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Praise for Gold of Kings


“A smooth blend of romance, archeology, and murder mystery. With this adventure, Bunn should win another crown.”


—Publishers Weekly


“This is an excellent book—fast-moving with plenty of action, history, and geography. Read it.”


—Sacramento Book Review


“A riveting tale. From the first page it grips and doesn’t let go. Bunn absolutely gets it right! Gold of Kings is an irresistible blend of solid action and historical facts and superb characters and great intrigue.”


—Bob Marx, preeminent treasure hunter and author of The World’s Richest Wrecks


“Bunn delivers an exceptionally satisfying read . . . a tightly plotted thriller. The author’s thorough research raises the novel above mere genre. . . . Bunn’s narration often gratifies the reader with stylistic gems.”


—The Suspense Zone


“Rich in details and riveting in action and suspense, Gold of Kings is a story that could be featured on the evening news. Through the author’s masterful storytelling ability, readers will find every page a treasure.”


—Joyce Handzo, In the Library Reviews


“Gold of Kings is an edge-of-your-seat thriller, filled with false leads and nonstop action. A global treasure hunt.”


—Harriet Klausner, The Mystery Gazette


“I have absolutely devoured Gold of Kings! This story is a positive wonder of entertainment. An animated travelog mixed with superb characterizations and accomplished writing. A powerful, powerful piece of work.”


—Phyllis Tickle, bestselling author


“A fabulous tale . . . a thinking person’s Indiana Jones.”


—Hy Smith, former senior vice president, United International Pictures


“If you are a reader of Bunn’s electric thrillers, don’t miss this one. If for any reason you have missed his previous ones, this is a great place to start.”


—Janette Oke, bestselling author


“The subject and plotline are creative. Bunn does as well in the character and relationship departments as in the thriller elements. His villain summons a dread that you can’t put out of mind. A multinational puzzle.”


—Jules Brenner, Critical Mystery Tour


“Gold of Kings is the work of a master craftsman. Davis Bunn’s skill allows us to see and feel the dangerous and exotic places he guides us through. His characters are compelling, real, admirable, and memorable.”


—Ken Kuhlken, bestselling author of Midheaven


“Fans of The Da Vinci Code should queue up for this.”


—Susan Rife, Sarasota Herald Tribune


“Gold of Kings grips you on the first page and propels you through one of the great treasure hunts of all time. Both challenging and satisfying. A magnificent read.”


—Ted Baehr, President, Movieguide




What the Critics Say About Davis Bunn


“A feast of suspense. Highly recommended.”


—Library Journal


“Bunn’s dialogue is racehorse fast. The tale zips along without any lulls and has a nicely drawn good-versus-evil plot. . . . That’s some feat.”


—New York Post


“Bunn has comfortably made the transition to mainstream readers, and his popularity shows no sign of abating.”


—John Mort, Booklist


“Davis Bunn is making a name for himself in the suspense genre with each story he pens.”


—Sherri Myers, Romance Junkies


“T. Davis Bunn pens a page-turning thriller in a story about greed, ambition, love, and redemption. Readers who like a fast-paced story will surely enjoy this latest Bunn novel.”


—Chattanooga Times Free Press


“The writing is visual, with the imaginative yet precise descriptions of a seasoned writer. The key memorable attributes are grand settings and distinct characters.”


—Christian Retailing


“Outstanding! Exceptional!”


—Romantic Times (top pick of the month)


“An emotionally charged thriller.”


—The Call-Leader


“This clever mix of politics, morality, and high-tech suspense makes for a riveting thriller. Bunn obviously knows his stuff . . . a writer of excellent thrillers.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Superb writing . . . so well executed and plotted that it deserves consideration in a class by itself.”


—The Providence Journal


“Spellbinding.”


—NBC-TV


“The story is irresistible. Aside from the next morning’s demands, there’s little to stop the reader from going for an all-nighter. The story is edgy and compelling, and its realistic plot is close enough to recent headlines to keep you wondering whether Bunn himself will get sued, kidnapped, or worse.”


—Ganett News Service
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FROM THE CREST OF THE Herodium dig, Harry Bennett could look out and see three wars.


The isolated, cone-shaped hill rose two thousand feet over the Judean Desert. Herodium, the palace-fortress built by Herod the Great, had been erected on the site of his victory against the Parthians in 40 BCE. Herod had then served as king of Judea under his Roman masters, but he had been utterly despised by the Judeans. When Herod’s sons were finally vanquished, Herodium had been evacuated. Over the centuries, the city became a legend, its location a myth.


Modern excavations had begun in the sixties, only to be interrupted by wars and intifadas and disputes over jurisdiction. Harry Bennett was part of a group excavating the original palace fortress. The current project was supervised by a woman professor from the Sorbonne. She had fought for six years to gain the license, and nothing so minor as somebody else’s war was going to stop her work.


The volunteers came from a dozen nations, to dig and learn and bury themselves in history. Most were in their twenties and tried to keep up a brave face despite the rumbles of conflict and the brutal heat. The day Harry arrived at Herodium, three Scandinavian backpackers had perished hiking above the Ein Gedi National Forest. With water in their packs. Just felled by the ferocious heat.


