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				JUNE 13, 1886

				Lake Starnberg

				Berg, Bavaria

				For years he had been paid to protect the king. Now he had orders to kill him.

				And it needed to be done today.

				Without witnesses. Without wounds. Before he could slip away.

				Tracking his target from the nearby trees, he watched Ludwig as he left the castle grounds and strolled along the shoreline. The king wore an overcoat and carried an umbrella, protection from the threatening skies that had blanketed the region for much of the day. Normally, the sun wouldn’t set until quarter past nine, but the approaching storm made dusk come early.

				A storm that would wash away any signs of foul play.

				The assassin checked his watch and noted the time. Ten minutes to seven. Dinner would be served at eight and not a moment before. If his target was late, an alarm would be sounded and a search party would be formed. That much was certain. This was a turbulent time in Bavaria, and Ludwig was the central figure in all the drama, somehow loved and hated at the same time.

				Some viewed him as a hero, a brilliant visionary who could do no wrong. Others saw him as a paranoid madman who had bankrupted the royal family with his flights of fancy. The assassin realized the truth was probably somewhere in between, though he couldn’t care less about politics. He was there to do a job, and he would do it without mercy.

				“Go to the boathouse,” he whispered to his partner. “Signal me if we’re alone.”

				His partner nodded, then crept through the woods without making a sound. They had positioned themselves along the northeastern shore of Lake Starnberg, the fourth-largest lake in the German Empire. Created by Ice Age glaciers, it extended fourteen miles from north to south and two miles from east to west. This time of year, the water was too cold for swimming, effectively trapping Ludwig along the coast with no means of escape.

				Without a boat, the lake offered no sanctuary.

				Without a miracle, Ludwig would be dead before dark.

				The assassin smiled, confident in his ability to finish the job. In recent days Ludwig had been followed by a team of guards whose sole task was to protect him. Not only from his enemies but also himself. But this night was different. Bribes had been paid and arrangements had been made that would guarantee his isolation. As expected, the lone obstacle would be Ludwig’s psychiatrist, a man of advanced years who watched over his patient. The assassin would strike him first. And then he would turn his attention to Ludwig, the fabled Swan King.

				The assassin glanced at the boathouse, waiting for his partner’s signal. The instant he saw it, he slipped behind his two targets, effectively cutting them off from the safety of the castle grounds. And he did so silently, careful not to give away his position until he was close enough to strike. In a matter of seconds, he had cut the distance to twenty feet.

				Then fifteen.

				Then ten.

				As he narrowed the gap to five feet, his focus shifted to the makeshift weapon he held in his hand. Plucked from the nearby shore, the stone was brown and jagged and stained with mud.

				A moment later, it was covered in blood.

				The doctor fell at once, unconscious before he even hit the ground. His skull shattered by the blow, his ribs fractured from the fall. Yet neither injury proved fatal. Minutes would pass before the doctor would take his final breath, his lifeless body dragged into the depths of the cold lake where he would eventually drown—punishment for the role he had played in the charade.

				In the meantime, the assassin had more important things to worry about. Before leaving the royal palace in Munich, he had been given an assignment unlike any other. Two tasks that he needed to complete before he returned home. Two tasks that would rescue his kingdom from financial ruin and ensure its future for decades to come. Two tasks that would not be easy.

				Get Ludwig to talk, and then silence him forever.
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				PRESENT DAY
WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 15

				Bavarian Alps, Germany

				(61 miles southwest of Munich)

				Klaus Becker stood perfectly still, careful not to attract attention as he eyed his mark from his concealed perch in a nearby tree. Some less-experienced gunmen would have used military-grade optics to guarantee a killshot from this range, but what was the challenge in that? To him, if his prey didn’t have a sporting chance, Becker wanted no part of the fight.

				That was the code he lived by, the one his father had taught him.

				The one he hoped to teach his kids someday.

				Unfortunately, that day would never come because he would soon be dead.

