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CNN VETERAN KITTY PILGRIM returns with her second novel featuring the beautiful young oceanographer Cordelia Stapleton and the dashing, urbane archaeologist John Sinclair.


Set in the international art world, The Stolen Chalice takes readers across the globe. Bombings, kidnappings, and Sinclair’s old love conspire against the couple as they search for valuable Egyptian art.





The black-tie gala at the Metropolitan Museum of Art promises to be a star-studded evening. Cordelia Stapleton and John Sinclair have flown in from Alexandria, Egypt, to help celebrate ancient Greek, Roman, and Egyptian culture with New York’s elite. The influential crowd of artists, collectors, scientists, and New York society dine and dance at the museum’s historic Temple of Dendur, unaware that terrorists are planning to attack. Fortunately, museum security and police stop the terrorists, but the evening is a disaster.


The next morning, Cordelia and Sinclair learn that an art theft ring struck New York while they were at the museum. All over the city, pieces of Egyptian art have been stolen. Ted VerPlanck—a pillar of New York society whom Cordelia met the night before—discovers that his penthouse apartment was robbed and the legendary Sardonyx Cup, an ancient Egyptian chalice, is missing. Ted asks John Sinclair to help him recover his precious artifact.


Despite Cordelia’s objections, Sinclair calls on his old flame the Egyptologist Dr. Holly Graham to help find the chalice. They discover the stolen art is being sold on the black market to fund an international terrorist group. The group’s leader, a sinister Egyptian anarchist, and his aristocratic British partner, Lady Xandra Sommerset, are planning a biological-weapon attack to topple the major governments of the world.


Aided by British and American security forces, Sinclair sets out to find the missing art, which holds clues to where and when the attack will take place. Pieces of stolen art are scattered around the world. The action moves from a sprawling ranch in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, to a castle on Scotland’s rugged coastline, a beautiful two-hundred-foot yacht in the Mediterranean, the mysterious canals of Venice, the premier beach resort of Sharm el-Sheikh, and ultimately Cairo. Romance sizzles as Sinclair, Cordelia, and Holly Graham are caught in a love triangle, distracted by their emotions, and unknowingly moving closer to mortal danger.


Superstition and science meet head-on. And one question remains unanswered—does the Sardonyx Cup have special powers?






ADVANCE PRAISE FOR THE STOLEN CHALICE


    “The perfect summer read—a roller-coaster ride of suspense, adventure, action, and glamour, speeding the reader to the most romantic spots in the world, full of fascinating facts, ingenious plots, and satisfying conclusions.” —NANCY THAYER, AUTHOR OF SUMMER BREEZE


    “A riveting novel of love, adventure, and international intrigue—deftly plotted.”
—DAWN TRIPP, AUTHOR OF GAME OF SECRETS


    PRAISE FOR THE EXPLORER’S CODE


    “Masterful . . . sure to appeal to fans of iris Johansen and Sandra Brown.”
—BOOKLIST


“Fast-paced with roller-coaster ups and downs.”
—NANCY GRACE, HEADLINE NEWS ANCHOR


“A rollicking good read . . . Guaranteed to leave you chilled, breathless, and demanding a sequel!”
—MARTIN SAVIDGE, CNN INTERNATIONAL CORRESPONDENT


    http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RXYbjlJGFrk


CLICK FOR AN EXCLUSIVE BEHIND-THE-BOOK VIDEO
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AWARD-WINNING CNN CORRESPONDENT AND ANCHOR KITTY PILGRIM traveled to the farthest reaches of the world on assignment. Now, after twenty-four years as a broadcast journalist, Kitty has taken on an exciting new assignment, writing novels. Pilgrim is active in international affairs as a member of the Council on Foreign Relations and is a full member of the historic Explorers Club, which is dedicated to field research and exploration. She lives in New York City and in Rhinecliff, New York.


Visit her website, www.kittypilgrim.com.
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To my mother, Nan




All men dream: but not equally. Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds wake in the day to find that it was vanity: but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they may act their dream with open eyes, to make it possible.


—T. E. Lawrence, The Seven Pillars of Wisdom


When the plague visits Egypt, it is generally in the spring; and the disease is most severe in the period of the Khamsin.


—Edward William Lane, An Account of the Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians, 1860




THE STOLEN CHALICE




East Seventy-Seventh Street, New York


THE BLACK MERCEDES CLS 550 stopped in front of the Mark Hotel on East Seventy-Seventh Street and the doorman rushed out to open the passenger door. In the fraction of a second it took John Sinclair to step out of the limousine, time collapsed. It had been five years since he last stood in this exact spot, but it seemed like yesterday, with one important difference—life had vastly improved, thanks to Cordelia Stapleton.


He turned to help Cordelia from the car, lacing his fingers through hers, as she surveyed the quiet Upper East Side neighborhood. The canopy of the Mark Hotel was before her, and golden, fan-shaped ginkgo leaves whirled down in the autumn breeze.


“I can’t believe we’re actually here!” she said, her green eyes lighting up with excitement.


“I know I put up some resistance about coming to this gala,” Sinclair admitted, “but now I’m actually looking forward to it.”


The Ancient Civilizations Ball was the most glamorous event of the fall social season. International celebrities and New York society people mingled with the elite of the art and antiquities world. Sinclair’s attendance was sure to generate a buzz. He was a celebrated archaeologist and had discovered more ancient sites than anyone since Howard Carter, the legendary explorer who found King Tut’s tomb.