And here Harry was, huddled under the relentless glare of that same deadly sun, using his trowel and his brush to scrape two thousand years of crud off a stone.


Officially Harry and the other volunteers were restricted to the dig and their hilltop camp. With Hamas missiles streaking the nighttime sky, none of the other unpaid staff were much interested in testing their boundaries. But twice each week the Sorbonne professor traveled to Jerusalem and delivered her finds to the ministry. When she departed that particular afternoon, Harry signaled to the Palestinian operating the forklift. Ten minutes later, they set off in Hassan’s decrepit pickup.


The angry wind blasting through his open window tasted of sand as dry as volcanic ash. Hassan followed the pitted track down an incline so steep Harry gripped the roof and propped one boot on the dashboard. He tried to ignore the swooping drop to his right by studying the horizon, which only heightened his sense of descending into danger. North and east rose the Golan hills and sixty years of struggle with Syria. Straight north was the Lebanese border, home to the Hezbollah hordes. To the southwest lay Gaza, provider of their nightly firework displays.


All West Bank digs were required to employ a certain number of locals. Hassan was one of the few who arrived on time, did an honest day’s work, and showed a keen interest in every new discovery. On Harry’s first day at the site, he had put the man down for a grave robber and a smuggler.


The West Bank was the richest area for artifacts in all Judea. There were thousands of sites, many dating from the Iron Age, others from the Roman era, and more still from Byzantium. Many sites remained undiscovered by archeologists but were well known to generations of Palestinians, who fiercely guarded their troves and passed the locations down from generation to generation.


Hassan’s former job wouldn’t have sat well with the Israeli authorities. But people like Hassan took the long view. Eventually things would settle down, and when they did, Hassan would return to his real trade. In the meantime, Hassan hid his profession from the Israeli authorities, lay low, and remained open to a little persuasion. In Harry’s case, that amounted to a thousand dollars.


They arrived in Hebron three hours later. The city crawled up the slopes of two hills and sprawled across a dull desert bowl. Entering Hebron around sunset, in the company of a Palestinian smuggler, was an act of total lunacy.


Harry Bennett wouldn’t have had it any other way.


Clustered on hilltops to the north of the old city rose the UN buildings, the university, and a huddle of government high-rises built with international relief funding. Other hills were dominated by Jewish settlements. These were rimmed by fences and wire and watchtowers that gleamed in the descending light. The rest of Hebron was just your basic war zone.


Sunset painted Hebron the color of old rust. The city held the tightly sullen feel of a pot that had boiled for centuries. Even the newer structures looked run-down. Most walls were pockmarked with bullet holes and decorated with generations of graffiti. Harry saw kids everywhere. They bore such tight expressions they resembled old people in miniature. Looking into their eyes made Harry’s chest hurt.


The streets were calm, the traffic light. Which was good, because it allowed them to make it to the city center early. It was also bad, because the Israel Defense Forces soldiers had nothing better to do than watch Hassan’s truck. Two IDF soldiers manning a reinforced guard station tracked the pickup with a fifty-caliber machine gun.


Hassan said, “This idea is not so good, maybe.”


Harry nodded slowly. He smelled it too, the biting funk of cordite not yet lit. But he would trust his driver. “You say go, we go.”


Hassan’s gaze flitted over to Harry. “You pay?”


“The deal’s the same. You get the other five hundred when we’re done.”


Hassan wiped his face with a corner of his checkered head-kerchief. “We stay.”


Harry halfway wished the man’s nerve would fail and he would turn his rattling truck around. “Better to come in twice than not go home at all.”


“You know danger?”


“Some.”


“I think maybe more than some. I think you see much action.”


“That was then and this is now,” Harry replied. “You’re my man on the ground here. I’m relying on your eyes and ears. I can’t tell what’s real and what’s just your normal garden-variety funk.”


Hassan skirted a pothole large enough to swallow the neighboring Israeli tank. “Say again, please.”


“Let’s assume for a second that you and I can do business together.”


Hassan pointed at Harry’s shirt pocket holding the five bills—the rest of his fee. “This is not business?”


“I’d call it a first step. Say your man shows up like you promised. Say he’s got the goods and the buy goes well. What happens next?”


“If the first buy goes well, you trust me for more.”


“Right. But I need someone who can sniff out traps and see through walls. There’s so much danger around here, my senses are on overload.”


The man actually smiled. “Welcome to Hebron.”


“I didn’t go to all this trouble for just one item, no matter how fine this guy’s treasure might be. I need you to tell me if we’re safe or if we should pull out and return another time.”


Hassan did not speak again until he parked the truck and led Harry into a café on Hebron’s main square. “What you like?”


“You mean, other than getting out of here with my skin intact? A mint tea would go down well.”


Hassan placed the order and settled into the rickety chair across from Harry. “There are many Americans like you?”


“I’m one of a kind.”


“Yes. I think you speak truth.” Hassan rose to his feet. “Drink your tea. I go ask what is happening.”