				Unaware of his impending fate, the forty-year-old cocked his head to the side and squinted as he stared down the barrel of his rifle. Suddenly, the world around him blurred and the only thing that mattered was the mammoth target that had roamed into his field of fire. Weighing over six hundred pounds, the Russian boar had two deadly tusks that were nearly twelve inches in length. Highly intelligent and often cantankerous, wild boars were common in central Europe, but they rarely reached this size. Only mature males in the harshest of climates ever grew so large, which was the main reason that Becker had traveled here for a few days of hunting.

				He wanted his shot at some sizable game.

				The snowcapped peak of Zugspitze, the highest mountain in Germany, could be seen to the west. It was part of the Bavarian Alps, which stretched across the region like a massive wall and formed a natural border with Austria to the south. The rugged peak could be climbed via several different routes from the valley below, the one that cradled the town of Grainau, but none of the trails interested Becker. As an experienced hunter, he knew Russian boars would forage for food in the thick groves below the timberline—the highest elevation where trees and vegetation are capable of growing—so he positioned himself in the middle of the forest, far from the hiking trails and far from any interlopers.

				Out here, it was Becker against the boar.

				Just like he had hoped for.

				After taking a deep breath, Becker made a slight adjustment to his aim and then pulled his trigger. Thunder exploded from the barrel of his Mauser M98 hunting rifle as the stock recoiled against his shoulder. A split second later, the boar squealed in agony as the 9.3 × 64mm bullet entered its left flank and burrowed deep into its lung. Remarkably, the boar remained standing. Without delay, its survival instincts kicked into flight mode. Since the gun blast had come from its left, the boar bolted quickly to its right, disappearing into the undergrowth that covered the forest floor.

				“Scheiße!” Becker cursed as he jumped out of his tree stand.

				To kill his prey, he would have to track it on foot.

				Following the blood trail, Becker moved with alacrity. Despite their girth, boars weren’t fat like domestic pigs and were surprisingly fast—able to reach speeds of more than fifteen miles per hour. Carrying a rifle and dressed in camouflage, Becker couldn’t even travel that fast on a bicycle. Still, given the amount of blood he found on the hillside, he knew this was a race he would eventually win.

				With every beat of the boar’s heart, it was a little bit closer to dying.

				And Becker wanted to be the reason it did.

				Five minutes later, he caught up with the wounded boar in a natural cul-de-sac, formed by the steep incline of the mountain and a pile of fallen rocks and trees. Years of experience had taught Becker about the dangers of injured animals, especially when they were trapped. He knew if they felt threatened, they would attack with every bit of strength they had left. And since Becker didn’t want to get run over by a six-hundred-pound bowling bowl with sharp tusks, he stopped a safe distance from his target and raised his rifle to finish the job.

				“Steady,” he whispered in German. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

				The boar snorted loudly and focused its beady eyes on Becker while a soft growl steadily grew from deep inside its throat. Sensing what was about to happen, the boar decided to get aggressive. Suddenly, without warning, it lowered its head and charged forward, reaching its top speed in only a few steps. Becker expected as much and adjusted his aim, compensating for the boar’s pace and the shrinking distance to his quarry. Without flinching or jumping out of the way, Becker calmly pulled the trigger, confident that he wouldn’t miss.

				Fortunately for him, his aim was true.

				The bullet tore through the boar’s skull and plowed through its brain, killing it instantly. One moment it was charging at Becker, the next it was skidding to a halt on its belly—as if someone had turned off its power via remote control. Just to be safe, Becker fired a second shot into its brain before he approached his prey for a closer look.

				Although he had seen plenty of Russian boars in hunting magazines, the pictures didn’t do the animal justice. This beast was huge. Coated in thick brown fur with stiff bristles, it had a large snout, sharp tusks, and a muscular torso. Becker walked around it twice, poking it with his rifle, making sure it was truly dead. The last thing he wanted was to be gored by an animal on its deathbed. He quickly realized that wouldn’t be a problem with this boar.