As Sinclair entered the hotel, the desk manager looked up.


“Welcome back, Mr. Sinclair! So nice to see you again.”


“How are you, Bernie? It’s been entirely too long. I’d like you to meet Cordelia Stapleton.”


“Miss Stapleton, delighted! No need to register, I have your information. What time would you like the hotel car to pick you up this evening?”


“Seven-thirty would be fine,” Sinclair said, checking his watch.


The manager walked with them to the elevator, reached in, and punched the button for the tenth floor. As it ascended, Sinclair watched the lights—3, 4, 5—and then turned to Cordelia.


“I’m so glad you’re here with me, Delia,” he said, using her childhood nickname.


She gave him a look that lingered for another two floors. Then he moved decisively, pulling her toward him. She melted into his chest, pressing her cheek against his white shirt. He bent down and kissed her until the chime of the elevator registered in his brain and she pulled away.


“I’ll get the bags settled and then we can continue our . . . conversation,” Sinclair said as he followed the uniformed bellman into the bedroom of the suite.


Cordelia watched his broad shoulders retreat down the hall and turned to survey the living room—tastefully decorated in shades of pale gold. On the bar, an ice bucket held Veuve Clicquot and Badoit mineral water. Out the window, skyscrapers glowed silver against the evening sky.


“John, you should look at this view!” she called.


All was silent, only the air conditioner was whirring.


“John?”


No answer. She entered the bedroom and found Sinclair asleep, fully clothed. He was a gorgeous sight, stretched out in his elegant Savile Row suit. There was a formal stateliness to his position—flat on his back, arms at his sides—as if he were an ancient pharaoh lying on a bier. His face was still deeply tanned from the expedition to Egypt, a contrast to the white pillowcase. Sinclair had strong features, classically handsome, but with a rugged appearance that spoke of sun and sand, and a life spent outdoors.


Careful not to disturb him, Cordelia tiptoed over to her suitcase. The zipper made a tearing sound and he stirred.


“I drifted off,” he said sleepily.


“Sorry, I need to hang up my dress.”


Sinclair rolled on his side and propped his head up.


“Care to join me?” He patted the bed next to him. “I know a great cure for jet lag. You’ll feel like a new woman.”


His eyes were dancing, and a smile played around his lips.


“I’m so tired, I might not get up again,” she demurred.


“What’s that over there on the desk?” he asked.


Cordelia hung up her gown and then walked over to a huge vase of white lilies wrapped in glistening cellophane. She pulled off the card and read it aloud.


“Dear Delia, Have a great time at the gala. Love, Jim Gardiner.”


“He really does spoil you,” Sinclair observed.


“He always did,” she agreed, walking toward the bathroom. “I think there’s time for a nice soak before we go out.”


The bath was palatial—a large, footed tub and his-and-her marble sinks.


“Ohhh . . . they have my favorite ginseng bubble bath!” she called back to him, seizing the Molton Brown bottle.


“Is that tub big enough for two?” she heard him ask from the bedroom.


“Of course.”


She turned on the tap, undressed, pinned up her hair, and slipped in, feeling the warm water slide over her limbs. Sinclair appeared in the doorway, holding the bottle of champagne and two flute glasses. His tie was pulled loose and his shoes were off.


“May I join you?”




Long Island City, Queens, New York


THE WORKING-CLASS NEIGHBORHOOD was a few miles away from the gleaming luxury of Manhattan. Decades ago this had been a respectable place to live. Now the family row houses were dilapidated and streaked with grime, and vacant lots were interspersed with industrial warehouses.


Vojtech threw his cigarette to the curb, picked up his bag, and walked over to the dented steel door of Fantastic Fetes.


“You’re late!” the catering manager yelled at him. “You were supposed to be in the van five minutes ago!”


The manager’s florid neck undulated with rage.


Vojtech felt the cold metal grip of his pistol in his canvas coat. As he pulled the weapon out, it caught on the pocket. He tugged the barrel free and pointed it at the catering manager.


His hand shook a bit. But the boss didn’t see that—his eyes were on the gun, bulging with fear.


Vojtech squeezed the trigger. The recoil was as satisfying as sexual release. The bullet entered the man’s open mouth at an angle, severing the carotid artery. A pinkish mist flecked the wall where the bullet had passed through his throat. Then blood spurted out, spraying sticky red.


Vojtech watched fascinated at the way the blood pooled on the steel counter and ran off in rivulets to the floor. Bright red. A faint copper scent permeated the room.


“Didn’t you hear me?” the man shouted at him again. “Don’t just stand there staring at me. Get going . . .”


Vojtech quelled his fantasy. The pistol was not in his hand or pocket. It was still in his duffel bag on the floor.


“Sorry.” Vojtech ducked his head.


“Cut the bullshit! Find your jacket and get your ass into the truck. They’re waiting for you.”


Vojtech shuffled out, carrying his nylon bag. He went to the laundry room and selected a medium-size waiter’s jacket and a white shirt encased in dry cleaner’s plastic. Fantastic Fetes always insisted on sartorial perfection. The only items Vojtech had to supply were dark pants and black shoes. He carried them in his duffel along with the pistol.


