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Prologue


Bavaria, April 1945 
Deep in the bowels of the mountain, darkness pressed like a blanket, shifting reluctantly aside under the glare of two powerful electric torches. Oberführer Guntram Protz led the way, holding one of the lamps high above his head as the group of six Schutzstaffel officers descended still further into what felt like a bottomless abyss.
Moisture slimed the walls and the odor of mold and fungus hung thick in the air. Protz shivered and tried not to think about the sorts of monstrous organisms that might grow and flourish in this eternal blackness. It frightened him to realize he may, in these moments, be inhaling the insidious spores of death.
His beam of light probed the rough-hewn limestone lining the passageway. No one spoke and Protz was glad of it. The noise made by their boots shuffling along the uneven floor echoed disturbingly in the narrow space, leaving eerie impressions on his eardrums. He imagined the sound of a human voice might make him flinch unforgivably.
He must appear resolute. This mission, assigned to him by the Führer himself, was of the utmost importance. He was assured that the long-running future of the Reich depended on its success. 
Protz felt certain the four men bearing the wooden crate containing what Hitler had referred to as “the Party’s greatest treasure” harbored doubts and fears about what they were doing. They must believe, as he did in his heart, that the war was lost.
Still, Hitler claimed to have a final ace up his sleeve, and orders must be followed. It was up to him, as this mission’s leader, to set a stalwart example.
Straightening his spine, Protz pushed further into the darkness. He’d visited their target location once before, but it seemed so much deeper than he remembered. Scharführer Schmidt, the officer bringing up the rear of their procession, held the other torch. Its rays bounced over the damp walls, billowing and distorting, adding to the queasy feeling in Protz’s gut.
At last, they reached the chamber. Protz produced a key and turned it in one of the door’s heavy locks. Wordlessly, he stepped aside and motioned to Schmidt. The sergeant came forward and brought a key on a chain from beneath the collar of his uniform.
Inserting it into the second lock, he twisted it and the door clicked open.
Pulling it wide, Protz ushered the men inside. They carried the heavy crate to the center of the small chamber and lowered it gently to the ground. Protz stepped forward and laid a hand on the coarse-cut wood. Bowing his head, he murmured softly.
“It is done.”
The group of officers stood silent, as if gathered around the altar in a profane underground chapel. The four who’d borne the chest breathed heavily, in spite of their efforts to muffle the sound. Their burden had been weighty, and they’d carried it a good distance through a difficult passage.
Protz would let them rest.
As the sound of their panting faded, Protz moved gently among the men, touching each on the shoulder as he passed, inching his way back toward the chamber’s entrance. Quietly, unobtrusively, he removed a pair of earplugs from his pocket and twisted them into his ears. 
Drawing his service weapon, he turned and fired, downing the sergeant first and stunning the others.
Even with the earplugs, the sound of the shot sent a blast of pain rocketing through his head. Three of the remaining men froze and he picked them off quickly, expertly placing his shots through the heart.
Or near enough.
The fourth man had the presence of mind to scurry behind the crate where he crouched like a cornered rat.
“Why, Oberführer?” He shouted the question from his hiding place, his voice querulous as well as frightened. “Why would you do this?”
A stab of regret brought out a grimace on Protz’s face. He gave a single groan, then answered honestly.
“Hitler’s orders.”
“But why?”
Protz drew a breath that caught in his chest. “Only the Führer knows the full significance of this mission,” he admitted, “but he told me himself that nothing now is more important than this. And it is absolutely imperative that it remain secret.”
“I’ll tell no one.”
“I can’t take that risk.”
The sound of fabric rubbing against rough wood gave Protz a mere second’s warning before the bullet ripped into the flesh of his right shoulder. He stifled a scream of surprise and pain. His shooting arm was now disabled.
It did not matter.
Beyond Hitler’s intention of preserving his secret, he’d revealed to Protz a further design in killing the other members of the team. Hitler was a man who accepted the workings of the supernatural. Like the pirates of old, it was his belief that leaving a few faithful followers behind to guard the treasure was a prudent measure to take.
Crouching low, Protz crept to the body of his sergeant. Blood puddled on the pitted floor beneath him, soaking the knee of his uniform as he knelt to tug the key and chain from Schmidt’s neck.
A river of pain flowed down his right arm and it dragged uselessly against his side. As he moved once more for the door, the soldier behind the crate fired another shot. The bullet ricocheted off stone and Protz felt a searing jolt beneath his left eye.
Time to make an exit.
He rushed for the door and swung it closed, fumbling the keys in the locks as he felt a thud from the other side. A surge of sorrow engulfed him. It would have been far more merciful to put the man down than to leave him in this pit with only four dead men for company.
He’d sent them all to hell.
Protz winced, comforting himself with the assurance that he’d only done his sworn duty. Picking up the torch he’d left shining outside the chamber, he hobbled back the way he’d come. His shoulder burned, his cheek throbbed, and his feet felt as heavy as cinder blocks.
He had so far to go.
Dread filled him as he approached the threshold leading up to the next level. The tunnel had partially collapsed, damage caused by the sharp, penetrating sounds of the gunshots. 
Gritting his teeth, Protz shoved at the fallen boards and managed to push halfway through the blockage before the supports above him groaned, letting down another shower of dirt, rock, and broken wood and knocking him to the floor. Debris pressed into his chest and agony flared beneath his ribs.
No. This wasn’t happening. He couldn’t die here and now.
The mission wasn’t complete.
Protz had pledged, before the Führer himself, to accomplish his orders, down to the last detail.
He must not fail.
Clamping his jaw against the pain, he threw aside the rubble and pushed himself up. Staggering forward, he clawed past the wreckage blocking the tunnel and forced himself to keep moving.
Strength flagging, he reached the open shaft leading upward. He ignored the ropes still hanging from above, used by his men to lower the crate. Mounting the wooden staircase built into the side of the shaft, he used his left hand on the rail to heave himself up, groaning with each step.