All Harry could do was sit there and watch the only man he knew in Hebron just walk away. From his spot by the bullet-ridden wall, isolated among the patrons at other tables who carefully did not look his way, Harry felt as though he had a bull’s-eye painted on his forehead. Even the kid who brought his tea and plate of unleavened bread looked scared. Harry stirred in a spoonful of gray, unrefined sugar and lifted the tulip-shaped glass by its rim. All he could taste was the flavor of death.


AFTER SUNSET, THE HEBRON AIR cooled at a grudging pace. Harry watched as the city square filled with people and traffic and shadows. The café became crowded with people who avoided looking Harry’s way. Across the plaza, the Tomb of the Patriarchs shone pearl white. Beside the cave complex stood the Mosque of Abraham, a mammoth structure dating back seven hundred years.


The caves had been bought by the patriarch Abraham for four hundred coins, such an astronomical sum that the previous owner had offered to throw in the entire valley. But Abraham had insisted upon overpaying so that his rightful ownership would never be questioned. He had wanted the caves as his family’s burial site because supposedly they were also where Adam and Eve had been laid to rest. Besides Abraham himself, the caves also held the remains of his wife, Sarah, along with Rebecca, Isaac, and Jacob.


The guy who made his way toward Harry’s table resembled an Arab version of the Pillsbury Doughboy. The man waddled as he walked. His legs splayed slightly from the knees down. His round face was topped by flattened greasy curls that glistened in the rancid lights of the café. He walked up, slumped into the chair across the table from Harry, and demanded, “You have money?”


Harry kept his gaze on the square and the crawling traffic. “Where’s Hassan?”


“Hassan is not my business. He is your business. You must answer my question. You have money?”


Harry was about to let the guy have it when he spotted Hassan returning across the plaza. When he reached the café’s perimeter, Hassan seated himself at an empty table, facing outward toward the plaza, placing himself between Harry and any incoming threat. Harry relaxed slightly. It was always a pleasure doing business with a pro.


Harry said, “Let’s take this from the top. I’m—”


“I know who you are. Harry Bennett seeks treasure all over the world. You see? We meet because I check you out.”


“What’s your name?”


“Wadi Haddad.”


“Wadi, like the word for oasis?”


“Yes, is same.” He wore a rumpled linen jacket, its armpits wet and darkened with sweat. He reached in a pocket and came up with a pack of filterless Gitanes. “You want?”


“Never learned to use them, thanks.”


Wadi Haddad lit the cigarette with a gold lighter. The stench of black tobacco encircled the table. “I have much interesting items. Very nice.”


“I didn’t come to Hebron for nice, Mr. Haddad. I came for exceptional. You understand that word?”


“Exceptional is also very expensive.”


“One of a kind,” Harry went on. “Unique. Extremely old. And I have always been partial to gold.”


Wadi Haddad revealed a lizard’s tongue, far too narrow for his globular face. It flitted in and out several times, tasting the air. “How much money you have?”


“Not a cent with me.”


“Then I also have nothing. Business is finished.” But Wadi Haddad did not move.


“Here’s how it’s going to work,” said Harry. “You show me the item. I photograph it.”


“No. Photographs absolutely not to happen.”


“I show the photographs to my clients. If they like, they transfer the money to an escrow account at the Bank of Jordan in Amman. You understand, escrow?”


“I know.”


“Good. Then you bring the item to Jerusalem and we make the exchange.”


“Not Jerusalem. Too much police everyplace.”


“Okay, Mr. Haddad. Where would you prefer?”


“Petra.”


“Too small. I like bright lights, big city.”


“Then Amman.”


Which had been Harry’s choice all along. Even so, he pretended to give that some thought. “Okay, Amman. Hotel Inter-Continental. You got an account at the Bank of Jordan?”


“I make one happen.”


“Then we’re ready to roll. All we need is the merchandise.”


“No photographs.”


“Then no business. Sorry, Charlie.”


“My name is Wadi.”


“Whatever. I don’t shoot, I don’t buy.”


“Photographs cost you a thousand dollars.”


Suddenly Harry was very tired of this two-step. “Fine. But I take the thousand from the final purchase price. And don’t even think of arguing.”


Wadi Haddad did not rise so much as bounce from the seat. “Okay, we go. Not your man.” He nodded toward Hassan. “Just you.”


“Be right with you.” Harry walked to Hassan’s table and squatted down beside the man’s chair. “You find anything?”


“Hebron is one tense city. People very worried.”


“Yeah, I caught that too.” Harry liked how the guy never stopped searching the shadows. “Where’d you see action, Hassan?”


“Nowhere. I see nothing, I do nothing. In the West Bank there is only IDF and terrorists.”


“Wadi’s taking me to check out the merchandise. He says I’ve got to do this alone. You think maybe you could watch my back?”


“Is good.” Hassan held to a catlike stillness. “I see something, I whistle. I can whistle very loud.”


Harry rose to his feet, patted the guy’s shoulder, and said, “You just earned yourself another five bills.”