He picked up his bag and went out to the parking lot to join the other waiters, sitting down between Juan and Jose. On the opposite bench were Vlad, Chongli, and Miguel. They all glared at him. Jumpy as cats—none of them were legal.


The truck took off as soon as he climbed in. He checked his watch. In forty-five minutes they’d be standing in the catering kitchen at the Metropolitan Museum, and everything would be in place for the attack.




1010 Fifth Avenue, New York


IN HIS PENTHOUSE apartment, Theodore Stuart VerPlanck parted the drapes and looked across the street at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The neoclassical facade was lit up, the pale columns glowing against the darkening sky. A red carpet flowed down the broad steps. Huge silk banners rippled in the wind for tonight’s gala: ANCIENT CIVILIZATIONS—ART—WAR—CULTURE.


He watched a convoy of television satellite trucks and news vans pull up to the curb. The entrance to the museum would soon be cluttered with camera crews preparing to report on “the event of the season.” As co-chairman of the gala, VerPlanck had spent considerable time and energy making sure tonight would be a success.


The First Lady of the United States was the guest of honor. But the tabloids were more interested in Lady Xandra Sommerset, or Lady X, as they called her—a British royal and an international party girl.


“Is there anything else, sir?”


VerPlanck dropped the heavy damask curtain back into place and turned to see his butler hovering in the doorway.


“No, thank you. I’ll be leaving shortly.”


“Very good, sir. I’ve already locked the doors to the terrace.”


“Have a pleasant evening, Clark.”


The butler noiselessly shut the library door. VerPlanck looked out the window again. A long line of black limos had formed on Fifth Avenue, discharging passengers in front of the Met. The gala was starting.


VerPlanck’s wife, Tipper, had promised to be back by seven, but she was still at a cocktail party downtown. Apparently Tribeca was her new Mecca—she spent all her time there.


He adjusted his cufflinks and glanced down at subtly etched initials—TSV—Theodore Stuart VerPlanck. The Dutch VerPlancks were one of the oldest families in America, setting foot on American soil in 1632. But Tipper had turned the family name into a public joke.


She was a tabloid disaster, constantly in the gossip pages. It had taken years for Ted to admit that his wife was addicted to drugs and alcohol. He had done everything he could, even accompanying her to a fancy rehabilitation clinic.


Six months ago, with bloodshot eyes, she had promised him she was finished with drugs. She would live a more respectable life. And now she was late for the most important gala of the season.




15 Desbrosses Street, Tribeca, New York


TIPPER VERPLANCK TOOK a sip of her San Pellegrino and looked around the cocktail party celebrating Conrad’s movie release. The überstylish loft took up the entire floor of an old factory building. The apartment had been decorated with a simplicity that telegraphed enormous expense—black leather couches, a slate floor strewn with colorful antique kilim rugs.


Conrad was slouching against the enormous picture window, holding a cigarette away from his body as if to avoid the fumes. Tipper watched him take a drag, barely inhaling. It was totally preposterous to smoke like that—as if you didn’t like it.


Several admirers were grouped around him talking about Samurai Princess, his directorial triumph. Conrad, clad in black jeans and red suede skateboard shoes, played the sensitive artist well.


This was the place to be tonight, and not that dreary gala uptown at the Met. But she couldn’t stay. Tipper walked over and slid her hand around his waist. Conrad put his lips to her ear and spoke seductively.


“Don’t go, Tipper.”


She could feel his breath on her skin.


“Connie, I have to.”


“Nobody will miss you.”


He looked at her with a smoldering gaze.


“My husband would miss me. We’re seated with the First Lady, and I promised I’d be on time.”




Brooklyn Museum of Art, Brooklyn


IN THE CONSERVATION wing of the museum, the large worktables were covered with muslin to protect the artifacts that were undergoing repair. This evening, all of the museum staff had already left. Only the corner office was brightly lit.


Carter Wallace paused in Dr. Hollis Graham’s doorway to observe her. The electronic glow of the computer screen highlighted her blond hair. It was so late! Shouldn’t she be home, getting dressed for the Met gala?


“Holly, what are you doing still sitting here?”


Startled, she looked up at him.


“Oh, Carter, come on in and take a look at this.”


He ambled in and leaned over her shoulder.


The black-and-white image on the computer screen was clearly a human form. To a layman, it would appear to be a medical X-ray. But an Egyptologist would know this was a computer-aided tomography (CAT) scan of a mummy. Every bone of the desiccated corpse was visible.


“What’s this dark patch?” Carter asked, pointing to a shadowy area on the skull.


“It’s clearly a fissure,” Holly noted. “Except look here, the opening is larger at the top.”


“So what do you figure happened?”


“I don’t know, but I’d hate to think someone killed him.”


She leaned back in her chair and pulled out the number-two pencil she had wound into her chignon. Her hair tumbled in gorgeous disarray. Carter’s breath caught in his throat. She had absolutely no idea of the effect she had on him.


“Anything else you want to show me?” Carter asked, forcing himself to look back at the computer screen.


Holly advanced to an image of the cartouche. The stucco casing of the coffin was painted deep red, with gold details. This was a rare “red shroud” mummy. His bandages had been infused with a lead-based red pigment, favored by people of high rank during the Roman occupation of Egypt.


“Roman period?” Carter asked.


It was an easy guess. The exterior of the coffin had a portrait of the deceased attached to it, typical of that period.


“Yes, Fayoum region. Isn’t he beautiful?”