Ages and eons seemed to pass before he came to the spot where he’d concealed the other, smaller casket entrusted to his care by the leader of the Third Reich.
He retrieved it from its hiding place and stumbled up the final flights of stairs, bursting into daylight and gasping breath like a dying fish. With the casket beneath his left arm, he limped through a fringe of woods and into an open field.
He must get his wounds attended to as soon as possible. He had more to do and little time in which to do it.
On the far side of the meadow, stood a house and barn. Someone there could summon a doctor. As he lurched across the lumpy soil, gray mist seeped in around the edges of his vision. Protz ordered himself not to faint, not to fall.
Then, he disobeyed.
Sprawling among the tender shoots of spring, he gaped up into the sky, despair tugging at his chest, eclipsing the pain of his injuries. And then he saw it.
Hope.
A young boy, his blond hair tucked beneath a feathered cap, blue eyes shining like stars. The beautiful Aryan lad knelt beside him, staring down at Protz.
And then he held out a hand.
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Bavaria, present day 
Sunlight filtered down through the leafy boughs in golden shafts, like conduits from heaven. Riley stopped moving and pulled in a deep, cleansing breath of pine-scented air as she savored the sight of the glorious beams. 
She loved the woodlands of Bavaria. They reminded her of home—the pine forests of western Washington. Many of the sounds were similar as well. The trilling of songbirds, chattering of squirrels, and hum of insects. With one notable exception.
Riley had never heard a cuckoo calling out its distinctive tune in Washington state.
Here, in southern Germany, it was not unusual to hear the cry of a cuckoo ring out in the woods, and it never failed to startle and amuse her. No wonder the clocks were so strongly associated with this area.
Idyllic as the scenery was, Riley’s experience of the place had not been without hazard. In fact, only weeks ago, she had almost perished in a gorgeous lake not far from where she now stood, near the town of Schwandorf.
Even at this moment, she had to move with stealth and caution as she engaged in a training exercise designed to test her evasion and survival skills, part of her curriculum at the ultra-secret spy academy known as Olivero.
Over the course of two days, her task was to traverse a twenty-five-kilometer stretch without being seen, evading “enemy agents” prowling the area, as well as members of the public who had free access to the land.
She had camped overnight, fashioning a shelter from a tarp and paracord, using only the few items she carried and what she could scavenge from the surroundings to meet her needs.
As recently as a year ago, she could never have predicted what her life had become. Born into an eminent musical family, Riley had been a concert pianist, accustomed to lavish receptions and grand recital halls. Her wardrobe had held nothing more utilitarian than a pair of jeans.
And then, one curveball after another had altered the course of her life, sending her on a new and wholly unexpected trajectory. Yet, as difficult as it was for her to fathom, Riley was glad—no, much more than glad—she was grateful for the change.
Her life had been on a downward spiral and nothing she did had worked to reverse the cycle. After her husband, Jim, and her young son, Tanner, died in a fire, her concert career had disintegrated. She’d been unable to perform, to focus, to overcome her fear.
And her guilt.
When Mt. Rainier erupted violently during the weekend of her comeback performance, ruining all her plans and placing her in the sights of a serial killer, what felt like the end of everything proved to be a new beginning.
A beginning that had brought her to this point.
Now she had the opportunity to add new skills to her musical abilities and serve in ways she’d never foreseen, though perhaps she should have sensed it coming. After all, her grandfather had been involved in operations during WWII while using his cover and connections as a jazz pianist traveling with the USO. 
She had a valiant ancestor who’d gone down still playing on The Titanic and another who’d used his music-based network of associates to move freed slaves through the Underground Railroad.
Though she’d never been able to verify this, Riley suspected her own parents may have engaged in clandestine service to the United States. She remembered trips during her youth, to South America and eastern Europe, during which she’d sensed an undercurrent of something happening beneath the surface during the ostensible performance tour.
When Devin Wright, founder and CEO of the elite under-the-radar private security firm of Olivero, had reached out to recruit her as an undercover agent, it might simply have been destiny coming to claim her.
Now she was in her training residency at the academy, learning the skills she’d need to be effective while undercover on her own concert tours. Somehow, in the process of pushing through the challenges she’d faced over the last year, she’d shed the worst of her fears and found a new treasure.
She felt alive again.
Drinking in another breath of the fresh, sun-dappled air, Riley strained her ears for the sound of anyone approaching. In the thickness of the forest, noise was the first indicator to be aware of, manifesting sooner than sight.
Yesterday, she’d had to conceal herself in the trees and underbrush twice while strangers passed nearby. Today, she’d seen no one yet but she knew there were Olivero instructors and senior cadets out there looking for her, masquerading as the enemy she must avoid.
She covered another kilometer before stopping to sip from her water bottle. As she screwed the cap back down, a breeze lifted the hair off her forehead and carried with it the faint sound of a voice.
Riley stiffened, listening hard. Yes, someone was coming.
Slipping quietly into a clump of bushes, Riley knelt and stilled her breathing. As she watched, two men moved down the path she’d been traveling. Their heads swiveled, taking in both sides of the trail, and they exuded an air of urgent watchfulness, clearly searching for something or someone.
Most likely, her.
She was clothed in olive drab, her auburn hair tucked up in a cap of the same color except for a wisp of bangs that had escaped. She’d also smeared camo cream over her face to dull the pale shine of it. Even so, she felt frighteningly exposed as the men drew near.
She reasoned they must be from Olivero. If they caught her, she’d fail the exercise and have to repeat it. Not a good outcome, but not life-threatening.
So why did she feel so terrified?
It was probably nothing more than adrenaline pumping through her veins. She held very still. They passed her position in silence but before they left her sight, she heard them exchange words in a foreign language. French?
Olivero was an international organization with agents from all over the world, so the French should not have come as a surprise. And yet, it left her feeling uneasy.
