that the centurion who owned the spear in question was from a Roman patrician family that likewise kept fairly complete family documents.”

			She had a monograph in hand but didn’t refer to it.

			“According to Dr. Renault, the centurion who possessed what was to become legend was a former cavalry officer named Cascus Antonius. He served with the Legio III Augusta in what is present-day Algeria. His legion saw action between A.D. 17 and A.D. 24, particularly in southern Algeria, against the rebel Tacfarinas, who had organized Numidian and Mauretanian tribes against Roman rule.

			“The campaign carried them deep into West Africa, farther south into sub-Saharan Africa than any Roman expedition—south of what is French West Africa and into what we know today as Niger,” Terah said.

			She explained that Cascus Antonius kept a detailed journal of his unit’s expedition that went well beyond a military diary. He catalogued samples of various plants and sketched the exotic animals they saw. He wrote of the African tribes they encountered, describing their foreign customs. The first three-quarters of his service journal showed a keen, educated mind and a fair military officer.

			“Sometime around A.D. 22,” she said, “Tacfarinas’s rebels ambushed his unit, killing almost all of his men and capturing Cascus Antonius. He wrote later about his escape and journey north through the jungle. In particular, he describes the time he spent with a West African jungle tribe, where he used the tribe’s own iron ore to forge steel weapons: a gladius—a short sword, and a pilum—a spear tip.”

			Deitel raised his hand. “That seems a bit anachronistic.”

			“Very good, Doctor,” Terah said. “At this time, metallurgy was unheard of in West Africa. They wouldn’t—or shouldn’t—have had the refined iron available for Antonius to use in the production of steel.

			“In fact, the indigenous population of sub-Saharan Africa never developed even the most primitive iron metallurgy, nor any metallurgical technology,” she explained. “And yet Antonius wrote he was able to forge high-quality weapons. They were so well made he continued to use them even after he made it back to Legio III Augusta’s headquarters.”

			Antonius’s own writings showed that the centurion increasingly grew paranoid that other officers envied his weapons. His journal entries seemed less balanced after the African expedition, Terah said.

			“After the Tacfarinsas expedition, Antonius’s unit was transferred to a remote post in modern-day Tunisia, Ammaedara. It is known that very few members of Legio III Augusta survived the transfer. The unit and the post seem to have faded from history.”

			Chuy’s brow twisted. “You mean the records are lost?”

			“We believe the legion was lost. Antonius survived and was transferred to Legio III Gallica, where he was reduced in rank despite his patrician status. This legion served under the prefect of Judea, Pontius Pilate,” Terah said. “And that’s the last update from Dr. Renault’s research. That’s according to his unrevised notes, gathered for us by our cousins in French intelligence.”

			“That’s it?” Rucker said. “That doesn’t exactly get us to the spear, you know.”

			“That’s why we have to get to Dr. Renault before the Nazis do. The Nazi’s expert, Dr. Otto Rahn, has led the Huns on a wild goose chase. He’s the German medievalist who is simultaneously seeking the Holy Grail and the Ark of the Covenant. His days are probably numbered, owing to his lack of success so far and the fact that he’s secretly a homosexual,” she said. “For all his errors so far, he is a great scholar, and our people at Prometheus are trying to get him to defect before the Gestapo discovers his private proclivities. We’re thinking he is intentionally misdirecting the German efforts.”

			“Meanwhile,” Lysander said, “we know the Nazis obtained a sample of some sort related to the true spear, and now for more than merely satisfying Hitler’s obsession, they want to find it.”

			Biels added: “We don’t know how the spear is connected, but our Difference Engine calculations incorporating all the available data say it figures directly and perhaps even causally into Project Gefallener.”

			The ability of Difference Engines to take raw numerical data and translate it into complex algorithms and statistics had grown exponentially since Babbage debuted the very first engine in London in 1851. The analog calculating devices of yesterday had grown into brass and mechanical devices that could store entire libraries worth of data variables.

			“Why do people think the spear has power?” Rucker asked. He wasn’t much for dealing with belief as he was with fact.