Holly moved the mouse, and the arrow traveled across the encaustic painted face, zooming in on the eyes of the young man. He was ruggedly handsome, with a head of black curls and a gold-leaf laurel crown on his head.


“Artemidorus,” Carter read the Greek lettering, painted in gold across the stucco casing of the coffin.


“He’s on loan from the British Museum.”


“Yeah, I figured. I never saw him downstairs.”


Carter knew every mummy in the climate-controlled vault. Their coffins were aligned in rows, like patients in hospital beds, painted eyes staring up at the ceiling. A real cross section of Egyptian-Roman society—young men, matrons, officials, and even children.


“Do the Brits know the skull is damaged?” Carter asked.


“No. We just found out. I hate to tell them. I feel . . . like it’s somehow my fault.”


Carter laughed.


“No need to go all maternal on us. His skull was cracked a couple of centuries ago.”


Carter looked at his watch.


“Say, aren’t you going to the Met gala tonight?”


She turned and looked out the darkened window. The streetlights were on.


“Oh, my gosh!”


“You’d better get a move on,” he said, starting toward the door. “I’ll see you there. I think our table is thirty-five.”


“I hope I get there in time. Traffic is going to be a nightmare with the First Lady coming.”




The Mark Hotel,
East Seventy-Seventh Street, New York


JOHN SINCLAIR KNOTTED his black silk necktie and smoothed it down under his collar. Most of the time he wore his clothes with casual indifference, but tonight, with Cordelia on his arm, he had made a special effort.


For the black-tie gala, he was breaking tradition by not wearing a conventional tuxedo and bow tie but, rather, a black velvet dinner jacket. Sinclair, with his lean, six-foot-four-inch physique, carried it off with the confidence that comes to a man who spent his time in the natural elements.


Sinclair had rejected the traditional patent-leather shoes that were normally worn with a tuxedo. Again, he went with something simple—black calfskin slip-ons made by Adriano Stefanelli, the same cobbler who supplied the Holy See with red shoes for the pope.


As a last touch, he fastened on the black crocodile band of a 24K dress watch. The wafer-thin timepiece was a legacy from his father, the founder of the global financial firm Sinclair International. That watch was the only thing of value Sinclair had ever accepted from his family. It served to remind him of how precious time was, and how important it was to live his own life.


Sinclair checked the length of his cuffs in the mirror. Tonight was going to be interesting. He hadn’t gone to one of these New York social events in quite some time. Life had been rough over the last fifteen years—first the death of his wife, then his estrangement from his parents and the move to Europe. Hopefully by now the New York crowd had forgotten the past. He was ready for the future.


Cordelia came to him in the mirror.


“John Sinclair,” she said with a smile. “I do believe you were preening just now.”


He turned to face her.


“Of course I was. I need to look my best if I am going to escort the prettiest girl to the ball. Shall we go?”




Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York


THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM chief of security couldn’t take his eyes off a wall of monitors. After a thirty-year career as an NYPD cop, he knew when something was wrong—like tonight.


But nothing turned up on the scans. A collection of fifty video screens rotated live pictures of all the rooms in the museum. He could also see heat-sensor silhouettes of the guards doing a last-minute security sweep.


During the evening, some galleries would be monitored only electronically. To hell with the Picassos! All manpower would be needed for protecting the First Lady. And she’d be moving among a crowd of a thousand people.


The Feds were supposed to help. All week the Secret Service and Immigration and Customs Enforcement had been collecting the Social Security numbers of the museum staff, checking for any criminal convictions. They had turned up a museum guard who had overstayed a visa from twenty years ago. Ridiculous! With all the real terrorist threats in this city, why were they wasting their time on some perfectly respectable Polish guy with three kids?


There was only one obvious flaw in the whole security setup for this evening. For the price of a thousand bucks, a terrorist could gain access to the First Lady simply by buying a ticket to the gala.
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Vojtech tried to delay getting out of the van as long as possible. The other waiters pushed past him, trailing their plastic-covered jackets. He finally stepped out and followed them as they made their way to the side entrance of the museum.


As he trudged along, Vojtech looked up at the imposing facade of the Met—a bastion of wealth and privilege. Even the traffic on Fifth Avenue appeared to be slowing down to pay respects.


He started to sweat, thinking about their plan. It was like acting in a play, and the performance was about to begin. The organization Common Dream had been planning to do something like this for months, yet nothing had happened. Their leader, Moustaffa, kept urging patience. But Vojtech had decided to take things into his own hands.


Why should they wait? Tonight he and two others would go ahead. It was important to prove that they were not passive. They were warriors.
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Vojtech stood nervously at the side entrance of the museum for an identity check. In front of him, a line of waiters and waitresses snaked out to the sidewalk as a uniformed museum security officer marked off names on a clipboard. With the cocktail hour approaching, everyone needed to get in quickly.


Here at the service door there was no dog to detect anything in Vojtech’s duffel bag. The police had posted their K-9 unit—dogs trained to detect explosives or ammunition—at the main entrance. The door also didn’t have an X-ray machine to check bags. Everyone entering here had been preregistered. This was going to be only a quick, perfunctory verification of ID.


A week ago, each caterer, florist, and service provider had given the authorities the names, Social Security numbers, addresses, and descriptions of their workers. Vojtech’s employer, Fantastic Fetes, had exhausted the ranks of its own family members in providing ID data for all its illegal workers.


