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Prologue

Munich, Germany

5 August 1922

The five-cylinder, blood-red Megola motorcycle carved an erratic path through the narrow cobbled streets in Munich’s old town, weaving through the early evening traffic as though it were standing still, heading directly for the Hofbräuhaus beer hall on Platzl 9. The young student on board was in a hurry and for most of the journey kept the hand throttle fully depressed, maintaining the machine’s top speed of fifty-three miles per hour. Thirty minutes earlier he’d received news from his technical college that he’d successfully graduated, achieving an honours degree in agriculture, and he was eager to celebrate with his friends.

The infamous drinking establishment was a magnet for right-wing students and members of the National Socialist German Workers Party, commonly known as Nazis. Although he hadn’t yet signed up, the twenty-one-year-old student shared many of the controversial views of the party’s charismatic leader, Adolf Hitler, especially those on antisemitism, and was seriously contemplating joining the fascist organisation.

As soon as he reached his destination he parked up and ran inside, forcing his way through large clusters of drunken revellers spilling out on to the street. He made his way upstairs, navigating the rear congested staircase which led to an alcove on the first floor, where he knew a small group of his college friends would already be drinking copious amounts of beer. He wasn’t used to alcohol and, four hours later, found himself lying on a filthy threadbare mattress on the floor of a dingy basement studio flat, wrapped firmly in the arms of a young blonde girl, whose naked limbs entwined him like a ravenous anaconda. As he stared into her liquid blue eyes, he’d no recollection of their meeting and his instincts screamed at him to get the hell out. Those feelings of extreme anxiety melted away as soon as she leaned forward to gently caress him on the lips, before lightly pulling away to whisper in his ear. Her voice was like a purr and the silky tone made his entire body tingle.

‘You were a virgin, I can tell. How was it for you?’

A deep wave of embarrassment engulfed him, and he closed his eyes, desperately trying to recall anything of the previous few hours. He glanced around the room looking for clues but none were forthcoming.

‘I don’t know. I can’t remember. What’s your name? How did I get here?’

Her lips parted slightly to reveal an intoxicating smile.

‘My darling, you only had to stumble down a few steps. We’re in the bowels of the Hofbräuhaus. I’m a waitress here and this cesspit comes with the job. My name is Franka. What’s yours?’

He peered at her through his rimless pince-nez glasses, remarkably still in place, which he mused was something of a miracle. The entire episode was entirely out of character, and he cursed his friends who’d persuaded him to switch from beer to Schnapps. At twenty-one, he’d no intention of getting involved in a romantic relationship. He was a young man with serious political ambitions who had far bigger fish to fry. He managed a fake half-smile as he replied to her question.

‘My name is Heinrich …’

Franka burst into a sudden bout of teasing laughter.

‘My God, were you named after a prince?’

His smile morphed into a frown.

‘Actually, I was. Prince Heinrich of Bavaria to be precise. My father was a schoolteacher and tutored him when he was a boy.’

He spoke so earnestly the young waitress had no doubt he was telling the truth.

Forty weeks later to the day, Franka gave birth to a healthy girl but, being only twenty-four, unmarried and only just surviving on a waitress’s income, she’d little choice but to hand her over to a protestant orphanage on the outskirts of the city.

Heinrich hadn’t seen or spoken to Franka since that first night but had heard about the pregnancy through the grapevine and tracked his baby girl’s progress all the way to the orphanage. He kept the birth a secret from his family and friends but vowed that as soon as he achieved wealth and political power, he’d make up for his unconscionable behaviour and his little princess would grow up to be proud of her father.




Chapter One

Buenos Aires, Argentina

October 2024

It was just after three in the morning when the second prisoner broke his vow of silence. The man known as Manuel made the decision to talk after being shown a short video of the mutilated body of his brother, who’d embraced torture and certain death rather than give up any information. Manuel knew he’d no stomach to match his sibling’s bravery, so compliance was his only option.

The interrogator shot a look at the CCTV camera mounted on the low ceiling and gave an almost imperceptible nod. In a small shadowy area directly outside the makeshift cell his employer caught the gesture on a twenty-inch black and white monitor. He rose from his stool and moved towards an arch-shaped solid oak door, grabbing hold of the end of the giant iron bolt which secured it. He heaved it sideways through its rusty mechanism and fully applied his bodyweight to the door, which slowly creaked open.

Moments later, the stocky bull of a man entered the dimly lit cell and surveyed the scene. He allowed a malevolent smile to break out on his lips as he glared at the pathetic figure slumped in the far corner of the room, his hands tied by black leather restraints to the back of a steel chair, cemented to the floor. His head was bowed in a gesture of submission and the beads of sweat dripping from his forehead were those of unbridled fear, rather than heat.