			“Theories abound in philosophical, religious, and alchemical circles,” Terah said. “It could very well be that the Spear of Destiny has power because it was washed in His blood. Except for our visiting doctor, we’ve all had experiences dealing with the power of certain holy relics from various cultures. Science hasn’t explained these phenomena—”

			“Yet,” Rucker interjected.

			“Fine, yet, but that doesn’t make them any less real,” Terah continued. “Certainly the blood of Christ is powerful in the Christian faith; it is even symbolically or, in the case of Catholics, literally consumed. But the common denominator in terms of Christ’s blood is salvation and life, not power, conquest, death, and decay.”

			“But it could be something about the spear itself, right?” Rucker asker her. “The anachronistic iron ore in Africa.”

			Lysander nodded.

			“That’s the other direction Renault’s research is taking,” Terah said. “No one has yet found the African tribe that Antonius describes in his journals.

			“There is the issue of the meteoric iron,” she continued. “The only other place with such a high degree of ancient meteoric iron is north of the Arctic Circle in Scandinavia, and south in the western fields of Antarctica. Modern expeditions to West Africa date several of the deposits of meteoric iron to as far back as 5000 B.C., so that fits. Beyond that, there seems to be nothing fantastic about the meteoric iron itself.”

			“That we know of yet,” Lysander added. “We may not know what we should be looking for, or how to look for it.”

			“This is starting to sound very like H.G. Wells and Jules Verne,” Rucker said. “I like it.”

			Lysander took the slide projection control from Terah and inserted his own magazine of slides.

			“So we don’t know what it does or why it’s important,” Rucker said.

			Lysander shook his head.

			“The Nazis want it for Project Gefallener, which is reason enough for us to make sure they don’t get it,” he said.

			Around the room there understanding nods. Even from Rucker.

			Lysander took Terah’s place in front of the group.

			“Now you need to know who we’re up against. Working with our own sources inside the Third Reich and our allies in the Deuxième Bureau and British MI6, we have determined the agents from the SS and Black Sun leading this quest for the spear.”

			He clicked the first slide. It showed a brutally handsome, young blond SS officer with a classically stern Germanic scowl: a service photo.

			“Reinhard Heydrich. Himmler’s number two. He’s calling the shots here, but he operates from Castle Wewelsburg. Don’t let the short leash fool you—that man will be a real danger if and when he climbs out from Himmler’s shadow.”

			Click. A grainy picture of a bald man in brass rim goggles and a white lab coat filled the screen.

			“The scientific mastermind is Dr. Johannes Übel, a man as twisted as he is brilliant. If you look up ‘sociopath,’ you’ll find his picture. Driven from the medical profession long before the Great War for his human—his inhuman—experiments, he found a ripe field of experimental subjects serving as a field surgeon for the German army in prisoner of war camps. He escaped prosecution after the war, returning to Germany only after Hitler came to power. Given his age and the fact that he performed his medical residency in London, I have always suspected he may be the White Chapel Ripper.”

			“The who?” Deitel asked.

			“Jack the Ripper,” Rucker said.

			The next slide was a surveillance photo at a German training camp. It showed a tall, thin German officer in a white uniform and cape, wearing a black gas mask over a scarred and hairless pate.

			“This is Der Schädel,” Lysander said. “The Skull. Said to be Hitler’s personal instrument of interrogation and punishment. He wears that breathing apparatus at all times. It’s rumored he has the power to infect men’s minds, but by what magic or scientific means, we don’t know. Is he a mutant? A sorcerer? Even Heinrich Himmler himself is said to fear the man.”

			Click. An older man with a poorly groomed beard and a look in his eyes that said he had only a nodding acquaintance with reality.

			“Anton Drexler. The occult and spiritual heart of the Nazi party. He was Hitler’s mentor in the early days of the National Socialist party. He founded the Thule Society, a group of powerful German captains of industry obsessed with the mystical world, particularly the Aryan mythology and Atlantis.”

			Another slide. Another mask.

			“Colonel Uhrwerk. There’s no history on this man. He’s part of the Black Sun inner circle, but if has any records prior to 1926, they’ve been purged.”