Riley maintained her frozen stance for a long moment after they’d moved on. She remembered the whiff of noise that had alerted her to their presence and didn’t want to return the favor.
But it was difficult. She was kneeling on something hard that dug painfully into her kneecap and it was with great relief that she finally shifted off her leg and rubbed it to disperse the pain.
Looking down at the flat, half-buried rock that had caused her discomfort, Riley noticed a patch of dull crimson showing through the dirt. Curious, she brushed aside the dusting of soil and saw some kind of a symbol etched into the stone and stained dark red.
Using a spray of pine needles as a broom, she swept the rock as clean as she could make it and stared at the unusual symbol. It made her think of a Viking rune, but she had no idea if the marauders had invaded this area and felt certain the etching couldn’t date back to that period.
Her interest in the icon intensified. Pulling her phone from her backpack, she snapped a couple photos of the symbol and was busy zipping up the pack and heaving it over her shoulders when she heard more sounds warning of an approach.
She crouched and froze again, groaning as the rock pressed once more into her sore knee. Another two-man team entered her view, and she held her breath as they searched the trail. 
Riley was happy to note that the first pair of searchers had left footprints which obscured and confused her own, but she cringed when she remembered how careless she’d been in yanking up the zipper and hoisting the pack, rattling its contents.
They must be aware that she was close by.
The men moved slowly and cautiously, taking an age to pass beyond her sight. And still, Riley maintained her hunched position. Reminding herself to be careful, she finally rose on shaking legs and prepared to step out from her cover.
And that’s when she felt cold metal on the back of her neck.
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The man known as The Cincher peered down at the Neuschwanstein castle far below him, so tiny it looked like a child’s dollhouse and the tourists milling about it appeared as a swarm of ants. 
He liked this view, the feeling it gave him. He liked the control he felt in his hands as he worked the toggles of the paraglider, sending it one way or another at his command. He liked the multiple strands he could pull, like a master puppeteer working his marionette.
If he could exert the same kind of power over the weather, he could not have ordered up a more beautiful day for soaring over the Schwangau region of Bavaria. 
Green fields stretched across the valley like emerald velvet, the Forggensee and several other lakes sparkled up at him like sapphires nestled in the plush of a jeweler’s showcase. The craggy mountains rose majestic, awe-inspiring in beauty and magnitude.
And the castles, man’s contribution to the landscape, were impressive as well. The creations of kings.
A gust of wind rippled over his wing, lifting him a few feet higher in the azure sky. This was indeed rarified air, gossamer thin and so far above where most people ever ventured without the skin of an airliner tucked around them and a pilot at the panel.
Cincher glanced to his right. Two more paragliders appeared in his peripheral view, a man and a woman, close enough for him to see the woman’s pretty features and the look of horror on her face.
Laura Radisson had looked at him once with that exact same expression, such a perfect replica in every respect that it took him immediately back to the eighth grade.
Laura had fascinated him, spellbinding him with her gray eyes so liquid clear that looking at her was like gazing into a pristine lake lined with beautiful stones. And her skin, glowing fine-pored and smooth, unmarred by the blemishes that plagued the rest of his classmates.
Most of all, it was her air of innocence. Of purity. She was like an angel or fairy. Something not of this world. Something above the rest of them.
She had to be brought down.
They shared an algebra class and Cincher had been simply John in those days. He’d befriended Laura, sitting beside her in class, defending her from bullies in the hallways, saving a place for her at the lunch table. He worked patiently to gain her trust and adoration.
Then he made his move.
“If I fail the algebra test,” he told her, allowing his eyes to tear up, “my dad will beat me so hard I won’t be able to sit down for a week.”
“But John, you’ve done the homework,” she assured him. “You know the material. You’ll do fine on the test.”
“No, I won’t!” He wiped angrily at his eyes. “I cheated on most of it. I copied the answers from the back of the book.”
She stared at him, frowning. “The test’s not until tomorrow. We could study together tonight.”
“Too little, too late, Laura. I’m done for. Unless…”
“Unless what?”
He let his face close, shutting her out. “Nothing. Never mind. I’ll figure it out.”
His ploy succeeded. After pulling her in so close, she couldn’t bear the cold shoulder he turned to her now.
She begged for a chance to help.
The next day, when Mr. Rhodes caught them cheating and sent them both to the principal’s office, Laura had been the one in tears. Sitting outside Mr. Statham’s office, waiting to be ushered in for reprimand and punishment, she’d reached for his hand.
Wanting, needing, his assurance that everything would be okay. That her image and reputation would remain unsullied. That he still admired and respected her.
He’d pulled his hand away, letting hers hang empty and bereft, and let his lips twist in a cold, triumphant smile.
That’s when she’d given him that look. 
Delicious.
His undeveloped, clunky maneuver all those years ago had worked. Since then, he’d honed and perfected his technique into a fine-tuned machine.
A machine he exulted in using.
He’d only during the last year come into his own as The Cincher, a title passed along by power-wielding masterminds in Dread Pirate Roberts fashion. He’d earned it, making a reputation for himself by manipulating a repertoire of terrorists, presidents, kings, financiers, drug lords, arms dealers, and serial killers.
Among others.
He attributed his spiraling success to his grand vision and his ability to keep his eye on the supernal prize. He shared his ultimate ambition with no one, for no one was worthy of it, but he let it distill on his soul like an elixir of the gods.
Since childhood, he’d studied, practiced, worked, and learned volumes about how to maneuver and exploit, finesse and defraud. But it was not enough.
Cincher craved something beyond. Something few men have reached for and only a minute handful have brushed their fingertips over. No one had ever grasped it in both hands.
As he intended to.
Self-aware enough to realize he was obsessed, Cincher didn’t consider it a drawback. Obsession provided the sort of fuel that burned hot enough and long enough to keep the engine running until the finish line was crossed.