WADI HADDAD MOVED SURPRISINGLY FAST on his splayed legs. He led Harry deep into the old city. The West Bank crisis was etched into every Hebron street, every bullet-ridden wall, every building topped by an IDF bunker. The streets were either dimly lit or not at all. But walking behind the wheezing Haddad, Harry had no trouble picking his way through the rubble. Behind him, the mosque and the cave complex shone like beacons. And up ahead loomed the wall.


The barrier separating the Jewish sector from Hebron’s old city was thirty feet high and topped with razor wire. Searchlights from the guard towers and nearby IDF bunkers serrated the night. The wall gleamed like a massive concrete lantern.


Somewhere in the distance a truck backfired. Wadi Haddad froze. A searchlight illuminated the man’s trembling jowls. Harry said, “You’re not from here.”


“My mother’s family only. I live sometimes Damascus, sometimes Aqaba.”


Aqaba was Jordan’s portal to the Red Sea, a haven for tourists and smugglers’ dhows. “Must be nice.”


Wadi Haddad started off once more, Harry following close. But when Haddad entered a dark, narrow alley, Harry dug in his heels. “Hold up there.”


“What’s the matter, treasure man?”


The buildings to either side reached across to form a crumbling arch. The windows fronting the street were both barred and dark. The alley was black. Harry had spent a lifetime avoiding alleys like this. Then he saw a cigarette tip gleam. “That your buddy down there?”


“Is guard, yes. In Hebron, many guards.”


“Ask him to step out where I can see him.”


Wadi didn’t like it, but he did as Harry said. The man emerged and flipped on a flashlight. In the dim rays reflected from the walls, Harry could see a face like a parrot, with too-narrow features sliding back from a truly enormous nose. The man’s eyes were set very close together and gleamed with the erratic light of an easy killer.


“Ask him to light up that alley for us.”


The man smirked at Harry’s nerves but did not wait for Wadi’s translation. The flashlight showed an empty lane that ended about eighty feet back with double metal doors. “What’s behind the doors, Wadi?”


“Where we go. My mother’s cousin’s house.”


Harry motioned to the man holding the light. “Lead on, friend.”


The guard spoke for the first time. “You have guns?”


Harry lifted his shirt and turned around. “Make business, not war. That’s my motto.”


“He can search you?”


“Sure thing.” Harry gestured at the doors. “Inside.”


• • • 


THE DOORS RATTLED IN ALARM as the guard pushed them open. Wadi called out and, on hearing no response, stepped into a neglected courtyard with Harry close behind. The dusty compound appeared empty. A pair of plastic chairs sprawled by a rusty outdoor table, their upended legs jutting like broken teeth. From inside the house a dog barked. In the distance Harry both heard and felt the grinding tremor of an IDF tank on road patrol.


Wadi led Harry to a flat-roofed side building of unfinished concrete blocks and opened a door with flaking paint. The interior was an astonishment. The front room was a well-appointed display chamber about twelve feet square. Two walls were stuccoed a light peach. A third wall was covered by a frieze of mythical birds carved from what Harry suspected was olive wood. The fourth wall held a narrow steel door with a central combination lock.


“Looks like I found the guy I’ve been looking for,” Harry said.


Wadi held out his hand. “Thousand dollars.”


Harry was about to insist he see the item first, then decided there was no reason to get off on the wrong sandal.


Wadi counted in the Arab fashion, folding the bills over and peeling the oily edges with his thumb and forefinger. He slipped the money into his pocket and motioned with his chin to the guard.


The steel door swung open on greased hinges. The guard stepped inside and emerged with a black velvet stand shaped like a woman’s neck. What was draped on the stand took Harry’s breath away.


The concept of women’s ornamentation was as old as civilization itself. The earliest forms were fashioned as temple offerings and were considered to have magical properties. Many ancient cultures revered such jewelry for its talismanic power either to ward off evil or bring good health and prosperity.


In the very earliest days of Christianity, new believers drawn from Hellenistic temple cults often brought with them such ideas about the powers of jewelry. The necklace dated from the second century AD. The chain was a series of gold tubes, each stamped with a Christian design. It ended in an emerald the size of Harry’s thumb. The gemstone had been sanded flat and carved with the Chi-Rho symbol.


Without asking, Wadi handed Harry a pair of white gloves and a jeweler’s loupe. Closer inspection only confirmed Harry’s first impression. This was a museum-quality piece.


The problem was, Harry could not identify it as a fake. Which was troubling, because Harry knew for a fact the item was not genuine.


Harry Bennett had nothing against a little smuggling. He would certainly not have helped anyone track down another treasure dog.


Counterfeiters, though, were a different breed of lice.


After nearly three years of roiling conflict, the Israeli Antiquities Authority had basically lost control of smuggling in the West Bank. In the past, the IAA had nabbed about ninety thieves each year for pilfering tombs, ruined cities, palaces, and forts. Since the latest political troubles began, however, arrests had slumped to almost nothing. The IAA knew without question that the worst culprits were getting away. The international arts market was being flooded with ancient Hebrew treasure. What was more, a growing number of these items were bogus. Extremely well crafted, their workmanship often able to fool museum directors and other supposed experts, but phony just the same.