The man running the interrogation bent down over the dejected figure and grabbed a fistful of oily hair in his right hand, yanking the prisoner’s head upwards until the two men’s eyes were barely inches apart. When he spoke, his voice was a sinister whisper.

‘Manuel, I’ve only two questions for you and I’m sure you know exactly what they are. But just in case you’ve memory failure, I’ll ask you once again. Who did you pass the USB drive over to and where is it now?’




Chapter Two

Buenos Aires, Argentina

Twenty-four hours earlier

Chief Inspector Nicolas Vargas of the Buenos Aires police department was enjoying a beer in El Alamo, the only sports bar in the city centre showing the live US basketball game his old friend, Troy Hembury, was desperate to watch. The former LAPD police lieutenant, who’d flown in on the red-eye from Washington, was a huge fan of the LA Clippers who were playing a top-of-the-table grudge match against the Boston Celtics. Hembury had travelled to Buenos Aires for a two-week break and was staying as Vargas’s house guest at his apartment in the fashionable Recoleta neighbourhood, in the north of the sprawling city.

The two men were huddled together in a small red leather circular booth, waiting for the live transmission to start. In many ways they were far closer than brothers, having forged an unbreakable relationship working on several heart-stopping cases that had generated headlines across the world. They’d also created a remarkable alliance with senior figures inside Mossad and the FBI, helping their respective governments’ intelligence agencies combat two international terrorist attacks in the Middle East.

The news-making history they’d been part of generating wasn’t important to either of them, especially Hembury. He was living on borrowed time, thanks to the grade 3 tumour buried deep inside his brain. It was being kept at bay by a drug currently undergoing clinical trials on patients like him: people who had a death sentence hanging over them and nothing to lose. But, despite all that, the former police lieutenant was a dedicated fitness freak who worked out seven days a week, making him a difficult man to age. His unlined square-shaped face, sharp jawline and six-one muscular frame looked as though they’d been built from a set of ebony Lego bricks.

Vargas was also deeply troubled but for completely different reasons. Although he was in his early fifties, he’d been a widower for almost fifteen years and had never come to terms with the tragic loss of his wife at the age of just thirty-three. However, unlike Hembury, the drug that kept him alive wasn’t synthetic; it was an unrelenting barrage of work, which filled his every waking moment and helped preserve his sanity.

Despite his mental scarring, Vargas remained a striking-looking man whose olive-skinned chiselled features were crowned by a thick mop of chestnut brown hair, slightly frosted at the sides, and his deep-set caramel eyes sat above a classic Roman nose, framed by a set of high-angled cheekbones.

Hembury was the first African American to be appointed Director of Internal Security at the White House and reported directly to the president. At sixty-three, he was ten years older than his friend and just eighteen months away from retirement. He relished the prospect, if only his body could somehow see off the brain tumour.

‘Less than two years to go, Nic. If the drugs hold up, then it’s just me, my tropical fish, and twenty-four hours a day of ESPN sports.’

Vargas’s response was laden with scepticism.

‘I’ll give you three months with your feet up and, as soon as your beloved team starts losing, you’ll be itching to come back.’

Hembury smiled and was about to reply when two servers, laden with trays, approached their corner booth, just as the game was about to start. The enormous food platters covered almost every inch of the round wooden table and heaved with a banquet of ribs, chicken wings, corn, pickles and fries. Vargas burst into laughter as his friend dived into the ribs.

‘Christ, Troy, we could feed the entire Clippers team with this feast. What happened to your healthy eating regime?’

Hembury demolished some pork ribs and wiped the barbeque sauce off his lips with a napkin.

‘Don’t worry, I’m still on it, but basketball brings out my primitive urges and …’

Hembury never got to finish his sentence as his attention was grabbed by a young man bursting into the bar like a tornado and coming to a sudden stop, his eyes darting around like a pair of manic pinballs, until they settled on Vargas. After a moment of recognition, he headed towards the detective whose right hand instinctively dropped to the Glock 17 holstered across his chest.

The stranger was in his late twenties, dark-skinned with liquorice black hair, which was badly overgrown and formed a seamless join with his dark beard that was slightly better groomed. His hazel brown eyes were panicked with fear and his body was vibrating like a cheap washing machine as he slowly peeled open his left hand, revealing a small blue USB drive.

‘Chief Inspector, you’re the Nazi hunter, right? The policeman who exposed Hitler’s grandson?’

Vargas grimaced as the stranger made the questions sound like an accolade.

‘What do you want with me?’

‘Take this drive and share it with your colleagues, it has the names … the names of Die Spinne.’

Before Vargas could respond, the man grabbed his hand, thrusting the USB drive into it, and made to leave.

‘Who are you?’