He embraced obsession.
There was only one other passion in Cincher’s life which came anywhere close to matching this one. Only one other fixation he allowed to influence his pursuits and decisions to such a degree.
And that was his interest in the concert pianist, Riley Forte.
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The subdued morning chatter of her fellow cadets floated in the air like background music as Riley took a seat in the Olivero cafeteria. Steam rose off her made-to-order omelet, carrying the delicious scent of onions and peppers to her nostrils and making her mouth water. 
She popped a grape onto her tongue and bit down as Rick slid his tray next to hers and plopped into a chair.
“Tough break, Riley,” he said. “And you were so close.”
“Right? Another five kilometers and I’d have made it.”
“Chalk it up to experience and hit it again. You’ll get there.”
Crouching in the bushes with all her focus on the trail in front of her, Riley hadn’t caught on to the “enemy” sneaking up behind her. She’d been captured and returned to the academy to brush up on her technique before another trial run.
Rick Jimenez was the man most responsible for bringing her here, to Olivero. He’d been a cop when they initially met, and she’d been a mess wrapped in a disaster tangled up in catastrophe. By the end of their ordeal, Rick had recognized something unique in her and when he left the force to join Olivero, he’d swept her along with him.
“You know what the worst part of it is?” Riley asked.
“The MREs?”
Riley laughed. “Okay, so this is a close second.” She scooted back from the table and pointed out the purple bruise on her knee. “Hurts like a son-of-a-gun.”
“How’d you get that?”
“Kneeling on a rock while trying to evade a swarm of searchers.” She grabbed the cell phone from her pocket. “And check this out. I found this crazy symbol etched into the stone. Does that mean anything to you?” She showed him the photos.
Rick studied the images. “Doesn’t look familiar, but there’s something about it that intrigues me.” He paused, drumming his fingers on the table. “What do you think about shooting it over to Daniel?”
Formerly employed by the Defense Intelligence Agency, Daniel Escobar was one of Olivero’s computer tech geniuses, stationed at the firm’s headquarters near Seattle. Rick sometimes referred to him as “miracle man,” and Riley was beginning to understand why.
Along with Holly, his wife and favorite co-worker, Daniel had pulled off some incredible feats when it came to mining and analyzing information. Holly was an expert researcher who doubled as a superb travel agent and logistics manager.
Together, they represented a formidable force for good.
“Great idea,” Riley said. “I’ll do it now.”
As she finished sending the photo with a brief message attached, they were joined at the table by two more Olivero residents. 
Matsui was a weapons instructor at the school. A former member of the NYPD Bomb Squad, she knew her way around explosives, wires, and detonators like Riley knew her way around a piano keyboard.
Gideon settled into the seat across from Riley and gave her a slow-spreading grin. The man was impossibly good-looking and when Riley had initially met him, coming out of the evening gloom on horseback, it had been like encountering a fairy tale prince.
Tall, blond, with exquisite bone structure and muscle tone, Gideon was the self-defense and martial arts instructor at the academy. He was German and spoke six other languages as well.
Although his gorgeous smile made her swoon a little internally, Riley’s feelings for him didn’t venture beyond friendship. Theirs was a different sort of relationship and they’d been through some critical moments together that had tested them both and formed a solid bond. 
She would trust him with her life and had done so on previous occasions.
As she dug into her omelet, Riley’s gaze traveled around the table, taking in the circle of faces that was becoming such a vital part of her life. She felt a growing fondness for each of them and realized how much like family they’d become.
She was glad. But at the same time, she felt a tug at her heart and the aching throb of the empty hole left by the loss of her husband and son. Her fingers went to the locket she wore on a length of nylon cord around her neck.
Jim had given it to her when Tanner was born. One side of the locket contained a fine fluff of baby hair. The other bore a photo of Tanner. Each year, on their son’s birthday, Jim had updated the photo, and Riley had expected it to remain a family tradition, with a long procession of pictures documenting her boy’s journey into manhood.
It broke her heart to know the six-year-old Tanner would never be replaced.
She wore the locket always, replacing the delicate chain it had originally graced with the sturdy cord, often tucking it inside her shirt for safekeeping. Closing her fingers around it now, she took comfort in the thought of her sweet boy and the good man she’d married, believing they waited for her in another place and time.
As she let go of the locket, she thought of Nate, another man who’d formed an important part of her recent transformation and become very dear to her. She missed him and knew things might have worked out differently between them if she had willed it. It had hurt, to turn him away from her, but she would not—could not—stand between a man and his family. 
If there was any chance he and his ex-wife Marilyn could mend their relationship and make a loving home again with their daughter, Nate owed it to all of them to grab that chance and run with it.
She hoped it was going well between them. She really did. Yet a part of her, a tiny selfish piece, wanted him to come back to her.
She squashed that piece and pushed it away.
As she finished the last bite of her breakfast, Riley’s phone chirped out with a merry ring tone. She was surprised to see the incoming call was from Daniel.
“Wow, I didn’t expect to hear back from you so soon,” she said. “It must be nearly midnight there. I didn’t mean to keep you up so late.”
“Then next time, don’t send me something so damn intriguing, Riley,” he told her. “Once I showed the symbol to Holly, there was no sleep for either of us.”
Riley opened her mouth to repeat an apology, but his words overrode hers.
“And Riley—we found something you’ll want to hear about.”
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Bellevue Detective Nate Quentin sprawled across his bed, staring at the ceiling and listening to the rain pelting against the windowpanes. The line of cedar trees outside his window twisted in the wind, dancing with the light of a streetlamp to cast writhing shadows across the wall of his bedroom. 
As restless as the trees, Nate couldn’t settle or sleep. He thought about his current case, the murder of an experienced hiker in a state park outside Seattle. The killer or killers had attempted to make the death look like an accident, a fall from a cliff into the river below.
Clever, but not clever enough.