			“Uhrwerk must be his code name,” Deitel offered. “It’s not a German name I’ve ever heard, and it translates as ‘timepiece work’ or ‘clock work.’ ”

			“More than you can imagine,” Lysander said. “Who he was before 1926, we don’t know. What we do know is he is more a machine than he is a man. It could be just his body. It could even be his mind. Like Der Schädel, he’s rarely seen, and when he is, he’s wearing that metal mask. If it is a mask. Our insider says that in the Black Sun, he’s a voice of ruthless logic—maybe one of the best thinkers the Black Sun has.

			“And, of course, they have the combined might of the Waffen-SS, the SD, the Gestapo, and the entire Third Reich at their disposal.”

			“And the home field advantage,” Chuy added helpfully.

			Lysander turned on the overhead light, then concluded the briefing that Terah had begun.

			“We have two crates of equipment ready to load onto the Raposa. If things get too hot and you need heavy firepower, our friends in Paris have put the Eleventh Choc at your disposal. Here’s the frequency and code. I believe your old friend Captain Blackadder heads up the battalion now.” he said to Rucker.

			The Eleventh Choc was the French elite mercenary shock parachutist battalion, a special operations unit officially unaffiliated with the French military. Like the French Foreign Legion, it accepted volunteers regardless of nationality or past crimes.

			“Whoa,” Rucker said. “I don’t think it will come to that.” He pocketed the napkin on which Lysander had written the cipher and frequency he’d need.

			“Pray it doesn’t. Captain, your team will consist of Terah, Dr. Deitel, and Chuy,” Lysander said.

			“Make sure she,” he pointed with his chewed cigar at Terah, “understands who’s in charge.”

			“Fox, your first task is to make contact with Dr. Renault and learn what you can as to where the spear is now,” Lysander said. “He’s in Rome, conducting research at the Vatican archives, working from offices at Sapienza—Università di Roma. He’s the key to finding the artifact. This cannot fall into the hands of the Nazis. The fate of the entire world hangs in the balance.”

			“Business as usual, then.”

			“My boy, I’m not joking or exaggerating. If the Nazis get their hands on the spear, they will bring death and darkness to the entire world.”

			The look in Lysander’s eyes took Rucker aback.

			“I . . . I understand. Yes. Yes, sir,” he said quietly to his old friend.

			In a louder voice, Rucker addressed his team: “All right everyone—wheels up in twenty. We’re in a race against the master race. Get your war paint on and don’t get caught watching the gate swing.”

			Chuy and Terah were out the door to supervise the Raposa’s loading. Lysander and Biels were destroying all the notes taken in the room—except the ones that went into Lysander’s pockets. Deitel quietly approached Rucker.

			“I signed up for this fight, but I’m not sure what it is I will be able to contribute,” he said.

			“I don’t think I know of a time when a doctor isn’t handy.”

			“I also don’t know what it is we’re going to be doing.”

			“Well, the Nazis want to bring the creatures of nightmare into this world, right?”

			“Yes.”

			“Seems I recall when we first met, you said that’s exactly what you Germans thought of my people during the war,” Rucker said.

			He drew his pistol, spun it, and checked the load. In a flash he spun it again and slid it into the holster.

			“The Nazis want nightmares? Reckon we’ll oblige them.”

			Climbing back out onto the structure of Airstrip One through a ventilation shaft below had been easy. More challenging was the shear twenty-foot free climb up the side of the outer hull in the howling winds and bitter cold of the altitude. It was worth it when he pressed the diaphragm of a stolen medical stethoscope to the bottom corner of the conference room window. He mentally took notes of everything.

			Skorzeny waited until the last of the group had left the conference room before opening the window and crawling in. The needles of pain in his slowly warming fingers reassured him he hadn’t developed frostbite.

			Now he needed a radio.

		

	


	
		
			 
CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Wallachia Region of Romania

			Eastern Europe

			Encampment just outside Piteşti

			Proof of the Creator’s good taste, local folklore held, was his masterpiece along the southern slopes of the Carpathian Mountains. It was a splendor to even the most jaded eye, a piece of natural paradise easily the rival of the biblical Eden.