“Name and last four digits of your Social?” the guard said to Juan.


“Salvio Manucci, 8256.”


“Next?” the security guard said to Vojtech.


Vojtech pointed to the name he had been assigned—Mario Manucci.


“7761,” he said.


The guard marked off his name without looking up.




Carlyle Hotel, New York


GAZING OUT THE window in her suite, Lady Xandra Sommerset noticed that traffic on Madison Avenue was at a standstill. It was much too early to leave; her wristwatch showed only 7:30 p.m.


She was planning to pull up to the curb several minutes after the other arrivals. That way, the TV crews could record her grand entrance—solo and dressed to kill.


Restless, Xandra slunk back across the suite and sank into an armchair. She untied the sash of her emerald green robe, allowing it to fall open. Underneath she was naked. Since childhood, her favorite outfit had been her birthday suit. The feel of fabric on her skin had always been irritating. Moustaffa once remarked that making her wear clothes was like dressing up a wild animal.


Xandra punched a button on her cell phone and someone immediately answered on the other end.


“Are you ready?” she asked.


“Good. Wait until activity is at its busiest, then go in,” she instructed.


She stayed on the line for a moment more.


“Very well, good luck.”


She pressed the disconnect button and began to pace, her silk robe billowing behind. Her eyes fell on the pale green box of Ladurée macarons on the sideboard. The French confections were her favorites, delivered that afternoon from the shop on Madison Avenue. Xandra pulled off the lid, selected a pale green pistachio meringue, and bit into the crust, releasing ganache onto her tongue. It was heaven! She dropped the rest of it into her mouth and chewed, looking at her reflection in the mirror.


A large pair of topaz gold eyes gazed back at her, heavy-lidded and tilted up slightly at the corners—the eyes of a lion. At least, that’s what her lovers always told her. When people noticed her eyes, she would lower her lids and blink at them slowly. Men would just stare, mouths agape. It was her favorite seduction trick.


Lady Xandra ran her hands through her dark hair, holding the strands this way and that. Was it too late to call the hotel salon and have someone come and arrange it in an elegant upsweep? She should have thought of that sooner. But there had been other things to plan.


She walked to the closet and took out a gown that resembled a kalasiris—the long, form-fitting ankle-length dress worn by women in ancient Egypt. In most tomb depictions, the garments were white. Her modern version was red pleated silk, with rows of gold beading around the neckline. Nobody else would have anything like it.


Tonight, she would also flaunt the stuffy conventions of the Fifth Avenue crowd in another way. Underneath the dress, she would not wear anything.
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Half an hour later, Lady Xandra Sommerset picked up her evening bag—inside was a comb, lipstick, cell phone, and small pocket mirror. She couldn’t risk taking the pistol with her. They’d be screening purses at the door.


Just as she was about to leave, the phone rang. She opened the bag and looked at the number. It was Moustaffa.


“Xandra, there’s a problem.”


“No. Everything’s all set.”


“Listen to me! They are going ahead with an attack plan of their own, instead of waiting for the one we have in place for Egypt.”


“Who would do that?”


“It’s Vojtech and two others,” Moustaffa said. “I’ve seen veiled references to it on the Internet.”


“That’s just talk. They ramble on like that all the time.”


“Well, it’s drawing attention.”


“They’d never dare act on their own. Besides, everyone in the organization knows Egypt is in three weeks.”


“But a reliable source told me they are planning something tonight, to prove themselves.”


Xandra paused to think, smoothing her eyebrow in the mirror.


“Vojtech always was a little wild,” she agreed. “But I don’t think he would have the nerve to preempt your plan.”


“I hope you’re right. If they take things into their own hands, they’ll screw everything up.”


“What can I do?”


“Keep your eyes open. If anything happens, just remember to get out quickly.”


“Moustaffa, once we have the art, I’m gone.”


“Good. Just put in an appearance, and then get out of there as fast as you can.”




Metropolitan Museum of Art


HOLLYWOOD-STYLE KLIEG LIGHTS scanned the night sky, and a red carpet ran up the steps to the columned portals of the museum. Several couples were making their way up as camera flashes went off all around them.


Cordelia and Sinclair got out of their limo and paused on the sidewalk.


“Can you believe this?” Cordelia asked, staring up at the billowing white-and-gold banners. “It’s incredible!”


Sinclair reached over and took her hand, his grasp warm and strong. He looked wonderful tonight, certainly as debonair as when she met him last year in Monaco. Cordelia hoped she was carrying off her floor-length strapless chiffon gown with equal style.


“Do I look all right?”


He turned to look at her, his expression astonished.


“What do you mean? You’re beautiful!”


“Well, I just spent the last four months in Egypt, roughing it. I feel like there’s still sand in my hair.”


Sinclair’s eyes traveled down her form, surveyed the deep red gown.


“You look like a goddess.”


She smiled. Typically, comparisons to Greek and Roman deities were his highest compliments.


“Shall we?” Sinclair started to ascend the steps. A wall of flashbulbs erupted. Reporters and photographers started shouting.


“Look this way!”


“Over here, miss . . . over here!”


A bright flash lit up the night, blinding Cordelia. There was a solid wall of lenses all the way up to the door.


“I can’t believe how many reporters there are,” she said, hesitating on the first step.