				Finally able to relax, Becker laid his weapon off to the side and touched the boar with his bare hands. There was something about a fresh kill—when the body was still warm and the blood had not yet dried—that satisfied something deep inside Becker, a primal urge that had been embedded in his DNA by long-lost ancestors who had hunted for food, not sport. Whether it was the adrenaline rush from the chase or the power he felt when he ended a life, hunting was the only time he truly felt alive.

				Ironically, it was the thing that led to his death.

				The first time Becker heard the noise, he didn’t know what it was. He paused for a moment, scanning the terrain, making sure that another animal hadn’t smelled the blood and come looking for a meal. He knew these mountains had wolves and bears and a number of other creatures that would love to sink their teeth into a fresh chunk of meat—whether that meat came from a boar or a hunter. Either way, Becker was ready to defend his turf.

				But he wasn’t ready for this.

				Before he could run, or jump, or react in any way, the unthinkable happened. A loud crack emerged from the ground beneath his feet and the earth suddenly opened. Becker fell first, plunging deep into the man-made cavern under the forest floor. He was followed by dirt, debris, and finally the boar. If the order had been reversed, Becker would have lived to tell the tale with nothing more than a few cuts and bruises, because the massive boar would have cushioned his fall. But sometimes the universe has a wicked sense of humor, a way of correcting wrongs in the most ironic ways possible, and that’s what happened in this case.

				A split second after Becker hit the ground, the boar landed on top of him.

				Two tusks followed by six hundred pounds of meat.

				If Becker had survived his fall, his discovery would have made him a wealthy man and a hero in his native Germany. But because of his death, several more people would lose their lives as the rest of the world scrambled to discover what had been hidden in the Bavarian Alps and forgotten by time.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				2
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				SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18

				Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

				Thirty feet below the surface of the Ohio River, the man probed the riverbed, hoping to find the object before a lack of oxygen forced him to ascend. He had been scouring the rocks for more than four minutes, which was a remarkable length of time to be submerged without air—especially considering the adverse conditions of the waterway.

				Thanks to a midweek thunderstorm that had caused minor flooding in the region, the current was unusually swift. It tugged on his shoulders like an invisible specter. To remain in place, he had to swim hard, his arms and legs pumping like pistons. Eventually, all of his movement stirred up the sediment around him, turning the bottom of the river into a murky mess.

				One moment it was as clear as vodka; the next it looked like beer.

				Equipped with goggles that barely helped, he probed the silt for anything shiny. He found an empty can and a few coins but not the object he was looking for. Yet he didn’t get frustrated. If anything, his lack of success sharpened his focus and made him more determined. This was a trait he had possessed since childhood, an unwavering spirit that kept him going when lesser men would quit. A quality that had lifted him to the top of his profession.

				A trait that made him dangerous.

				In the darkness behind him, something large brushed against his feet. He turned quickly and searched for a suspect. Weighing over twenty pounds and nearly three feet in length, the channel catfish had four pairs of barbels near its nostrils that looked like whiskers. Known for its ugliness and indiscriminate appetite, the catfish swam next to him for several seconds before it darted away. All the while he wondered if the fish had swallowed the sunken treasure and was simply there to taunt him. During his years in the Special Forces, he had heard so many fish stories from Navy personnel that he didn’t know what to believe. Even if only one percent of them were true, then anything was possible underwater.

				No longer distracted by the catfish, he continued his search. From the burning in his lungs, he knew he had less than a minute before he would have to surface—and he refused to do so empty-handed. With a powerful kick, he propelled himself closer to the riverbed, careful not to scrape himself on the rocks that dotted the terrain. Then, using his boat’s anchor as a starting point, he allowed the current to push him downriver for a few seconds so he could gauge its strength. Since it was strong enough to move him, a 240-pound man, there was no telling how far it might have moved the artifact. Ten feet? Twenty feet? Maybe even fifty?

				Or would its size and shape prevent it from being affected at all?