			The largest mountain range in Europe and some would say the equal in beauty to the more renowned Alps, the Carpathians—especially to the south in Wallachia—were a treasure trove of diversity in terms of artworthy landscapes, untrammeled forests, piedmont plains, and the abundance of wildlife. The eastern and southern portions of the mountain range were home to the largest concentrations of brown bears, wolves, chamois, and lynxes—making it prime hunting ground for Eastern European nobility going back centuries. The hollows and fields, the deep virgin forests and placid lakes, and the mazes of verdant, hidden valleys meant one could travel for days without seeing a soul or a sign of civilization.

			It was therefore little wonder why so many tribes of the nomadic Romani people—“Gypsies,” as they were called by the ignorant—made this part of the world a primary encampment site for so many months of the year. Romani clans would travel throughout Wallachia, Moldova, and Transylvania, setting up camp outside the cities and villages to do business and celebrate life as travelers.

			On this particularly gorgeous spring evening one Romani camp set up outside the town of Piteşti was definitely focused on celebration—a family wedding. Of course, it was also true that for the Romani, marriage was also a business proposition, but that was far from everyone’s mind.

			The encampment was perfectly located to maximize God’s wedding decorations, Jaelle Luncă reflected. It centered on the terraces above the right bank of the Argeş where the river met its tributary, and right at the edge of the deep sylvan forests and water meadows. The fifteen-year-old bride was brimming with life and love. Even the colors of the blooms seemed more vibrant than Jaelle’s dreams. Off to the north she could just make out the Făgăraş Mountains. The flowers along the bank looked ever so slightly wilted. Waving her hands, she muttered a few syllables of the ancient language and the flowers shimmered and then blossomed brighter. She smiled at her handiwork.

			This was her day, Jaelle thought, the day she would become a bori, a bride, and a fully grown woman, a Romni, after all the years of adhering to the purity required by the marhime laws. But even better, the union would join her into her husband’s family, which would end a decades old conflict between the families. Love would restore the balance in the community, creating a bond that transcended conflicting truths.

			She smiled at the mothers and daughters cooking the vast quantities of treats that would be consumed well into the night and likely into the next day, as such festivities go for the Romani. Crusty bread was laid out with jars of spicy-sweet ajvar canned the previous autumn. The alluring aroma of paprika-laden dishes like stuffed cabbage and chicken paprikash competed for attention against the smoky taste of lamb and beef roasting on spits over open fires. Spinach crepes and musaka were being piled high on platters.

			She saw the men pouring drinks from barrels, while boys not yet in their teens hovered on the periphery, smoking cigarettes. One of her bridesmaids sat outside her tent, filing her nails with an emery board. Nearby, the lăutari were warming up their instruments with a jaunty, almost jazzy tune.

			As the sun set over the Argeş, Jaelle almost wept at how perfect the day had turned out, and at the promise of passion that the night ahead held.

			The policeman’s favorite calling hour is 4:00 A.M. It is the time when people enter their deepest level of sleep. Being suddenly awakened at the hour causes maximum disorientation and confusion, rendering suspects most helpless. Thus it would have been the prime hour to commence the raid on the Gypsy camp. But it was not. The wedding party was still going on at 4:00 A.M.

			Even in the darkness, the sickly white shine of the Skull’s head stood in stark contrast to the black gas-mask apparatus he wore. Beside him stood an angular figure in a steel mask. Where the Skull’s breathing always seemed labored, Colonel Uhrwerk made no sound at all.

			The whole situation at this camp tonight was suboptimal for Colonel Uhrwerk. Given the uncertainty in trying to pick up the trail of the Spear of Destiny because of the sloppy fieldwork of Himmler’s “scholar soldiers,” he needed to maximize the shock in these encampment attacks so they could conduct their search and get out quickly.