The stranger stopped for a beat and half-turned to face the chief inspector.

‘I’m known as Manuel …’




Chapter Three

Buenos Aires, Argentina

The platters of food remained untouched. Vargas and Hembury only lasted until the first timeout of the basketball game before curiosity got the better of them. The chief inspector glanced down at the USB drive clenched in his fist. The potential secrets it contained proved an unbearable distraction to the pair who quickly lost interest in the outcome of the match. As Vargas touched his Mastercard to the wireless terminal offered by the server, Hembury looked up from his cell and took a final glance at the giant wall-mounted LED screen just as the Clippers’ captain landed a neat three-pointer. He angled his cell towards Vargas, so he could see the screen. It displayed a literal translation of the two German words spoken by the stranger. The Argentine detective’s brow knitted.

‘I’ve always hated spiders.’

* * *

The pair hardly exchanged a word on the short Uber ride back to Vargas’s apartment. As soon as they entered, Hembury grabbed a couple of Peronis from the fridge, while his friend fired up his MacBook and cleared the breakfast bar to create a makeshift workstation in the open-plan kitchen. They sat next to each other on wooden stools as Vargas inserted the mysterious drive into his laptop and, moments later, clicked on a desktop folder which revealed five files. Four were named by continent – Australia, Europe, North and South America, while the fifth was identified by the letters HH, which were capitalised.

Both men studied the screen before the Argentine glanced across at his friend, whose face wore a quizzical smile.

‘Might as well start on home turf?’

Vargas double-clicked on the file entitled South America, hoping it would open and it duly obliged, revealing a word document. Another click and two short lines of text appeared. Each one displayed two sets of symbols with a space in between. For a moment Vargas assumed they were names as Manuel had claimed but, on closer inspection, nothing made sense. The heavily encrypted text included a mix of random keyboard characters alongside several unrecognisable icons.

Hembury edged closer to the screen, focusing in on the top line.

‘This reads more like a mathematical equation than a name.’

Vargas checked through the other three files named as continents with similar results: each contained two lines of incomprehensible text.

‘They could be absolutely anything, but I’d hazard a guess we’ve got ourselves eight names that have been heavily encrypted in case the drive falls into the wrong hands.’

Hembury took a swig from his green beer bottle and nodded in agreement.

‘Well, guess what? Someone’s worst nightmare is about to come true. Let’s send this baby to our friend in Washington.’

* * *

The stellar cast of the Metropolitan Opera Company at the Lincoln Center on the Upper West Side of Manhattan were performing to a sold-out black-tie audience attending a charity event in aid of the Nelson Mandela Children’s Fund. The concert featured Tannhäuser, Wagner’s 1845 three-act classic and, sitting high up in the gods in the cheap seats, was the deputy director of the FBI. Mike Berrettini was a second-generation Italian who kept his passion for opera well under wraps from most of his friends and colleagues. It was undoubtedly the most innocent secret he kept logged away in his computer-like brain and, as the seventy-four-strong choir, along with the principals on stage, boomed out the final aria, he concluded the three hundred dollars he’d paid to a dodgy website for his ticket had been well worth the gamble.

Berrettini wasn’t an imposing-looking man in the physical sense and was therefore easy to underestimate. His short portly frame carried over two stone in excess weight and his swarthy rotund face carried at least two chins, camouflaged by an unkempt black beard peppered with grey intruders. However, the FBI deputy director was a mental giant, a brilliant strategist with one of the sharpest intellects in the Bureau.

He’d left his cell on silent throughout the concert but felt the familiar vibration of a WhatsApp land. He tried to ignore it, but curiosity got the better of him and rather than wait until the curtain call, he slid the cell out of his jacket pocket. The brief message from Vargas was intriguing.

Mike, a USB drive containing encrypted files has come my way. Might be nothing but can you give me a safe log-in at the Bureau to upload to. Call when free and I’ll give you some context.

Berrettini cursed his own work ethic as he punched in a reply, much to the annoyance of the audience members sitting either side of him.

Give me five and I’ll call you back.

As the cast bellowed out the final refrain he rose from his seat and made a swift exit, just beating the standing ovation which he knew was seconds away. Less than a minute later he was striding down Ninth Avenue, heading south, with his cell jammed to his ear.

‘Okay, Nic, fill me in …’

Five thousand miles away, Vargas switched his mobile to speaker and placed it between himself and Hembury. During the next ten minutes he brought the FBI man up to speed on the events of the previous few hours. Berrettini used the time to head over towards Moynihan Train Hall where he was due to catch the overnighter back to Washington.

‘Guys, as you said, this could be something or nothing. Use the log-in I’ll send you and let’s catch up sometime tomorrow after my tech guys have looked at the files.’