Nate’s thoughts shifted to his new partner, a woman everyone called Mack. They were still working to sync their individual styles, but he believed they were shaping into a bang-up team.
Only one day into the investigation and they already had a decent lineup of suspects. It was going well. It wasn’t the case or the noise of the storm or the shifting shadows that kept him awake.
He missed Riley.
He’d tried so hard to scrub her from his mind, to commit his affections wholly to his ex-wife and work to revive the good relationship they’d once had.
And it had been good. Some days, it had been very good. Like the day Sammi was born.
In fact, Nate hadn’t realized the good days were over until they’d been over for a good long time. He hadn’t noticed, too caught up in his work as a homicide investigator, too focused on solving the next case, nabbing the next bad guy.
He’d let so much distance come between them. He’d been stupid.
Easy now, to look back and see that he should have been much more vigilant. He knew the divorce rate among law enforcement officers was upwards of fifty percent. He knew, and he still let it happen.
Because it didn’t happen all at once. It was an erosion process, and by the time he realized what was going on, the rift was too wide. He couldn’t bridge the gap.
But now, he and Marilyn were trying again, giving it another chance. He really wanted it to work out. 
He did, really. For the sake of their daughter.
But for his own sake?
Clenching his teeth, Nate flipped onto his side and moaned, giving up the fight to keep Riley from his thoughts. If he was honest, he feared she occupied too much of his mind and heart to believe that renewing his vows to Marilyn could ever be a success.
Punching the lumps out of his pillow, he squirmed into a new position and squeezed his eyes shut, trying to clear all thought from his brain so that he could drift into oblivion. But it was no use.
He wondered what Riley was doing now.
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Valéry Russeau watched the dirndl-clad waitress weaving among the tables, enjoying the plump bit of cleavage showing above the white frill of her low-cut blouse. The French women of his homeland seemed to him brittle and staid compared to the buxom bounty of Bavaria. 
He gave the woman a smile and a wink as she placed the stein down before him, the amber liquid filled to the brim with foam running over. Like the bodice of her dress. He took a long swallow and used his sleeve to wipe the beads of moisture from his mustache as he listened to the men at the next table argue over the football score.
He had a call to make but wanted to quench his thirst and steel his nerve first. The Cincher may, or may not, be pleased with what he had to report. On occasion, the big boss got curious about the movements of a woman named Riley, a recruit at a nearby, very low-profile academy for private operatives.
Russeau thought it tickled some bizarre fancy of Cincher’s to know what she was up to and sometimes to let her know that he knew. Considering the scope of Cincher’s enterprises and the crime-fighting power brewing behind the gates of the academy, it felt akin to poking a tiger with a stick, but Russeau didn’t call the shots. 
A swell of relief washed over him as he remembered how he and Emile had lost track of Riley in the forest…and then found her.
And found something else, as well.
He finished his drink and left a five euro note tucked beneath the glass, enough to cover the beer and the small trinkgeld the waitress would expect. Making his way along the Biergarten path, he walked into a neighboring field and found some privacy among the rustling poplars clustered beside it.
Cincher picked up immediately. “Tell me about Riley.”
Russeau explained how he and Dupond had trailed her on a training exercise, staying out of sight as she attempted to do the same.
“We watched her take cover in the bushes while a team of spy school cadets passed through.”
“She evaded capture?”
Russeau paused half a beat. “It looked like she was going to, but the cadets circled back and busted her.”
A low chuckle, and then, “She’ll have to learn, won’t she? Anything else?”
“Yes, sir. After they left, we searched her hiding place, in case she left anything behind.”
“And did she?”
“No, but there was something hidden there. A stone with a symbol carved into it. It looked like your girl had scraped away the dirt, uncovering it.”
“Photos,” Cincher demanded. “Send them now.”
“Of course.”
Russeau sent the pictures. “That’s all, sir.”
He heard a grunt and then silence as the call ended.
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Cincher switched off the swirling jets and stood from the tub, letting the still-warm water trace through the curling hair on his chest. He snatched the fluffy towel waiting for him on the marble countertop and rubbed it over his head, feeling a rush of satisfaction. 
The symbol in the photos stirred something deep within him. It was not familiar to him, but he felt like it should be, like it was something he was meant to find.
Instead, it had been Riley who found it. Strange indeed. 
And intriguing.
Climbing from the tub, he dressed quickly, reveling in the fantasy of reaching his ultimate goal. Every day, he drew closer. He felt it near, and also the frustration of never quite reaching it. A bittersweet sensation both stimulating and infuriating.
Last month, his contact in Argentina had tantalized him with hopes which eventually came to nothing. For nearly half a year, he’d had a team in South Africa running down leads that never panned out.
But now…
The symbol spoke to him. His gut told him this could be a solid brick on the road to his destination, to attaining the object of his desire. Before the hour was out, he meant to have his people on track, analyzing its meaning, discovering the path down which it pointed.
And then, he’d put Russeau on the trail. During the four years the man had worked for him, he had never failed to complete his mission.
Whatever the cost.
Cincher expected that track record to continue, unblemished, until he was through with the man.
Glancing in the mirror, he ran a comb through his hair, hardly noticing how it seemed thinner every day. Hardly caring.
He laughed out loud. It appeared that he and Riley were engaged in a race, and she didn’t even know it. It bothered him little that she had a head start. If the matter turned out to be something trivial, its importance obsolete or irrelevant, he would simply have a delightful time dogging Riley’s heels.
If, on the other hand, it proved to be as significant as he suspected, Riley would be wise to take care. She would have to be careful. Extremely careful.
If necessary, he would crush her.
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Riley gazed out the windshield, watching pastures and verdant fields pass by in a vibrant parade of colors—bright yellow rapeseed, shimmering greens and tall gold-tasseled corn, variegated V-line ropes of climbing hops. Bavaria was filled with farmland, the fluctuating fields laid out like a gently rolling patchwork quilt. 