			A few deaths wouldn’t matter—Romanian officials cared almost as little about Gypsy life as did the Reich. But Uhrwerk’s team were on foreign soil, and the more disruption and violence they caused—even against these dirty nomads—the more the Germans risked discovery by Romanian authorities. And there were still twenty-three Gypsy camps remaining on their target list.

			It wasn’t just that these camp raids were suboptimal for Uhrwerk. It was the whole operation. It was a game of random guesswork disguised as a proper search matrix. Thus, Uhrwerk was left trying to impose efficient and logical tactics on a fundamentally inefficient and illogical strategy. If he were capable of frustration, he would have felt it.

			Certainly, he considered, this flawed and wasteful approach to finding the spear did not originate with Reinhard Heydrich. No. The man was too fundamentally intelligent and methodical. This was Himmler’s doing, the Reichsführer-SS having been goaded by the impatience of both Drexler and Hitler.

			Uhrwerk made a mental note: cultivate Heydrich.

			Again he scanned the Gypsy camp some two miles away and shrouded in the gloom of the predawn hours. He summoned Jäger to his side.

			Haupsturmführer Karl Jäger was commander of Heydrich’s newly created Einsatzkommando 2, composed of ten of the most ruthless SS storm troopers and three nachtmenn. They traveled through the Romanian countryside in a covered troop truck and field car with no markings.

			Like Uhrwerk and Der Schädel, Jäger and his storm troopers wore the light olive overcoats, caps, and paraphernalia of Romanian state police officers. They did not wear their Senf masks.

			The deception had its limits. The SS men were too proud as soldiers to operate like slinking spies. Under their Romanian coats, they all wore their proper SS uniforms. And no one would mistake the nachtmenn for human, much less Romanian; they were kept leashed in the troop truck. So far, in five other such night raids on Gypsy camps in the past two days, they had not been loosed.

			“Haupsturmführer, are your men in position?” Uhrwerk asked.

			“Jahwohl, Herr Colonel.”

			“Then you will commence the raid on my signal.”

			Uhrwerk admired speed and efficiency, and once again Einsatzkommando 2 had shown just that in securing the camp mere minutes after he gave the order. Of course, there were five Gypsies dead—well within acceptable limits and within the range of calculated expectation, given the variables and the state of the camp at the moment of assault.

			Now all of the adult Gypsies—thirty-four men and forty-one women—were huddled on their knees in the camp center, with their hands on their heads, while the disguised storm troopers tore violently through their possessions.

			Separately, one old Gypsy woman had been assigned by a storm trooper to watch over the twenty-eight adolescents and thirteen infants who were kept separate from the center of the camp. Having them out of the area of activity pacified worried adult prisoners.

			Uhrwerk calculated the elapsed time and the total area of the occupied campsite, and allowing for standard deviation and several x variables, calculated the odds of finding the spear in this physical search to the fifth decimal point. Success was unlikely. As he expected.

			After the search, Der Schädel would employ his unique gifts to interrogate every likely adult who might have some knowledge of which clan claimed the spear. Der Schädel’s methods were admirably quiet and efficient compared to the methods traditional Gestapo interrogators employed, if more disturbing to onlookers. Then the Gypsies would be bound, blindfolded, and warned to never speak of this under orders from the “Romanian state police.”

			“Neither item is here, Herr Colonel,” Jäger reported in due time. The search was finished within just three minutes of Uhrwerk’s predicted calculations.

			“Very well, Haupsturmführer. Withdraw your men to encircle the Gypsies at a distance while Der Schädel conducts his own search,” Uhrwerk ordered.

			Nine SS storm troopers stood guard over the seventy-five Gypsy adults but at a distance. As hardened and indifferent to human suffering as the troopers were, they wanted as much distance as possible from what Der Schädel would be doing.

			The tall, lanky figure approached the neat semicircle of crowded, kneeling Gypsies, who were following the order to stare at the ground. None saw him reach up and remove his gas mask, opening his mind to the chaotic swirl of thoughts. He almost lost himself in the maelstrom of emotion and information. But then his mind, like a raptor soaring above a hive of insects, caught scent of what it so craved. It was the sweet taste of their collective fear. In their minds, each victim felt the chill in their soul of being touched by darkness so alien and wrong, it made them want to flee into the night. They saw in their minds’ eyes the rising silhouette of a many tentacled, formless Otherness, a thing so hideous its very gaze was like tendrils encircling and freezing their hearts. They felt the dark presence grow, enveloping them all in a helplessness and hopelessness beyond all despair.