The Israeli government had needed somebody with Harry Bennett’s credentials, known throughout the world as a dedicated treasure dog. Somebody capable of infiltrating the system and identifying the source of the fake artifacts.


Only when Harry looked up did he realize he had been holding his breath. He handed the loupe and gloves back to Wadi and unsnapped the case of his pocket camera. “Okay if I shoot a few?”


Wadi smirked as he pulled the cigarettes from his pocket. The man knew a buyer’s lust when he saw it. “Sure, sure, many as you like. You want tea?”


DICKERING OVER PRICE TOOK UNTIL well after midnight. Even so, when Harry stepped through the compound’s steel door, the city remained noisily alive. Such was the manner of every Middle Eastern city Harry had ever visited, and it was one of the reasons why he relished the Arab world. These lands were full of pirates and their love of dark hours.


Wadi Haddad wore his sourest done-in-by-the-deal frown. “You give me no profit. My daughters starve.”


Harry clamped down on his first thought, which was that this guy definitely hadn’t missed a lot of meals. “Phone you in four days, right?”


“Four, maybe five. These days the border is very tight.”


“Then maybe you ought to bring out the other items you’re holding here for sale.”


“You buy more?”


“If they’re as fine as what you just showed me, sure, I think I can find buyers.”


“Not same price,” Wadi complained. “Too much hard bargain.”


Harry was about to say what he thought of Wadi’s poor-boy tactic when, from the distance, he heard a shrill whistle pierce the night.


The guard stood at the alley’s mouth, searching in all directions. Wadi remained intent upon business, sucking on his cigarette and grumbling through the smoke as he walked past where Harry stood tense and rooted to the dusty earth. “Next time your price plus thirty percent. You pay or I go find—”


Harry leaned forward and gripped Wadi’s shoulder and pulled him back. He slammed Wadi onto the alley wall, placing himself between the trader and the road. Wadi’s breath whooshed out in a fetid cloud. His eyes registered surprise and rising protest. But Harry kept him pinned where he was.


Then the world of Hebron roared in rage and flames.





TWO
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PALM BEACH REVEALED A NEW fashion statement that season. Storm Syrrell called it Bankruptcy Bleak.


Ever since the Madoff scandal had struck Palm Beach like a medieval plague, conservative suits and muted tones had been in vogue. Which was why Storm wore her bleakest outfit to the bankruptcy auction.


Storm actually had no business attending that day’s event. She was still arguing with her aunt as she crossed the causeway and headed north. Storm told Claudia, “All I’ll do is offer the vultures another carcass to swoop over.”


“Pass out a few cards. See if anyone is hiring.”


“Like I’m packing the perfect résumé for hard times. Girl for hire, good at only one thing. Pretending to run an arts and treasures business.”


“There is no one on earth who is less of a pretender than you.”


“Which is why I’ve managed to run Syrrell’s Palm Beach into the ground. Twice. This after burying the founder of our fine company. Not to mention sending my own father to jail.”


Claudia went silent. Storm’s aunt had never fully recovered from the previous season’s strain. Claudia had walked the family antiques business through bankruptcy, discovered her father had been murdered, and then was kidnapped by her own brother. Storm’s elegant aunt tended to become somewhat frayed around the edges whenever confronted by those memories.


Storm blinked through the sheen of Florida sunshine on her windshield and said as an apology, “I had another conversation with our banker this morning.”


“I overheard your side of that little chat, remember?”


“He is not advancing us any more credit.”


“I assumed as much, given the way you hammered down the receiver and then blistered the ceiling.”


“I don’t know if we can manage—” A click on her earpiece freed her from needing to finish that thought. “I’ve got another call.”


“It’s not your fault, Storm.”


The fact that her own head said the same thing, only to be drowned out by the wash of repeated guilt, left Storm greeting the new caller with a choked hello.


Which, given it was the banker who was threatening to cut off their financial air, would on any other day have been good for a laugh. “Gerald Geldorf here, Ms. Syrrell. I thought you should know a significant deposit just arrived in your account.”


Storm had been promising as much for six months, hoping against all economic logic for a moneyed buyer to take some of their dusty wares off her hands. But a frantic search of her mental inventory did not reveal any such genie.


“Hello? Are you there, Ms. Syrrell?”


She cleared her throat. “Which deposit would that be, Mr. Geldorf?”


“Four hundred thousand dollars.”


“Say again, please.”


He did so. “May I take some of these funds to write down your overdraft?”


“I’ll have to get back to you on that.”


“I must remind you, Ms. Syrrell, your company is currently operating in very dangerous territory, and unless there is a swift balancing of your corporate books, we may be forced to—”


Whoever chose that moment to phone her deserved a commission, if only she could afford to offer one. “Sorry, Mr. Geldorf. Another call is coming in.”


“I will be expecting your response, Ms. Syrrell. Today.”


She cradled the phone, hunted for a decent breath, then hit the button for the new call. “This is Storm Syrrell.”