“Just look straight ahead and smile,” Sinclair coached. “And don’t stop until you hit the top.”
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Sinclair slowed his pace to accommodate Cordelia’s high heels. Her nervousness was apparent from the tight grip on his hand. The press were at it again, snapping away over on the other side of the black velvet cordon. It had been almost a year since he had faced their lenses in Europe.


Of course, that romance with Shari was an embarrassment now—but who could resist a gorgeous supermodel? They had been photographed constantly. The affair had ended in disaster. It was over, and he’d broken up with Shari, blaming the whole thing on high testosterone and bad judgment.


He had met Cordelia on the rebound. Who knew what fates had thrown her into his path, but it was the best thing that had ever happened to him. And he was eternally grateful to be here tonight, holding her hand as they climbed the steps of the Met.


He turned and looked at her. That flimsy gown she was wearing was beyond sexy. The pure silk chiffon flowed down the lines of her willowy body and billowed out behind her in the breeze. As he went up the stairs, he pictured the two of them later this evening, when they returned to the hotel, and that put a spring in his step.
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Dr. Holly Graham took a sip of her champagne and surveyed the fashionable crowd in the Greek and Roman Gallery. The Met invitation asked that women limit their choice of color to “Roman Legion red” or “Classical Greek white.” Everyone seemed to have gone for shades of crimson, but she wore white.


“Holly!”


She turned and saw Carter Wallace over the heads of the guests. Was it only an hour and a half ago that they had pored over the CAT scans of a mummy in her office? This was not the shaggy young Egyptologist she knew. His evening clothes were a vast improvement over that wooly Harris tweed blazer.


Objectively, most people might think Carter was handsome. He had broad shoulders and the strength of a former college football star. Usually that type didn’t appeal to her, but tonight he was transformed.


“Carter, I barely recognized you,” she teased.


“You look pretty glamorous yourself. . . . And as beautiful as ever.”


Nice compliment, but he couldn’t possibly mean it. Holly was too old for him by at least a decade. She didn’t kid herself. Her looks were fading. Fine lines were appearing around her eyes and her hair was turning darker.


In one way, maturity was good. Her appearance had often been a distraction to the men around her, especially when she was trying to establish her bona fides as a serious scholar.


She glanced around and her spirits rallied. Carter wasn’t exactly her idea of a hot date, but an evening like this didn’t come along very often—the champagne was flowing like water.


“Kind of a snazzy crowd, don’t you think?” she observed.


“It’s definitely above my pay grade,” he agreed, taking a flute from a passing tray. He smiled at her as he raised it.


“Cheers!”
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Dr. Carter Wallace watched Holly over the rim of his champagne glass. My God, she looked like a movie star tonight. He had suffered a raging crush on her for five years now. Although he dated other people, Holly was definitely his main fantasy.


That cool sophistication was irresistible. His pulse quickened whenever she was around. His feelings were not reciprocated, however. She had always relegated him to the status of junior colleague.


It was clear that she was conscious of their age difference. The tone of voice she used to address him could be condescending and infuriating.


It didn’t dissuade him, however. Most afternoons, he’d find an excuse to drop by her office. Sometimes he’d catch her eating her sandwich at her desk, a pencil stuck through her chignon, glasses halfway down her nose. He’d ask her questions to prolong the visit, and no matter how obscure the query was she always had a detailed and flawless answer. Inevitably, as she talked, his mind would drift, and he would start thinking about what it would be like to take her glasses off and lean over and kiss her.


Holly had a mind like a computer . . . and the full figure of a Greek goddess, especially tonight in that white dress. The graceful folds of the fabric had the simplicity of the classical statues all around her. The red lipstick was a nice touch. He had never seen her dressed up before. She really camouflaged her body in those cable-knit cardigans and slacks, but if she didn’t half the leches in the museum would be after her.


Including him. Not that he was a lech. His intentions were honorable. He just wanted . . . well, a respectable dinner date for a start. Not much to ask, was it?


Carter looked around. The gala was so crowded the waiters could barely navigate with their trays. He’d play it cool during cocktails and wait until dinner to lay on the charm. Then, during the dancing, he was planning on sweeping her off her feet.
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Vojtech passed through the Roman Gallery with a tray of stuffed grape leaves. He was invisible. As a waiter, he was merely an hors d’oeuvre opportunity for the guests.


He had an enormous sense of calm after speaking to the others and reviewing the timetable. Two other waiters were going to join him during the dessert course. And together the three of them would execute the plan.
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The Metropolitan gala was on the main floor, but the galleries upstairs were closed to the public. Charlie Hannifin climbed the empty service stairs to the American Painting section. The room was empty.


He pulled on a pair of latex gloves and took a strobe out of his pocket. He needed to land the puck-size device squarely in the center of the gallery to trigger the alarm. If he overshot, he couldn’t retrieve it or he would show up on the heat/motion sensors.


This called for a gentle lob. He took two steps back in the stairwell to give the toss some momentum, swung underhand, and then let it go. The spherical strobe arced through the air, landed, and rolled as slowly as a golf ball on the last green of the Masters Tournament. Right in the middle. Perfect. In ten minutes the alarm would go off.


Charlie peeled off the latex gloves and stuck them in the pocket of his tuxedo—he’d flush them down the toilet later. Right now he needed to get out of here. He quickly bolted down the interior stairwell and stepped out to the main lobby.