With Matsui at the wheel, she was free to let her eyes wander over the quaint villages and beautiful landscape. A fine gauze of cloud scudded across the sky, diffusing the sunlight into a pale lemon glaze. A large bird—perhaps a heron or crane—flew across the road ahead, looking ungainly yet determined to reach some nearby destination.
As she merged onto the Autobahn, Matsui seemed to relax in her seat. She cast a glance at Riley. “So, I know we’re headed to Schwandorf,” she said. “But tell me what we’re doing when we get there. I’m still not clear what’s going on.”
Riley explained about the photos she’d sent to Daniel and Holly. 
“They threw out some feelers and found a recent online article about a man who discovered an old piece of canvas buried somewhere near Schwandorf. The article doesn’t say exactly where.”
“And this matters because…?”
“It matters because there’s a photo attached to the article, and the fragment he discovered bears the same symbol I found carved into the rock in the forest. I’m curious.”
“You—curious? Why, Riley! You surprise me.”
Riley acknowledged her friend’s sarcasm with a shrug and returned her gaze to the passing countryside. A few minutes’ silence passed before Matsui spoke again.
“I don’t mean to sound critical, but it’s not like you don’t have anything else to occupy your time. There’s my class, and Professor Martel’s cryptology course. Not to mention a truckload of physical training and your precious piano.”
She puffed out her cheeks, looking doubtful. “I can’t believe Director Wright approved this little side project of yours.”
“Well, he did. He said he trusted my instincts and it might be good practice for me to investigate a mystery, learn how to follow a trail of clues.”
“I just hope you’re prepared for disappointment, Riley. It’s liable to be a short trail, leading to an anticlimactic ending.” Matsui raised an eyebrow, sarcasm returning to her voice as she finished. “I’m so glad you thought to include me.”
“Come on, Matsui. This could be fun. I called ahead and spoke with the man who found the canvas. His name is Markus Roth and he agreed to meet with us at his home.”
Actually, when Riley had talked to him on the phone, he’d sounded a little reluctant to grant her request. But perhaps she’d formed that impression due to his slight stumbling with the English language. She was just glad his English was better than her German and that, in the end, he’d agreed to meet.
They exited the Autobahn and the expressionless GPS voice guided them down a country lane lined with shade trees, each bearing a small metal tag engraved with information and hanging from a nail. Like an arboreal ID bracelet.
From there, they turned onto a narrow dirt road, hardly wider than a footpath and almost overgrown by tall grasses and weeds.
“Are you sure this is right?” Matsui asked.
“I put in the address he gave me.”
Matsui steered the car to the end of the lane and pulled up to a small cream-colored house that had seen decades since its better days. A late-model Audi sat in the driveway, coated with dust from traversing the dirt road entrance.
A scraggly flower garden stretched across the miniscule front yard. Someone had made attempts to keep it up, but the result was disheartening. Browning tulip fronds drooped, bereft of their pretty petals now that spring was well past.
Ugly thorned stalks thrust up from the earth without benefit of leaves or blossoms. Riley thought they must have started out as some kind of flowering rosebush but had since morphed into a parody of their own nature.
She led the way to the postage stamp of a front porch under a weather-scummed pane of plexiglass meant to keep the rain off while fidgeting with the key. An old-fashioned bell hung beside the door and Riley was about to pull the chain when she heard a loud voice from inside, raised in what sounded like fear and pain.
She stared at Matsui. Her friend’s eyes reflected the same flurry of concern and hesitation that chased through her own brain. Riley lifted her hand and reached for the bell, but Matsui gripped her by the wrist, one finger pressed against her lips.
Without a word, she tugged Riley along as they crept around the side of the house and into the back garden, this one reserved for vegetables and in better shape than its front side counterpart, showing signs of recent labor.
The back door of the house was ajar, presumably to allow entrance for the ginger-colored cat ambling along the garden rows. Crouching low, Riley and Matsui approached a set of half-open windows and carefully peered into the rear of the tiny house. 
An elderly man sagged in a straightback chair, duct tape at his wrists and ankles to keep him there. Blood dripped from his nose, and one of his eyes was swollen shut and turning a color to match the eggplants in his garden.
Another man stood menacingly in front of him, his angry words coming clearly through the window in French-accented English.
“Tell me where you got the canvas.”
It was one of the men she’d hidden from in the woods. Not an Olivero resident and not looking for her as she’d assumed. Searching, instead, for something to do with the symbol she’d been kneeling upon.
The old man’s voice quavered, and Riley strained to hear him. “I found it in the beer caves.”
“The beer caves? What are you telling me? A filthy lie?”
The Frenchman moved, blocking Riley’s view, but she heard a heavy slap and a groan from the man in the chair.
“It’s the truth. In the Felsenkeller, underneath the town. I found an entrance into one of their tunnels. The beer thieves.”
“We have to stop this,” Riley said, grabbing Matsui’s arm.
“Absolutely. But neither of us is carrying a weapon and I’ll bet that guy is.” Matsui moved away from the window, motioning Riley to join her.
“Let’s see what we can throw together with the stuff in the trunk of my car.”
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Riley followed Matsui along the side of the house, running to keep up. Matsui pointed her key fob and popped the trunk of the car. As she lifted the lid, Riley was astonished to see a virtual laboratory in the back of Matsui’s car. 
Two cardboard cartons contained bottles and boxes filled with powder or liquid and an assortment of test tubes and flasks. A plastic bucket held an array of various cleaning agents.
“What did you expect?” Matsui said, digging into one of the boxes. “I am an explosives expert.”
“Right. I know. That’s what worries me. Isn’t it dangerous driving around with all those chemicals?”
Matsui shrugged. “Most of these are common household products. It’s safe enough as long as they’re all kept from interacting with each other.”
“And what if a car crashed into the back of you and smashed all these boxes and bottles together?”