				From experience he knew weapons sank fairly straight, regardless of the force of the river. Drop a gun or knife in a body of water, and it would sink directly to the bottom—even in a strong current. But something this small? He had no idea where it would land or what it would do when it got there.

				In the end, all he could do was guess and hope for the best.

				Careful not to stir up more sediment as he coasted along, he let the river guide him, hoping it would lead him in the right direction, praying it would take him to the treasure. With every passing second, his lungs burned more and more until it felt like he had inhaled a flame.

				Time was running out, and he knew it.

				If he didn’t give up now, he would soon be dead.

				Reluctantly, he tucked his legs underneath him, ready to launch himself from the riverbed, when he felt something metallic under his foot. Without looking, he reached down and grabbed it, then propelled himself toward the world above. Time seemed to stand still as he stroked and kicked his way through the murky water, unsure where he was or how far he had to go until he reached the river’s surface. The instant he did, he gasped for air, filling his lungs with breath after breath until the burning subsided. Until he knew he would survive.

				Then, and only then, did he notice the world around him.

				The city of Pittsburgh to his east. The football stadium to the north.

				And the crowded boat that had waited for his return.

				“So?” someone asked. “Did you find it?”

				Too tired to speak, Jonathon Payne simply nodded and lifted the lost bottle opener over his head. The instant he did, the partygoers erupted—not only would they be able to open the remaining cases of beer, but most of them had wagered on the success of his mission.

				“Shit!” shouted David Jones, who had lost big money on his best friend. Although DJ had served with Payne in the military and knew what he was capable of, he didn’t think anyone could find such a small object on his first dive into the murky river. “Hold up! Let me see it.”

				Payne swam slowly to the boat and handed it to Jones. “Please don’t drop it again.”

				“What do you mean again? I didn’t drop it the first time.”

				“Well, someone did, and it happened on your watch.”

				“My watch? Why is it my watch? It’s your boat.”

				Payne used the dive ladder on the back of his yacht to climb out of the water. Per tradition, he threw a party on the last weekend of summer to commemorate the end of the boating season. After today, his boat would be dry-docked for the cold months ahead.

				“As captain of this vessel, I’m putting you in charge of the bottle opener.”

				Jones handed him a towel. “And what if I decline?”

				“Then you’re in charge of cleanup.”

				“Screw that! I don’t do garbage. I’ll guard this opener with my life.”

				“Yeah,” Payne grunted, “I had a feeling you’d say that.”

				To the outside world, the two of them didn’t appear to have much in common, but that had more to do with their looks than anything else. Payne was a hulking six-foot-four. Muscles stacked upon muscles, his white skin littered with bullet holes and stab wounds, his brown hair perfectly disheveled. He had the look of a gridiron legend, an ex-athlete who had lived his life to the fullest but still had more worlds to conquer. Born with a silver spoon in his mouth, he decided to sharpen the handle and use it as a weapon, serving several years in the military until his grandfather died and left him controlling interest of his family’s corporation.

				Unfortunately, he had been craving adventure ever since.

				Jones, too, was an adrenaline junkie, but he looked more like an office clerk than an officer. Known for his brain instead of his brawn, he possessed the wiry build of a track star, someone who could run a marathon without breaking a sweat but wouldn’t stand out in a crowd. Although his mocha skin and soft facial features made him look delicate, Jones was lethal on the battlefield, having completed the same military training as Payne.

				In fact, the two of them used to lead the MANIACs, an elite Special Forces unit composed of the top soldiers from the Marines, Army, Navy, Intelligence, Air Force, and Coast Guard. Whether it was personnel recovery, unconventional warfare, or counterguerrilla sabotage, the MANIACs were the best of the best. The boogeymen no one talked about. The government’s secret weapon. And even though they had retired a few years earlier, the duo was still deadly. “By the way,” Jones said, “I heard your phone ringing when you were underwater. What a fabulous ringtone. Is that a Menudo song?”