A male voice said, “I assume that you have received the deposit of funds.”


“Who is speaking, please?”


“I am faxing through instructions for you to bid on my behalf. An oil by Pokhitonov is coming up in today’s auction. Do you know the name?”


“Of course, but—”


“I want you to obtain it.”


Storm pulled up to a stoplight and checked the phone’s readout. The incoming call showed a British prefix. She asked, “Is there any reason I should not know your name?”


“Unless you are successful today, Ms. Syrrell, the only thing you will need to know about me is the account to which you must return my money.”


THE REGION OF MANALAPAN WAS, in Storm’s opinion, about as seriously strange as rich people would ever want to get. The peninsula below South Palm Beach was eleven miles long and eleven hundred feet wide, but had a maximum elevation of ten inches. One decent blow and the island would vanish beneath the storm surge.


Storm Syrrell figured the inhabitants were so rich, they assumed they could order hurricanes north.


In the midst of the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression, the last remaining strip of Manalapan sand went on the market. Nineteen hundred feet wide, eleven hundred deep.


Fourteen million dollars.


Storm’s destination that day was a palace that occupied Manalapan’s southern tip. She parked outside the gates for a quick getaway, showed her ID to the security, accepted her catalogue and bidding paddle, passed through a foyer of Jerusalem granite, and entered a parlor that could have swallowed the Miami Dolphins’ stadium. Despite having seen her share of interiors on the block, this place was good for a gawk.


Not even Manalapan’s superrich had managed to escape the Madoff plague. Bernard Madoff had wintered in Palm Beach. His clientele had included many of Palm Beach’s finest. There were some streets on Palm Beach Island where every family faced bankruptcy, every multimillion-dollar home awaited the auctioneer’s hammer, every bank account was wiped clean. The locals called these areas Bernievilles, after the Depression-era Hoovervilles that had infested U.S. cities.


Needless to say, it was not ideal timing for a lady to establish herself in the Palm Beach antiques and treasures trade.


As Storm slipped through the vultures clustered at the back of the room, someone softly called her name. She waved without seeing who it was. They might smile, they might wish her well. But her financial woes had the same effect as an arterial wound.


She found a seat, checked her catalogue, and saw the Pokhitonov oil would not come up for at least another hour. Then a man slipped into the adjacent chair and whispered, “I’ve been trying to contact you. Might I say, my dear, that is a most becoming outfit.”


“Until this spring, the only time I wore it was for Sean’s funeral.”


“Then it fits the season.” Jacob Rausch lifted his paddle, bidding on a pair of Rodin marbles. “I am truly sorry to hear of your troubles. You deserve better. As does Syrrell’s.”


Jacob Rausch’s family was considered nobility within the New York antiques trade. Rausch was in his early fifties and was known for his polished manners and his Savile Row suits. His expression of sympathy might have been genuine. But for the right commission he would have eaten his own young.


Storm replied, “Don’t believe every rumor you hear.”


Jacob waited while the auctioneer went through his introductory spiel over a late Impressionist oil, then said, “I have made it my business to obtain the facts about Syrrell’s. How long can you survive, a week? Certainly not a month.”


“Longer.”


Jacob Rausch offered a smile as welcoming as a polished blade. “I doubt that very much. While I admire you for settling Sean’s outstanding debts, your timing could not have been worse. You can only live on consignments and the goodwill of your grandfather’s allies for so long. The economy is in dire straits, the general market has dried up, you do not have a strong enough client list of your own to survive. Syrrell’s is going under.”


Having her own conviction delivered by an outsider, and in such a courtly manner, only twisted the knife. “Thanks for your concern, Jacob. But I have—”


“Do me the courtesy of hearing my offer.” He raised his paddle. Again. Shook his head at the next counterbid. Then said, “My son is coming along well. I’ve decided he should establish a new base in Palm Beach. I want to buy you out. Your shop’s entire contents, your lease, your name. The works.”


“That is not an offer. It’s a death sentence.” When her phone chirped, Storm checked a readout she could not actually see and rose unsteadily to her feet. “I have to take this.”


Jacob Rausch chased her away with, “It’s time you faced facts. Syrrell’s is finished. At least this way Sean’s name will live on.”


Storm crossed the foyer, passed the bodyguards, and reentered the brilliantly humid day. The phone’s readout said the call came from Claudia. Storm said, “Give me a minute.” She paced the brick forecourt, searching for an easy breath, then lifted the phone and reported, “I just got savaged by Jacob Rausch.”


Claudia listened in silence as Storm related the offer, then said, “I hear Jacob’s just gotten married again. For the fifth time. His bride is twenty-two. Which is probably why he wants his son out of the way. Reduce the in-house competition.”


“That’s your response?”


“What were you expecting—for me to tell you to do it? I stopped singing that tune over a year ago.”


“So why did you call?” asked Storm.


“I am holding a very mysterious fax. Ordering you to purchase an oil by a Russian whose name I don’t recognize.”


“I know,” replied Storm. “I’ve spoken to the buyer. And our bank.” She rubbed the aching wound over her heart. “But one new client doesn’t make for a turnaround.”