Two guards approached. Charlie flashed his gold-and-red security chit, but the board of directors lapel pin gave him the right to be anywhere on the premises.


“Everything all right, sir?” one of them asked.


“The elevator was busy, I had to take the stairs,” Charlie explained.


“It’s filled with cops,” the museum guard informed him.


“I’d rather have you guarding the paintings,” Charlie told them.


“Why’s that?”


“Those Nineteenth Precinct boys wouldn’t know a Pissarro from a pepperoni pizza.”


The guards smirked.


“Have a good night,” Charlie said. “Keep up the good work.”


“Yes, sir.”




1010 Fifth Avenue


TED VERPLANCK WALKED through his penthouse securing window fastenings and testing the brass handles on the French doors. It was better to keep the alarm system turned off. In all likelihood, Tipper would rush in to get dressed and would trigger it by accident. Then he’d have to spend half the night on the phone. Why was it that she could never get the hang of the security code?


As he walked through the living room, all the paintings glowed. Later this evening he would indulge in his cherished nocturnal ritual of enjoying each masterpiece as he shut off the lights.


His most prized possession, the famous Sardonyx Cup, was in a small alcove in the living room. He paused briefly to look at it. The cup had been carved from a single piece of the mineral sardonyx. Of all the precious stones, rust-colored sardonyx was the most prized in ancient Egypt—even more valuable than gold or silver; it was believed to have mystical powers that could eliminate evil forces.


Fragile and carved to a thinness that made it nearly transparent, the Sardonyx Cup had started as an Egyptian drinking vessel. Later, in medieval France, it had been turned into a gold chalice.


Over the ages, the Sardonyx Cup had generated a cultlike following. Both princes and popes had held it in their hands. A mere sip of communion wine from the cup at Mass was said to cure any disease.


A legend began. Most early Egyptian artifacts seemed to have curses attached to them. But this cup was considered a talisman, and bestowed great blessing on its owners.


That was why Ted VerPlanck cherished it. If the cup stayed right here in its niche in the living room, he believed nothing bad would ever happen to him.




Metropolitan Museum of Art


THE STEPS LEADING up to the museum were empty. All the cameramen were inside their TV vans, hunkered over their Subway sandwiches. It was time to chow down and kick back until the gala was over.


The reporter for Extravaganza Tonight was still on the sidewalk, rolling up his microphone cord. Disappointing. It looked like Lady X was a no-show, but this wasn’t the first time that the rumor of her attendance had proved to be false.


Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a lone figure sprinting across Fifth Avenue. It was the billionaire art collector Theodore Stuart VerPlanck. The famous mogul was late. VerPlanck hit the top step without a pause. Damn, that guy kept himself fit! At fifty-two, he had the spring of a twenty-year-old.


So where was the lovely Mrs. VerPlanck? Tipper was a lush and a pill popper. Ted defended his wife, insisting that her stint in Betty Ford had cleared up all that. But this reporter wasn’t buying it. He’d bet his press badge that Tipper had fallen off the wagon again.


Ted VerPlanck disappeared into the museum. That was probably the last arrival for the evening. Around midnight the camera crews would reassemble on the steps to catch the people leaving. What a dog’s life. Just once he’d like to drink the bubbly with the swells.


Another black sedan turned the corner onto Fifth and slowly pulled up to the curb. It wasn’t a hired town car but, rather, a chauffeur-driven sedan—a Maybach. This was someone.


“Tony, get this one on tape, pronto!” The videographer lifted the camera to his shoulder as he went.


Sure enough, a long, tanned leg emerged from the car, wearing a high-heeled gold sandal. Then a beautiful mane of hair appeared, followed by a bloodred dress. The reporter gasped in amazement when he realized who was getting out.


“Holy shit! It’s Lady X!”


This was the money shot—and brother, did she look like a million bucks tonight.


Lady X was fascinating. Her beauty came from her Egyptian mother. Her vast fortune came from her father—a British businessman who had the Midas touch with fish and chips. The Chippy’s logo, a jolly walrus, was an instantly recognizable road sign all over the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand. But in every fancy school she attended, Xandra had been made well aware that nothing was more common than fish and chips.


Then, in a social coup, Xandra had married Lord Sommerset, a cousin to the queen. His first wife had died while producing an heir. With the succession assured, the elderly Lord Sommerset was free to marry whomever he chose.


Xandra became his adored second wife. They were a surprisingly happy couple. British aristocracy was forced to turn a blind eye to what they considered to be Xandra’s mongrel pedigree. Secure in her position in society, Lady X was free to flaunt the conventions of the upper classes. She did so with a vengeance.


The tabloids loved her. She became their bankable celebrity. Every newspaper sold out if they put Xandra on the cover. Tonight, if rumors were correct, Xandra would be seated across from the First Lady of the United States.


“Lady X, this way please,” the reporter called.


She turned to look and slowly blinked her enormous amber eyes.
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At the south side of the museum, two uniformed NYPD officers walked up to the employees’ entrance. They were each carrying New York deli cups and paper bags with bagels. They flashed their badges through the window and the guard buzzed them in.


“Thanks a lot. We went out for coffee.”


“Yeah, I packed a sandwich,” said the security guard. “This thing won’t be over until midnight.”


“Well, hang in there.”


The four Secret Service agents didn’t deign to join in the chatter. Their eyes were glued to the glass-paneled door, as if waiting for an ambush.