			Der Schädel feasted on their mental screams, gaining the strength to seize control of the vortex of chaotic thought. He focused it on one after another of the sobbing Gypsies. When he fixed on a single subject, their fear was amplified, and he in turn consumed their very essence—his mind growing in dominance. They turned out their minds, revealing all he asked.

			One by one he sifted through their minds, demanding to know who was the keeper of the spear, and not finding the answers he sought. His anger only fueled his hunger, and the more he slaked, the more he himself became lost in the terrible ecstasy of their suffering.

			Slowly, so as not to traumatize his own grip on reality, Der Schädel withdrew from their collective consciousness. He replaced his mask, severing the final link. Every Gypsy collapsed like bodies on a battlefield..

			Uhrwerk knew Der Schädel had found nothing before he even reported. Der Schädel retreated to the field car, his energy spent. Uhrwerk was about to give orders to withdraw from the camp when a new variable arose that he hadn’t factored: a drunken Gypsy man hiding in one of the caravans fell on two of the storm troopers. Faster than the eye could follow, the Gypsy attacker slashed the first soldier’s throat quite cleanly. A fountain of warmth sprayed in the Gypsy’s eyes, and his second attack was therefore sloppy. He ripped open the second soldier’s overcoat before he finally found the jugular. He then picked up one of the dropped machine pistols and turned it on Uhrwerk. The exhausted, drained mass of Gypsies recovered enough to watch what happened next.

			The long burst from the Schmeisser and better than average aim put twenty of the thirty-two rounds fired into Uhrwerk’s upper body, groin, and head. The bolt fell on the empty chamber after the last bullet.

			Every soul—even the storm troopers—froze. Uhrwerk stood his ground, examining the impact points in his body with casual curiosity. The Gypsies began whispering in their Romi tongue about the devil walking among men. Then, almost too quick for the human eye, Uhrwerk stepped forward and stabbed his hand through the drunken Gypsy’s sternum, seizing and crushing the man’s heart. His other hand grabbed the top of the Gypsy’s skull and spun the head 180 degrees with a sickening crackle that sounded like a dry bundle of twigs being broken.

			The Gypsies screamed. Some tried to crawl away in abject terror, only to be kicked by the remaining storm troopers. One Gypsy man pointed at both the dead storm trooper and Uhrwerk, where the Romanian police overcoats were torn, revealing their unmistakable foreign pedigree. The word “Nazi” spread through the clan immediately.

			Uhrwerk was disappointed in what had to happen next. Not because he had any emotion about killing all the adults in the village. It was because of the waste of the time it would take to eliminate the evidence.

			“Haupsturmführer Jäger, you know what must be done. Release the nachtmenn,” Uhrwerk ordered. He strode calmly over to where Der Schädel was resting.

			There was a snarl and a howl as the nachtmenn leapt from the truck, bounding like panthers across the open ground. They tore into the band of Gypsies with tooth, claw, and tusk. Bones crunched between teeth and the nachtmenn fed as their victims still cried out. Even the most hardened of storm troopers found something else to look at.

			Ignoring the carnage, Uhrwerk gave orders to Der Schädel.

			“Take care of the children,” he said dispassionately.

			Der Schädel nodded. Taking a labored breath, he removed his mask, revealing his true countenance. The mask shielded his mind from the outside world. There was only so much he could take, but the harder the illusion he had to cast, the more direct his mind had to be.

			Der Schädel reached out to the mind of the old Gypsy crone the storm trooper sergeant had put in charge of the children and infants. He saw through her eyes the children gathered in the tent at the edge of the camp. They were all huddled together and crying in fear at the sound of the nearby gunfire. The old woman’s mind was tired and weak, but her innate protective instinct toward the kinder was remarkably strong. Der Schädel used that very instinct against her. He reached out and spoke, his words becoming her thoughts.