				Payne growled and shook his head in frustration. A few weeks earlier, someone had figured out a way to change the ringtone on Payne’s phone through a wireless connection. No matter what Payne did to stop it—including purchasing a new phone and even changing his number—the culprit kept uploading the most embarrassing ringtones possible. Apparently, the latest was a song from Menudo, the Puerto Rican boy band that had launched many pop stars.

				“Did you answer it?” Payne asked, confident that Jones was guilty.

				Jones laughed. “Of course not. I’d never touch your phone.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				3
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				The city of Pittsburgh sits at the confluence of three rivers, which helps explain why there are more bridges (446) in Pittsburgh than any other city in the world—including the previous record holder, Venice, Italy. From the deck of Greek Gold, Payne could see the Allegheny River to the north and the Monongahela River to the south. The two waterways converged near the giant fountain at Point State Park. It marked the beginning of the Ohio River and was a popular gathering place for people of all ages, especially in the summertime.

				As a teenager, Payne used to visit the park with his grandfather, who had founded Payne Industries and built its headquarters across the river atop scenic Mount Washington. Despite his duties, his grandfather managed to find the time to raise Jon after Payne’s parents died in a car crash. Back in those days, when the steel industry was still the driving force of the local economy and the rivers were way too filthy to swim in, they used to play catch along the water’s edge, not too far from old Three Rivers Stadium. Now when Payne gazed at the revitalized North Shore, he saw two of the most scenic ballparks in all of sports, the Carnegie Science Center, a World War II submarine (the USS Requin), and the newly opened Rivers Casino.

				No wonder a national poll named Pittsburgh the most livable city in America.

				Still wet from his swim, Payne slowly made his way through the boisterous crowd, receiving hearty congratulations as he passed. Half of the people were from work—mostly lower-level staff from Payne Industries who were being rewarded for their performance. The other half were business contacts and their guests. Payne was a generous host and got along with just about everybody, yet he rarely felt like he belonged. Except for Jones, there was no one on board he thought of as his friend. He was equal parts upper class and blue collar but felt stuck between the two worlds, unable to fully connect with either of them. Not that he was complaining. Payne loved his life and realized how good he had it. Nevertheless, there was a part of him that longed for what he had given up to run his family’s company.

				The action, the adventure, the threat of danger.

				Everything missing from his current life.

				Glancing at his cell phone, Payne noticed the missed call had come from an unlisted number. Based on experience, he knew it was probably someone from his former life. Business contacts, especially those calling the chairman of the board of a major corporation, wanted their numbers to be recognized in case he was screening his calls. But that wasn’t the case with military personnel—particularly the operatives Payne had met in the MANIACs.

				They were more concerned with protecting information than supplying it.

				“Who was it?” Jones asked.

				Payne shrugged and typed in the passcode that unlocked his phone. “I don’t know. It came from a restricted number.”

				Jones arched an eyebrow. “Maybe it was Ricky Martin.”

				Payne ignored the Menudo reference and checked his voice mail.

				“Not even a smile? Come on, man. That was funny.”

				Payne plugged his ear and turned away, trying to hear his message. Behind him, the party raged on louder than it should. Music thumping from his speakers. People laughing and dancing and blowing off steam. Tiny waves lapping against the sides of his boat while his best friend yapped in his ear. Despite it all, he heard the message. Years of training had honed his focus.

				“This is Kaiser,” said the voice. “Call me A-SAP.”

				No wasted words. No wasted syllables.

				Call me as soon as possible.

				Payne swore under his breath. This wasn’t good news. It couldn’t be.

				If Kaiser was calling, something bad had happened.

				Payne and Jones had known Kaiser for a decade, but didn’t really know him.

				Not his real name. Or where he lived. Or if he had a family.

				But if they needed anything from the black market, he was the man to contact.

				According to legend, he was an ex–supply sergeant who had retired from the U.S. Army when he realized he could make a lot more money on his own. He started his operation in Germany near the Kaiserslautern Military Community, the largest U.S. military community outside the continental United States. Known as K-Town, it houses nearly fifty thousand people. Originally, he catered to these displaced men and women, providing simple things from home that they couldn’t get on their own. Food, clothes, movies, books—all at a fair price.