As he crossed West 33rd Street, heading for the station entrance, he glanced down at his watch.

‘Right now, I’m in New York and I’ve got to run to grab the night train to D.C.’

Hembury couldn’t resist jumping in with a jibe.

‘Christ, Mike, that’s a hell of a long way to go for a date …’

Berrettini pursed his lips, his spare hand fishing for the return train ticket buried somewhere in his jacket pocket.

‘No such luck. Business, guys, just boring business.’

The FBI deputy director ended the call and dashed inside the station hub, having successfully protected another precious secret.




Chapter Four

Washington D.C., United States

The following morning, Berrettini was back behind his desk inside the J. Edgar Hoover building at 935 Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington D.C. His small subterranean office occupied a tiny footprint within the 2,800,000-square-foot labyrinth of safe rooms, corridors and data areas which formed the nucleus of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. From the street, the structure appeared to be just eight storeys tall, but there were another three hidden below ground, which was where Berrettini liked to be: unseen and undetectable by the outside world.

He was totally absorbed in the three-page report his senior analysts had prepared for him, following the partial decoding of the files Vargas had emailed over the previous night. As he flicked though the papers, he held the black folder containing them as though it were a stick of dynamite and once he’d digested the contents, reached for his cell to punch in a WhatsApp message to Vargas.

Nic, you’re booked on the Copa Airlines flight this afternoon to D.C. I’ll clear some leave with your chief. Plenty to discuss regarding our eight-legged friend.

Buenos Aires was only an hour ahead of Washington and the local time was just after nine in the morning when Vargas received the message. He was enjoying a continental breakfast with Hembury in a local coffee house and immediately shared the WhatsApp with his friend. Hembury’s mouth broke into an amused grin as he read it.

‘So much for my holiday break. Turns out you’re going to be staying with me instead.’

Vargas demolished the remains of a warm croissant and nodded towards one of the servers to request the bill.

‘Yep, can’t wait to get reacquainted with your tropical fish collection – hope the boys are okay?’

Hembury gulped down his latte as both men stood to leave.

‘All fit and well. Plus a few newbies since you last visited.’

Vargas let out a fake groan.

‘Let’s get back and sort ourselves out and then head to the airport’.

* * *

It took the pair less than five minutes to walk back to the chief inspector’s apartment block and, as they headed up the stairs, Vargas stopped dead in his tracks. His front door was slightly ajar. Closer inspection showed the lock had been forced and the mechanism was clearly damaged which explained why it wouldn’t close. He gestured silently towards Hembury, who instantly picked up on the cue and nodded his understanding. Vargas stealthily opened his jacket to indicate to Hembury his chest holster was empty. His Glock 17 pistol was locked away in his desk drawer.

The men moved in lockstep towards the front door and Vargas gently edged it open, glancing through the gap he’d created. Two bedroom doors off the small interior hallway were wide open and he could see through to the open-plan kitchen, which looked as though it had been hit by a small hurricane. For a second, he couldn’t hear anything untoward from inside but then, as he eased the door open further, it created a tiny grinding noise.

Moments later a shadowy figure leapt out of the main bedroom at speed and turned left, instantly making eye contact with Vargas, who was now totally exposed standing in the open doorway. The intruder was a young, slim Asian woman, dressed from head to toe in black. Her face was milk-white, and her coal-black hair was cut short, creating a slightly masculine appearance. She had a cruel mouth, if there was such a thing and, as her dark brown eyes focused in on Vargas, he could sense they showed no sign of fear, just raw hatred and excitement.

She knifed him with a glare before snatching the real thing from her rear pocket: a mother-of-pearl-handled switch blade which she wielded with the confidence of an orchestra conductor waving a baton. Vargas moved forward and stepped to his left, allowing Hembury to instantly fill the void. The intruder held her ground for a moment, taking on board the new odds. Unfazed by the turn of events she sprang forward with the prowess of a king cobra, her knife slashing through the air like a venomous tongue. Her rapid movements took both men by surprise and although they were wary of the knife, they both made a grab for her. Remarkably she slithered between them and seconds later exited the front door of the building at warp speed.

The confrontation lasted less than three seconds and it was only after the assailant had gone Vargas realised he’d been hurt. Her knife had sliced a three-inch cut on the inside of his left arm, which was leaking blood on to the white oak floorboards in the hallway. Initially the adrenaline had masked the pain, but now it stung like an attack from a hundred-strong army of angry hornets, and he wasted no time sourcing a small towel to wrap around the open wound, while Hembury called 107.

In the ten minutes it took for the ambulance to arrive, Vargas established the USB drive, which had been locked away in his gun drawer had disappeared, although the Glock and two packs of 9mm rounds were still in place.
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