			The old woman, cradling one of the children and squeezing her eyes shut, opened her eyes and was horrified. Spiders. Giant spiders all about her and the child, crawling about on hairy arms toward them.

			She reached into the folds of her dress and pulled her dagger. The spiders crawled all about the tent, but they were too slow to escape her blade. She went about the tent methodically stabbing each one,.. She found the last spider climbing on her chest, plunged her dagger into it and collapsed. It was a mercy that she died not knowing that what she’d seen as spiders were the children.

			Der Schädel’s head rolled back. If he’d possessed anything like lips on his disfigured face, they would have peeled back into a smile. His body tensed for a long moment and he let out a heaving cry of passionate release. Taking a few deep breaths, he replaced his rubber mask, shutting out the chaos of thoughts from his mind.

			“It is done,” he said.

			Uhrwerk returned to where the storm troopers had assembled. The men had leashed the nachtmenn.

			“Haupsturmführer, detail your men to—”

			It came crashing out of the brush, a giant creature shaped like a man. Only its body was malformed, one arm freakishly too large and the other too short. It was formed of clay and hatred, its head only half sculpted. Its mouth moved, silently screaming the rage of its creator.

			Before any of the soldiers could react, it grabbed one of the storm troopers and lifted him above its head. The man’s screams did not mask the sickening sound of wet canvas being ripped as he was pulled apart by the arms and legs, nor did the screams stop even as his insides spilled all over the clay creature. The creature took the dead man’s legs in its strong arm and grabbed the next soldier with its small hand. Using the legs as a club, he bashed the man’s helmet and skull in.

			By the time it turned to its third victim, the storm troopers had recovered from their shock and opened fire on the thing. It absorbed their shots into its body, but the sheer force of hundreds of submachine-gun rounds began to tell, rending apart its midsection. It struggled against the tide of bullets but could barely stand its ground. The nachtmenn were released, and by force of numbers dragged the creature down. Their razor-sharp claws tore the thing to shreds of now motionless river clay. They didn’t stop until no piece of clay remaining was larger than a fist.

			Uhrwerk surveyed the scene. The remaining troopers were recovering as much as any soldier could, shocked and flushed but holding it together. Even the nachtmenn seemed shaken, like spooked horses. Only Der Schädel seemed unaffected. Two of the storm troopers lay dead—one with barely enough remains to be considered a proper corpse.

			“It seems these Gypsies had a protector, for all the good it did them,” Der Schädel said grimly.

			Uhrwerk nodded.

			“Damned Gypsy magic,” Jäger said. “I thought he was here to protect us from that,” he added, motioning to Der Schädel.

			“Haupsturmführer,” Colonel Uhrwerk said to Jäger. “Have the nachtmenn dig a pit. Have your men handle the remains. Every last shred of this entire encampment is to be buried before sunrise, including our own dead. We have a schedule to keep. The next camp is twenty-five kilometers east.”

			The rising sun broke the darkness only after the German field car and troop truck rolled out from where the encampment once stood. But another half hour passed before Jaelle Luncă crawled out from the riverside brush where she’d been hiding since the raid commenced, interrupting her moonlight swim.

			She’d seen everything.

			Her first reaction—despite her instincts—was ingrained in her since birth. She’d cast a spell of cloaking that hid her body, mind, and soul from the invaders. The creatures would not smell her, the men would not see her, and the devil-spawn skeleton man would not sense her. Nor would they sense the Sacred Tshurri she kept with her at all times. The Tshurri enhanced her spell and strengthened her magicks.

			Safely hidden—as that was her first responsibility—she then called upon the magic that had been her birthright and her inheritance as one of the Protectors of the Sacred Tshurri. She’d tried to summon a clay guardian from the riverbed itself, but the shock of what transpired—those creatures tearing into her people, the screams of the children being stabbed—threw off her incantations. She could not concentrate, and the golem she’d summoned had been weak and imperfect. It was too weak, too little, and too late.