The two cops drifted away, not speaking until they were out of earshot.


“Well, that was easy.”


“The more hectic things are, the easier it is.”


“How so?”


“On a night like this, nobody looks at two cops in plain sight. We’re part of the scenery.”
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Security Chief Tom McCarthy stared at the monitor. It was eight-thirty and the fire alarm was going off in the Portrait Gallery of the American Wing.


“Come with me,” he said to his computer guy. Yanni was not much backup, but nobody else was available.


McCarthy walked rapidly through the grand lobby and heaved his bulk up the grand staircase to the European and American Painting galleries. This area was off-limits and surveillance was by electronic camera only.


Sprinting through the labyrinth of corridors, McCarthy knew every hallway, every exhibit. He barreled into Room 14. The silent red bulbs of the fire alarm were flashing, tingeing the priceless paintings with a rosy tone.


But nothing was amiss. All the canvases on the walls were intact: the stately colonial portraits by Gilbert Stuart, the somber James McNeil Whistler figures, and the tender mother and child studies by Mary Cassatt.


At the far end was John Singer Sargent’s majestic life-size Portrait of Madame X, posed with her head angled away in profile. The artist had managed to capture her aristocratic hauteur. Only now her posture suggested she was irritated by the disruption in the gallery.


McCarthy stopped in astonishment. There was a light strobe on the floor, which must have set off the alarm. At the slightest sign of an increase in temperature, the sprinklers were supposed to come on. But they hadn’t. So clearly someone had wanted to trigger the alarm without damaging the paintings.


He lifted his radio to call the security control room.


“Turn off circuit six alarm, please.”


Yanni looked concerned.


“I wouldn’t do that, sir. That camera circuit covers five of the rooms along this corridor.”


“I am aware of that,” McCarthy said as he brushed him off. “This is a diversion, designed to get us worked up about something here while they hit another part of the museum.”


“I understand, sir, but it would leave you without any security in this section.”


Yanni stood there shaking his head at him for emphasis. His eyes were intensified by thick glasses and he looked like a bobble-head doll.


“They wouldn’t call attention to this gallery if they were going to steal something here. They would strike somewhere else,” he explained again.


“Oh, I see. That makes sense. You’re probably right,” Yanni agreed hastily.


“Of course I’m right. I didn’t spend thirty years in the department for nothing.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Now, get back downstairs. The First Lady is arriving in twenty minutes.”




1010 Fifth Avenue


MRS. TED VERPLANCK stood in front of her dressing-room mirror. Her evening gown was a crimson Carolina Herrera in heavy dupioni silk. The Harry Winston necklace was made of rubies and diamonds. She was back from the rehab clinic, and this town had better watch out!


A phrase ran through her head, advice her father had always given her.


“Never, never let anyone give you guff,” he would say.


Tipper’s father had been a brilliant businessman and the center of her universe. He was the one who came up with her nickname—Tipper.


When she was a toddler, her father used to sing “It’s a Long Way to Tipperary” over and over as they drove the snowy roads to their ski house in New Hampshire or to Lake Winnipesaukee in the summer.


“Sing Tipper again,” she would lisp as soon as he finished. He’d keep it up until she fell asleep. Then, at the end of the journey, he’d bundle her up in his arms and say, “Come on, Tipper, we’re here.”


The nickname stuck. He was still calling her that as he packed the little blue Alfa Romeo she drove to college.


“Bye, Tipper,” he had said, standing there, gaunt and riddled with cancer. She could still see him in her mind, waving as she drove away to Massachusetts. The memory still brought tears to her eyes.


That’s when she started drinking. It helped with the loneliness and pain, and had become a habit. Now, thirty years later, it was such a problem, the tabloids had rechristened her Tipsy. The ups and downs of Ted and Tipsy VerPlanck were fodder for the masses. Tipper sighed. They were always ready to dump on the billionaires in this town.


But tonight she’d show them. As her father said, she wasn’t going to take guff from anybody. And she was definitely staying off the booze.




Metropolitan Museum of Art


MET BOARD OF Directors member Charlie Hannifin was waiting by the circular information desk, dwarfed by a gigantic red flower arrangement. He made an unimposing figure—tuxedo jacket drooping off his shoulders, pant legs puddling into his shoes.


He saw Security Director Tom McCarthy walking through the lobby at a fast clip with his assistant, Yanni, trailing along after him. They bolted up the main staircase in the direction of the American Painting Gallery. The strobe light diversion was going as planned.


All around the entrance hall, large noisy groups of people were making their way to the Greek and Roman Gallery for predinner cocktails. Charlie stayed at the main desk—the perfect position for viewing incoming guests as they stopped to pick up their entrance cards.


Long tables had been set up for check-in; a gaggle of committee ladies were in charge. There was nothing better than a flock of sharp-eyed New York doyennes to screen the guests. You couldn’t buy that kind of security.


The museum had set up a ticketing system that was simple and effective. At check-in, each guest was quickly photographed and given a gold-and-red security card with a bar code. There were checkpoints all over the museum where the card had to be re-scanned. Without a card there was no way to enter the cocktail reception or the dinner. This system was as close to foolproof as they could get. Almost.


Hannifin’s operatives had already slipped through the employee entrance. Two ersatz police officers were making their way to the Egyptian Gallery to steal a king’s ransom of artifacts.
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