				Then the Internet came along and competed for his business, forcing him to dabble in other things: weapons, smuggling, and phony IDs. Pretty much everything except drugs.

				Over the years, Payne and Jones had done so much business with Kaiser that he eventually invited them to dinner to show his appreciation. In his line of work, face-to-face meetings were a rarity, but Kaiser knew if either man wanted to track him down, they could do it within a week. Not because he was sloppy or failed to take precautions, but because Payne and Jones were that good at their jobs. He figured, if they could find and eliminate terrorist strongholds in the mountains of Afghanistan, then they certainly could locate him in Germany.

				With that in mind, he did whatever he could to stay on their good side.

				But up until now, he had never called them in America.

				Jones noticed the concern on Payne’s face. “What’s wrong?”

				“Nothing’s wrong.”

				“Are you sure?”

				“Not really.”

				Jones lowered his voice to a whisper. “Who was it?”

				Payne subconsciously glanced over his shoulder. “Kaiser.”

				“Kaiser? Was he returning a call of yours?”

				“Nope.”

				“Then something’s wrong. Kaiser wouldn’t call unless something’s wrong.”

				“Not necessarily. Maybe he’s in the States and wants to grab dinner.”

				Jones grimaced. “Did he say he wants to grab dinner?”

				“Not in so many words.”

				“Then what did he say?”

				Payne cleared his throat. “This is Kaiser. Call me A-SAP.”

				“Good Lord! Someone’s dead.”

				Payne couldn’t help but laugh. “Relax, princess. We don’t know that.”

				“Speak for yourself. I can tell. Someone’s dead.”

				“Here’s a thought. Why don’t I call him before you panic?”

				“I’m not panicking. I’m predicting.”

				“Well, it sounds like you’re panicking.”

				“Come on, Jon. You know me better than that. If anything, I’m excited about the possibilities. Watching you swim for kitchenware isn’t exactly rousing.”

				“That’s funny. I don’t remember you volunteering for the job.”

				“That’s because I don’t drink and dive.”

				Payne smiled at the pun. “Touché.”

				“And even if I did, there’s no way I was going to jump in that water. Let’s face it: You’re gonna smell like fish for the rest of the weekend.”

				Payne smelled the towel draped around his neck. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

				Jones shook his head. “Let’s put it this way. You’re a good-looking billionaire and no women have flirted with you since your return. What does that tell you?”

				“It tells me that you think I’m good-looking.”

				“What? That’s not what I meant.”

				“So what are you saying? It was a Freudian slip?”

				“No, Jon. My point is that you smell.”

				“Compared to normal?”

				“Exactly.”

				Payne pressed the issue. “In other words, you usually like the way I smell.”

				“What?”

				“You think I’m a good-looking, good-smelling guy.”

				“Stop it! Quit putting words in my mouth.”

				“Dude, I’m not putting anything in your mouth.”

				Jones blushed, worried that some of the other guests might have overheard the comment. At first he was going to speak up and defend himself, then he thought better of it. No matter what he said, it was going to be taken out of context and used against him. So he stood there, silent, waiting for Payne to let him off the ropes. But Payne wasn’t done throwing verbal jabs.

				“What’s wrong, DJ? Did I embarrass you? Or are you jealous?”

				“Jealous? Of what?”

				“That another guy phoned me. I swear we’re just friends.”

				Jones laughed to himself, surprised that Payne was still busting his balls. Normally, Jones was the childish one in their friendship, always joking at inappropriate times, and Payne was the adult. The sudden role reversal made Jones wonder if his friend had stayed underwater a little too long.

				“On that note,” Jones said, “I’m going to get a drink.”