			Now everything she knew—her families, her home, her people, her husband—lay buried in a fresh mass grave. Except for the freshly turned earth, it was as if they’d never existed.

			Jaelle knelt at the edge of the grave. With steady hands she ripped a lock of her hair from its roots. The blood trickled down her forehead, mingling with her tears. She had promises to make to the spirits of the dead here, who would not rest until they were avenged.

			She stayed where she knelt all through the day and into the night, when the moon rose again. This would be the whole of her pomana—her period of mourning. A day in place of a year.

			At midnight Jaelle went back down by the edge of the lake to a cypress tree. The first daughter of the tribe’s drabarni—the spiritual elder—it fell on her to protect the Sacred Tshurri. She’d learned its history, its powers, and the spells the Rom dabnari had written to change its effects on the living and the dead and the inanimate.

			This blade—once possessed by her people in the fifteenth century, until it was taken by the Wallachian impaler of the House of Drăculesti, then regained from his clutches in 1888—would now serve as her instrument of vengeance.

			When the moon alighted the dew on the white oleander, Jaelle made her pledge of fealty to Martya, the angel of death.

			She renounced her three Romani names, cutting deeply with a steel dagger into the flesh of her arm once for each name. She chose a new name as she bathed in the moonlight and blood. She hid this name from God and the tormented muló of her family, so none would see the evil she would do in exacting her vengeance, restoring the balance of kintala.

			Then she focused and pictured in her mind’s eye the soldiers, the creatures, and the masked men who extinguished the light of her people.

			She spoke her pledge in the tongue of the ancient assassins of her clan.

			“Beshel lesko kam.”

			Your sun is setting.

			TO BE CONTINUED . . .

		

	


	
		
			 

			If you enjoyed 

			Black Sun Reich

			Part 1 of Trey Garrison’s The Spear of Destiny series, then don’t miss Part 2 

			Death’s Head Legion 

			[image: DeathsHeadLegion.jpg]

			and Part 3

			Shadows Will Fall 

			[image: ShadowsWillFall.jpg]

			COMING SOON!

		

	


	
		
			 

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			TREY GARRISON has been a newspaperman, a magazine writer, and a soldier of misfortune. He’s a master in the kitchen, great at the gun range, and decent at Kung Fu. He lives in Texas. This is his first novel.

			Visit www.AuthorTracker.com for exclusive information on your favorite HarperCollins authors.

		

	


	
		
			 

			By Trey Garrison

			The Spear of Destiny

			PART 1

			Black Sun Reich

			And coming soon . . .

			PART 2

			Death’s Head Legion

			PART 3

			Shadows Will Fall

		

	


	
		
			 

			COPYRIGHT

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

			BLACK SUN REICH. Copyright © 2012 by Trey Garrison. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

			EPub Edition DECEMBER 2012 ISBN: 9780062261250

			10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

		

	


	
		
			 

			ABOUT THE PUBLISHER

			Australia

			HarperCollins Publishers (Australia) Pty. Ltd.

			Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

			Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

			http://www.harpercollins.com.au

			Canada

			HarperCollins Canada

			2 Bloor Street East - 20th Floor

			Toronto, ON, M4W, 1A8, Canada

			http://www.harpercollins.ca

			New Zealand

			HarperCollins Publishers (New Zealand) Limited

			P.O. Box 1

			Auckland, New Zealand

			http://www.harpercollins.co.nz

			United Kingdom

			HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

			77-85 Fulham Palace Road

			London, W6 8JB, UK

			http://www.harpercollins.co.uk

			United States

			HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

			10 East 53rd Street

			New York, NY 10022

			http://www.harpercollins.com

		

	

OEBPS/images/DeathsHeadLegion_fmt.jpeg
TREY GARRISON






OEBPS/images/ShadowsWillFall_fmt.jpeg
SHADOWS
JILL FALL






OEBPS/images/voyager_logo_fmt.jpeg
HARPER Voyager
in e of HarpesCollnsPabicir:





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.png
THE SPEAR OF DESTINY: PART ONE

y
HARPE

TREY GARRISON
Y o