“It’s a start.” When Storm did not respond, Claudia pressed her. “Go in there and win us a commission. We can discuss funeral arrangements when you get back.”


TODAY’S SECURITY OFFICERS HAD BEEN supplied by the auctioneers. Storm had met them at other stops along the bankruptcy trail. A number of Palm Beach’s finest had clung to solvency through the high season, hoping against hope for a white-knight buyer who would permit them to depart with their dignity and credit ratings intact. But the season had never really gotten off the ground, and cash buyers remained absent. Hope drained as fast as the temperatures spiked. The auctioneers had never been busier. Their security possessed a well-honed talent for spotting their next client. They treated Storm with a courtesy normally reserved for the bereaved’s immediate clan.


In order to avoid another confrontation with the genteel hangman, Storm selected a row where hers was the only unoccupied chair. She pretended to inspect her catalogue as a Klimt was placed on the stand beside the auctioneer. Before Hurricane Madoff struck Palm Beach, such catalogues were glossy and bound and boasted highly detailed prints on their covers. Nowadays they were often little more than stapled computer printouts.


Storm lifted her paddle a few times, bidding early on the next several items, dropping out before the prices moved anywhere near closure, just establishing herself in the auctioneer’s eye as a potential buyer. Despite the day’s overcast mood, she felt a familiar adrenaline rush over being back in the game.


The Klimt was replaced by a lovely trio of Degas sketches, and they by a one-off Waterford crystal tiger with fiery rubies for eyes. Storm watched her painting begin its gradual procession up the side aisle. This was the game she was destined to play. The only job she had ever wanted. In the only world that ever mattered enough to push her heart to the redline. Even on a day as fractured as this.


“Item seventy-six. An intimate portrait by Ivan Pokhitonov, an important Russian realist.”


A lovely young assistant wearing a starched tuxedo shirt and matching white gloves paraded the oil before the gathering, then settled it on the easel to the right of the auctioneer.


“The painting, entitled The Red Army Soldier, holds a provenance beyond question. Acquired by the current owner directly from the painter’s son.” The auctioneer tried to inject a note of significance into his windup. But he could not quite keep his gaze from drifting down the aisle to where his next item, an early Modigliani, beckoned. “An excellent example of Russia’s struggle to preserve and reinvigorate their national culture.”


Storm shared the auctioneer’s unspoken disdain for the portrait. It possessed the rough-hewn quality of many Russian artists of that epoch. Like late-nineteenth-century writers, Russian artists had struggled to redefine their national identity. In Storm’s opinion, Ivan Pavlovich Pokhitonov was remarkable only for his attempts to draw from the nation’s former intense interest in Orthodox mystical religiosity. This particular portrait was supposedly of a Red Army soldier who had saved the artist’s life during one of the numerous uprisings that had swept through the countryside prior to the First World War. The painting revealed a clash between the old Orthodox concept of divine protection and newer, colder Soviet attitudes. In Storm’s opinion, the artist had failed to mesh the two. Yet this had not stopped the price of Pokhitonov’s paintings and that of other pre-Soviet artwork from shooting into the stratosphere, propelled by Russian billionaires and their newfound patriotic fervor. All this had ended, however, when the price of Russian natural gas and oil had tumbled.


“Bidding will begin at seventy-five thousand. On my right, seventy-five. Who will offer me eighty?”


Storm held back until the painting reached what she assumed was the final stage of bidding at two hundred and ten thousand dollars. Bidding hung there for what to Storm felt like an electric eternity. Finally one of the original bidders, a female dealer from Boston with a fullback’s jaw and orange hair, gave her white-knuckled assent.


“I am bid two fifteen by the lady here in the second row. Who will give me two twenty? No one? Two fifteen, going once. Anyone willing to offer me two twenty for this fine example of—”


Storm raised her paddle.


“Two hundred and twenty thousand, a new bidder to my right. Who will offer two twenty-five?”


The woman jerked in surprise but caught herself in the process of turning around. She nodded as much as her rigid muscles permitted.


“Back to you, madame, at two twenty-five. Am I offered two thirty?”


This time, when Storm raised her paddle, she felt eyes around the room begin to shift in her direction.


“Two thirty from the lady to my right. Two forty. Anyone? Come now. The price of Russian oil is bound to lift out of the cellar sooner rather than later. Consider this an investment in your company’s future. Thank you, madame. Bidding stands at two forty.” The auctioneer lifted his gavel at Storm. “Back to you at two fifty. Who will offer me two eighty?”


The woman’s hesitation granted Storm a chance for some lightning calculations. At two hundred and fifty thousand, her 6 percent commission amounted to fifteen thousand dollars. Not nearly enough to erase their overdraft, but it would halt the banker’s daily tirades, at least for—


“Two eighty from another new bidder at the back of the room. Who will offer me three?”


Storm fitted in her Bluetooth earpiece and hit the phone’s redial button.


The mystery buyer had clearly been waiting for her call, for he answered on the first ring. “Where do we stand?”