“Then we’d all go boom.”
Matsui shoved a pair of scissors into her back pocket. “I’m going to create a distraction, then use these to cut the old guy free. We’ll need to move fast.”
“And what am I doing?” Riley asked.
“Whatever you can to put the bad man out of action while we get clear,” Matsui instructed, handing her a screwdriver. “Do you know how to let the air out of his tires?”
Riley nodded. She gripped the knurled handle and ran to the Audi’s rear wheels. As she worked, she kept a curious eye on Matsui. The woman chugged a few swallows from a plastic water bottle before dumping out the rest. She ripped off a length of aluminum foil and folded it into a coil, stuffing it into the empty bottle and pouring in something on top of it.
“Are you ready?” she shouted to Riley.
“I’ve only deflated two tires.”
“Two will do. Let’s go.”
Matsui grabbed a bottle of clear fluid from the trunk, and they rushed back to the rear of the house. A large spade rested beside the garden path and Riley scooped it up as they ran past.
Pausing beside the window, Matsui trickled a stream of the colorless liquid into the water bottle and Riley wrinkled her nose at the pungent odor of ammonia. Seconds later, wispy clouds of smoke drifted out, growing thicker and more virulent as she cocked the bottle and tossed it through the gap at the top of the window.
The chemical reaction continued to produce billows of smoke as they pushed through the open door, Riley wielding the shovel and Matsui with scissors at the ready. Riley swung the spade in the direction where she’d seen the intruder before the room clouded up, aiming hard and low.
A thud sounded as she connected with flesh and bone, followed by a scream of rage and a louder thump as the man fell. She moved in closer for another swipe and felt a flailing hand brush her calf.
Dancing back out of reach, Riley brought the shovel down but hit only empty floor. Stepping forward, she tried again and felt a surge of satisfaction when the blade bit into something softer and more yielding, accompanied by a grunt of pain.
But then he had her, his hand closing around her ankle like an iron band. She tried shaking him off and he strained, working to pull her onto the floor. A bolt of panic shot through Riley as she imagined what he’d do to her once he’d toppled her to his level.
She brought the shovel down again, swinging hard. It bounced off the hardwood floor and she almost lost it amid the swirling smoke. Gasping, heart lurching, she gripped the handle and swung with all her might, rewarded by another screech and a torrent of furious French as her ankle was released.
“I’ve got him!” Matsui shouted. “Let’s go.”
Throwing the spade aside, Riley rushed toward her friend’s voice. Together, they hobbled the old man toward the door and had nearly reached it when a grasping hand, like a claw from the shifting murk, locked onto the back of Riley’s heel, tripping her onto one knee.
The bruised one.
A jolt of pain like a searing rod shot through her and she bit down on a scream. Pushing up from the floor, she gave a savage backward kick and felt her foot connect with flesh, the vise-like grip falling away.
And then they were outside, all three of them gasping deep breaths of the clean air as they hurried toward the car. Nearly heaving the poor old man into the back seat, Riley and Matsui scrambled into their own places and Matsui performed the fastest three-point turnaround in the constricted space that Riley had ever witnessed.
They sped away down the narrow, weed-choked lane, leaving a trail of dust behind them.
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Valéry Russeau lay bleeding on the floor as the chemical smoke dissipated, leaving a faint acrid scent hanging in the air. The front of his shin throbbed where the shovel blade had sliced through his slacks and laid open the flesh. 
The second blow had landed on his hip and it, too, was sending pain signals shooting down his leg. The most serious injury though—to both body and ego—had been that last vicious kick, breaking his nose.
He hadn’t even had a chance to grapple for his gun resting on the nearby table.
Of course, he’d suffered far worse during his days in the army, once breaking his arm and fighting on for nearly a week without medical treatment or pain relief of any kind. 
His body hosted a network of scars where he should have been stitched up and wasn’t. He considered such injuries an inconvenience rather than a tragedy.
Gritting his teeth, he hoisted himself to his feet and staggered into the kitchen. It was filthy. Plates and bowls crusted with dried-on food littered the tiny counter and filled the sink. Russeau found a dish towel, folded and reasonably clean, in a drawer beside the cooker and pressed it to his nose, grimacing against the pain.
He limped to the front door and was relieved to see his car still parked in the driveway, looking intact, other than the rear tires resting flabby and flat on the dirt driveway. He laughed at the feeble attempt to delay him.
Child’s play.
Using the portable air compressor in his trunk, he inflated the tires, stifling moans of misery as his various wounds protested. Tires restored, he fired the engine, relieved to find nothing else important had been sabotaged.
Throwing aside the blood-stained dish towel, he dug a wad of napkins from the pocket in the door panel and pressed them to his nose as he drove swiftly away. In Teublitz, he stopped at an Apotheke for bandages and antiseptic, ignoring the concerned and fearful glances from the other customers and the woman behind the counter. 
He found a Turkish restaurant and stalked past the tables, locking himself into the restroom where he cleaned and dressed his wounds, using water from the tap to swallow down six hundred milligrams of ibuprofen.
Patched and medicated, Russeau stared at himself in the mirror, wincing over his swollen nose turning purple. Gathering his first aid supplies, he returned to the car and drove aimlessly while his mind raced with questions.
He could guess who the old man’s rescuers were, though he’d caught only glimpses of them through the thick smoke. Clearly, they weren’t simply neighbors stopping by for a chat or a cup of tea.
Two people—both women—and one of them with copper-colored hair.
Cincher’s Riley.
He grudgingly admitted the women had shown resourcefulness and courage, had beaten him in this round. But only because he hadn’t seen them coming.
Next time, he would.
For now, he would go back to the house and search for clues about the origin of the canvas or anything else useful. He fervently hoped he’d find something concrete before reporting in to Cincher.
And maybe a way to get even with Riley Forte.