				Payne smiled in victory but couldn’t resist a knockout blow. “I think we’re out of daiquiris. But if you’d like, we can probably get a pink umbrella for your beer.”
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				Despite groans of protest from his guests, Payne lowered the volume on his stereo—low enough to return Kaiser’s call, yet loud enough to prevent eavesdroppers—then strolled to the far end of his boat. Some people might have viewed him as paranoid, but not Jones. Years of experience had taught them the value of secrecy. One of their superiors at the Pentagon used to say “the smallest of leaks can sink the biggest of ships,” and they knew this to be true.

				In their world, small leaks were often plugged with bullets.

				Using his encrypted cell phone, Payne dialed 0-1-1, followed by the country code for Germany, and then Kaiser’s number. A few seconds later, he was chatting with the man who ran the largest black-market network in all of Europe.

				“Thanks for getting back to me so quickly,” Kaiser said. “I wasn’t sure if a man of your stature would return a call from someone like me.”

				Payne smiled. “Why wouldn’t I? I talk to assholes all the time. Including DJ.”

				Kaiser laughed loudly. Very few people had the guts to tease him, and even fewer had permission to do so. Payne was one of the chosen few. “How long has it been? Two, maybe three years?”

				“Gosh, I hope not. Otherwise, we’re both getting old.”

				“In my line of work, there is no old. Only alive and dead.”

				“Damn, Kaiser, how depressing! And you wonder why I never call?”

				Kaiser grinned, glad their rapport hadn’t diminished over time. If it had, he wouldn’t have revealed the real reason for his call. “So tell me, how’s the corporate world?”

				“Boring as hell. How about you? How’s the... um... concierge business?”

				“Lucrative.”

				“Even in a recession?”

				“Especially in a recession.”

				“Good to know,” Payne said, although he wasn’t the least bit surprised.

				“What about DJ? How’s he doing?”

				Payne glanced at Jones, who was sipping a beer while sitting nearby. “Right now he’s working on his tan. I can put him on if you’d like.”

				“Actually,” Kaiser said, “can I speak to both of you at once? That might be easier.”

				“Not a problem. Let me put you on hold and call his cell. We can do one of those ménage à call things.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“You know, a three-way call.”

				Kaiser laughed at the term. “Now, that’s funny. I’ll have to remember that.”

				“Trust me, they’re hard to forget,” Payne joked as he put Kaiser on hold.

				Jones looked at him, confused. “So, what did he want?”

				Payne shrugged. “I don’t know yet. He wants to talk to both of us.”

				“About what?”

				“No idea. But he seems in good spirits. I doubt it’s anything major.”

				“Bet you a buck that someone died.”

				Payne smiled. “A whole dollar? Are you sure you can afford that?”

				“Fine! Let’s make it a hundred. That way I can use your money to pay off all the bets I lost on your swim. I think there’s some justice in that.”

				“Let’s see if I got this straight: You’re using gambling to settle your gambling debts? Sounds foolproof to me.”

				Jones feigned indignation. “Give me a break, Jon. It’s not like I need an intervention. In fact, I’ll bet you twenty bucks I don’t have a gambling problem.”

				Payne laughed as he dialed Jones’s number. “Just answer your phone so we can talk to Kaiser. I’m curious about his call.”

				A moment later, the three of them were catching up on old times.

				Kaiser said, “If I remember correctly, the last time we met was before your trip to Greece. It seems your journey paid off handsomely.”

				“Yeah,” Jones said from a boat named after that adventure, “you could say that.”

				While helping an American student stranded in Russia, Payne and Jones had found themselves tangled in a global conspiracy that involved assassins, Spartans, and several dead monks. At the heart of their adventure were a lost relic from Ancient Greece and more treasure than anyone could spend in a lifetime. Although they discovered it, Payne and Jones weren’t allowed to claim it as their own due to government intervention and international law. However, the countries involved gave them a finder’s fee that had more digits than a sheikh had wives.

				Needless to say, it made headlines around the world.

				“Looking back on it,” Kaiser asked, “which was more thrilling: hunting for the treasure or getting the reward?”