“Bidding is at three hundred thousand and rising in twenty-five-thousand increments.” She lifted her paddle once more. “It is yours at three fifty. But not for long.”


“Who are we up against?”


“All of the original bidders have dropped out.” Storm turned in her seat. The man lifting his paddle in opposition shot her a furious look. Storm said into her phone, “It’s down to you and Rausch.”


“The old man?”


“No. The son.” Storm lifted her paddle. “We’ve just hit four hundred thousand.”


“Who else is bidding?”


“No one. Sir, as your representative I feel I must tell you that given the current state of this market, four hundred thousand dollars for a Pokhitonov portrait may not be the best use of your—”


“Never mind that. Keep bidding.”


Storm touched a button on her phone and said, “I am now recording this conversation.”


“Good. Now follow my instructions and acquire that oil.”


“Sir, I need to have a limit.”


“Whatever it takes to keep Jacob Rausch from winning this article.” Her client’s accent had grown stronger. “Where are we now?”


The auctioneer’s voice had lifted a full octave with the excitement of having a bidding war over this most unexpected of items. “I am at five hundred thousand. Who will offer me five fifty?”


“Keep bidding,” said the voice in her ear.


The auctioneer used his gavel to gesture his acceptance of Storm’s bid and said to Rausch, “Back to you, sir, at five fifty. Who will offer me six?”


Lifting her paddle had become a struggle against Storm’s own natural instincts. “You understand, sir, that if you do not make good on the full purchase price, you will be out both the auctioneer’s eight percent commission and my own six percent?”


“Of course I understand. Do I sound like a novice to you?”


“I merely wish to make the point perfectly clear, sir.” And to have a recording of his confirmation. Storm lifted her paddle. “We are now at seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”


“Anyone else bidding against me besides Rausch?”


“To be honest, sir, no one in this market would be wise—”


“Answer the question.”


“No, sir.” She kept her voice at the proper level for someone who had a keenly attentive audience. “Rausch has just bid eight hundred thousand.”


“Stop this nonsense. Go to a million.”


“Very good, sir.” Storm did not so much stand as soar upward. “I offer one million dollars.”


Even the auctioneer was taken aback. He touched his hair, adjusted his bow tie, smoothed a lapel, and cleared his throat. “Very good, madame. One million dollars to you. Sir, at the back, do you care to respond? No? Anyone else? Item seventy-six, a portrait by Pokhitonov, going once for one million dollars. Going twice. Anyone? Sold to the lady on my right for one million dollars.”


Storm seated herself to a soft wash of applause and excited chatter. Such moments had become rare. These days, most dramas surrounded high-value items going for pennies. The man next to her beamed, as though delighted with the bidding insanity. Storm took a long breath, willing herself to stop shaking.


The voice in her earpiece shouted, “Well?”


“Sir, the painting is yours for one million dollars.”


“I will immediately forward the funds to your bank. Do not leave today without that painting in your possession. Do you hear what I am saying, Ms. Syrrell? You must take that painting with you.”


“Very good, sir. Might I please remind you to include our commission with your—”


The phone went dead.





THREE



[image: Images]


STORM’S BANKER REPORTED, “THE FUNDS were transferred into your account from the New York branch of Credit Suisse.”


“Is there any reason I should be worried about that?”


“Not from our end. I have spoken with our legal team. Everything is aboveboard. The proper notification has already been sent to Treasury. Are you intending to export the painting?”


“I have no idea.”


“So long as we leave a clear paper trail and your taxes are paid on time, there should be no problem.” Gerald Geldorf’s attitude had undergone a drastic transformation. Gone was the pressure, the condemnation, the anxiety. In its place was a man intent on making things happen. “Money is money.”


“Tell me again how much he transferred.”


“One million, two hundred thousand dollars.” If Gerald Geldorf found anything odd about a client who could not believe her own good fortune, he did not show it.


Storm did a quick calculation. The auction house’s 8 percent commission was added on top of the item’s price. That and her own commission brought the total to one mil one forty. “The client overpaid,” she said. “I need you to set up an escrow account for the extra sixty.”


“Certainly, Ms. Syrrell.”


The prospect of a mystery client who did not bother with such details as sixty thousand dollars left Storm weak at the knees. “I may be drawing out expenses.”


“As far as my bank is concerned, the escrow is there for you to use at your discretion.”


“I’ll be taking the painting with me as I leave the estate this evening. I need to deposit it in our safety-deposit vault.”


“A bank official will be here to assist you whenever you complete your acquisition, Ms. Syrrell. Day or night.”


“And the funds are ready to be transferred to the auctioneer’s account?”


“As soon as I receive your confirmation, Ms. Syrrell. We are standing by.”


“My very own yes-man.”


“Is there anything else, Ms. Syrrell?”


“Try to find out whose account made that funds transfer. If you learn anything, call me on this number.”


Storm shut her phone and remained standing outside the estate’s main gates. She would have liked a moment to bask in the unaccustomed light of having the banker off her case and on her side. But a cloud by the name of Jacob Rausch chose that moment to insert itself between Storm and the sun.
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