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The hotel room was lined with dark wood panels, floor to ceiling, like a crate. Or a coffin. 
Riley watched the parking lot from the single spotlessly clean window, peering through a slit in the curtains. The orange sun, sinking on the western horizon, cast a coppery sheen over the pavement, giving even the patch of weeds growing along the far edge a lick of charm.
Behind her, the old man gave an occasional grunt or curse as Matsui tended to his injuries. The smell of rubbing alcohol and herbal salves filled the small space, making Riley’s stomach heave.
She turned a handle and slanted the top of the window open, breathing in a stream of fresh air. She hoped Matsui’s patient would keep his outcries to a minimum. They didn’t want to attract attention or do anything that might stand out in the memory of the other guests.
At last, she saw Rick and Gideon pull into the parking area and back into a spot with the car’s nose pointing out, ready for a quick retreat should one be necessary.
She opened the door to let them in and caught the tantalizing whiff from a stack of pizza boxes Gideon carried.
“We thought you might be hungry,” he announced as Riley closed and locked the door.
In the hours since she and Matsui had left the academy, Riley hadn’t given hunger even a nodding glance, but the smell of tomatoes, onions, and cheese woke her appetite, and she realized she was famished.
“Bless you,” she said, opening one of the boxes and peeling up a slice of the still-warm pizza. She bit into the thin, crispy crust. Pizza in Europe was not like the pizza you got in the States, but every bit as delicious.
“Artichokes and mushrooms.” Smiling at Gideon, she said, “You remembered.”
“Of course. There’s ham, too. You need your protein.”
Matsui finished her first aid ministrations and they all gathered around the array of open pizza boxes in the center of the double bed, using napkins as plates and getting their fingers greasy.
With the sharp edge of her hunger dissolving, Riley said, “Markus, these are friends of ours. They came to help.”
Rick offered his hand. “Have you contacted the police?” he asked.
“Not yet,” Riley told him. She turned to Markus. “Do you want us to call them?”
The old man hadn’t said much since they’d hustled him away from his home. One of his eyes was swollen shut, but he looked at her through the good eye and shook his head. “I would rather not.”
Rick touched his shoulder and brought the man’s gaze around to meet his own. “You’re sure?”
“Yes, I am certain. No polizei.”
Gideon made a vague gesture that seemed to encompass the whole situation. “Better all around,” he agreed.
“Can you tell us what happened?” Riley asked. “Before we came?”
Markus seemed reluctant to speak, but after a moment he hunched forward and began. “I was working in the back garden, tending the vegetables. That man waved and came near, acting so friendly. He asked the way to the Rathaus.”
Markus’s dark, unruly eyebrows drew into a vee on his forehead. “I knew at once something was not right. Why come all the way down my little lane to ask directions to the town hall? But before I could move these old bones, he was on me, with a gun in my ribs.”
His frown deepened. “He wanted the piece of canvas I found. The one I wrote about in the article. If I had known the trouble it would lead to, I’d have left the damn thing buried.”
“I’m sorry this happened,” Matsui said.
Markus turned his head to peer at her, baring crooked yellow teeth in a rueful grin. 
“You came in good time, from my point of view. A few moments later would have been too late for me. But why? What brought you? I’m a crabby old man who keeps himself to himself. And now, suddenly, everyone wants something from me.”
Matsui glanced at Riley.
“We came because I wanted to talk to you,” Riley told him. “About the canvas.”
Markus made a low sound in his throat to express his disgust. “What is it about that wretched bit of cloth? The man with the gun forced me to bring it to him, but that wasn’t enough. He wanted to know where I found it.” 
The corner of his mouth twitched. “I suppose you want the same thing.”
“Yes,” Riley admitted. “But I’m not willing to resort to torture to find out.” 
She paused. “You told him, I think. Am I right?”
“Oh, yes. I didn’t want to say, you see, because I was trespassing. But he pushed me into a chair and taped me up. He kept asking and asking. I tried to explain how I’d found an entrance into one of the tunnels used by the beer thieves back in the day, but he didn’t understand what I was talking about. As if beating me would make it any clearer.”
A moment of silence passed before Rick said, “And he has the piece of canvas now. Is that correct?”
“Yes.”
Riley shifted on the bed, pushing aside a pizza box. “I don’t understand the beer caves either. Will you explain to us how you found the piece of canvas?”
Markus sighed. He looked tired and ill. Riley felt bad for pressing him, but she also felt an urgent need to know.
“Since we agreed to no police, I will tell you. The Felsenkeller which runs beneath our town was once used to brew and store the best beer in the region. Because it remains a constant eight degrees, it allowed for a superior brewing technique to be used and the temperature kept the beer from going sour.”
He looked more relaxed now, seeming to enjoy talking about his town’s famous beer tunnels. 
“Decades ago, a few enterprising lads dug a series of secret side tunnels so they could come in and help themselves to beer and Lebensmittel. Groceries stored there by some of the shopkeepers. I believe I stumbled onto their secret.”
Matsui raised an eyebrow. “Really? Is there still beer stored down there?”
“Oh no, I was just curious to see what’s left. The entrance was boarded up, but I found a loose plank and got inside, took to exploring.”
“And what’s down there?” Gideon asked.
“Not much. Dirt. Stone. But you never know what you might find in such a place. Indeed, I saw a flap of canvas protruding from one of the walls. I pulled, and it tore away. I thought, at first, that it was simply a piece of a cloth sack. But it had paint on it, and strange figures. I hoped it might hold some kind of value, so I wrote the article and posted the picture hoping someone could shed light on what it was.”
“Did you try going back to dig out the rest of the canvas?” Rick asked.
“I did try,” Markus confessed. “But the way is now barred. Gated and padlocked.”
Silence once more crept over the room. Riley stood and began gathering the empty boxes, moving them to a corner. When she returned to the bed where Matsui was tidying away the crumbs, she sat beside Markus.
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