				“The hunt,” Payne blurted. “Definitely the hunt. No question about it.”

				Jones argued from his chair. “Easy for you to say. You were rich already.”

				Payne smiled. “That’s a very good point.”

				“Does that mean you disagree?” Kaiser wondered.

				“Not really,” Jones admitted. “I simply like mocking Jon.”

				“In other words, you loved the hunt, too?”

				Jones nodded. “You could say that.”

				“Great! I’m glad to hear it.”

				Payne paused in thought, wondering where this was headed.“Okay, Kaiser. Enough with the foreplay. What’s going on?”

				“Yeah,” Jones said, “did someone die?”

				“Did someone die?” Kaiser echoed. “Why would you ask that?”

				“No real reason. Just a hunch.”

				“Well,” he said, searching for an appropriate response, “someone did die, but his death was fortuitous.”

				“Not for him,” Payne observed.

				“True, but it was for us.”

				Jones grinned in victory. “I couldn’t agree more.”

				Kaiser sensed he was missing something—perhaps an inside joke—but didn’t take the time to ask. He knew a fortune might be at stake, and the clock was already ticking. “Out of curiosity, have either of you been to Munich?”

				“Munich?” they asked in unison.

				“Yes. The capital of Bavaria.”

				Payne shook his head. “Can’t say that I have.”

				“Me neither.”

				Kaiser continued. “It’s a wonderful city, perhaps my favorite in all of Germany. There’s an interesting mix of old and new, and the weisswurst is simply delicious.”

				“The what worst?” Jones said.

				“The weisswurst,” he repeated. “It’s white sausage. A Bavarian specialty.”

				Payne and Jones tried not to laugh, which took a lot of effort from them. The last time they had dined with Kaiser, he had spent half the meal professing his love of sausage. The man had dozens of rivals in central Europe, yet the odds were pretty good a heart attack would kill him before one of his adversaries. And in between bites of meat, he had admitted as much.

				“Before you start listing ingredients and cooking times, I’d like to back up a little bit. Tell us more about the guy who died,” Payne demanded.

				Kaiser answered cryptically. “I’d prefer not to mention any details over the phone. However, let me assure you that I wasn’t involved in his death—if that’s what you’re wondering.”

				“And yet his death benefits us. I believe that’s how you phrased it.”

				“Yes, I did. And yes, it does.”

				“Care to explain?” Payne asked.

				“I’d love to, but not over the phone. For additional details, you need to come here.”

				“Where’s here?” Jones wondered.

				“Munich. I thought that was pretty clear.”

				Payne laughed. “Nothing about this conversation has been clear.”

				Kaiser considered the remark, then nodded. “Perhaps not. But I assure you there’s a reason for my caution. The fewer people who know about this, the better.”

				“Well, you’re doing a great job. Because we’ve been chatting for five minutes, and neither of us has any idea what you’re talking about.”

				Kaiser paused, searching for a different angle. “Jon, do you trust me? If so, come to Munich. I promise it will be worth your time.”

				Payne shook his head. “Actually, Kaiser, it’s you who needs to trust us. If you’re not willing to give us some basics, there’s no way we’re getting involved. So far, all we know is someone died and you love weisswurst. And that’s not a lot to go on.”

				Sensing some tension, Jones reentered the conversation. “Speaking of weisswurst, leave it to Germans to invent a white sausage. What kind of racist bullshit is that?”

				Kaiser laughed. Softly at first, and then much louder. After a while, it became apparent that he wasn’t laughing at Jones. He was laughing at himself. “You’re right, Jon. Obviously, you’re right. I called you out of the blue and asked for too much trust in return. If the roles had been reversed, I would have bucked as well.”

				Kaiser took a deep breath, hoping to start anew. “Tell me, what would you like to know?”

				“Let’s start with the basics. Why did you call us?”

				“Why? Because you’re the only guys I know who have experience in this field.”

				“Really? What field is that?”

				Kaiser smiled as he answered. “Buried treasure.”
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