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CHAPTER ONE

Gabriela Rose sipped her champagne and looked around the room at the 156 people who had each paid $5,000 to participate in a political fundraiser hosted by Eldridge Parker Rollings. Their contributions had gotten them through the elaborate gated entrance, up the short driveway to valet parking, and through the oversized mahogany front door of Rollings’s Montecito mansion. Once inside they were treated to bargain basement champagne and vegan appetizers. If they wanted their picture snapped with Barry Burlew, a Ringo Starr look-alike and candidate for the California State Assembly, it would cost them another $2,000.

Gabriela was here for reasons other than warm champagne. She’d bought her way onto the guest list because it gave her a unique opportunity to get her hands on a sack of shiny baubles that were worth $13 million, give or take a few cents. This was the first time Gabriela had been in the sprawling Spanish Colonial Revival mansion, but she’d studied photos from a realtor website, and floor plans from blueprints her assistant had provided. She had Google Earth photos and drone videos of the grounds. As it turned out, the videos of the grounds would be the most useful.

In ten minutes, the candidate was going to speak to the crowd and thank them for their support. When everyone was focused on the candidate, Gabriela would leave through an open patio door and slip out into the dark yard. Her only obstacle was Rollings. He was currently standing by the double door, exchanging pleasantries with an elderly couple. Rollings’s girlfriend du jour was plastered against him, reveling in her girlfriend status, basking in Rollings’s wonderfulness.

Rollings and his Russian-born wife, Olga, had bought the house seven years ago, during happier times. Now they were in the final stages of a contentious divorce. Rollings was going to keep the Montecito property, and Olga would get the slope-side Aspen house plus the Bentley and the Malibu beach house. Somehow $13 million in jewelry had disappeared during all the shouting and finger-pointing that had preceded Olga’s final departure in the Bentley. Theft was suggested but never proved.

Rollings submitted an insurance claim and as a result, Gabriela Rose was on the scene, drinking warm champagne, on the clock for the insurer. Insurance Fraud Investigator was printed on her business card, and she had an international reputation for excellence in the field. Most of her jobs had one thing in common. Something needed to be found. And it was a fact that where others had failed, Gabriela was known to succeed.

Gabriela left her secluded corner and pushed through the crowd to join Luis Salazar. He looked bored, standing next to a potted palm in the back of the room. He was retired LAPD. Forty-three years old. Slim and fit. Handsome enough to get bit roles when a film needed a Latino extra. He was also available for freelance security jobs. He knew how to keep a secret, and his morals were flexible. Gabriela had used him on previous jobs when she needed a little extra muscle.

Luis nodded at Gabriela when she approached. “You aren’t actually drinking that piss water, are you?” he asked, looking at the glass of champagne.

“No. Do you want it?”

“Sure. What the hell.” Luis polished off the champagne and set the empty glass in the palm tree’s massive midnight-blue ceramic pot. “When’s showtime?”

“In five minutes, when everyone’s attention turns to the candidate. He’s supposed to address the audience from the platform they’ve placed on the other side of the room. We’ll make our move when he starts to talk.”

“What about Rollings? He’s standing in front of our door.”

“He’s going to introduce the guest of honor,” Gabriela said. “Here we go. He’s checking his watch.”

“And he’s on the move,” Luis said, “along with the woman who’s surgically attached to his hip.”

Rollings stepped onto the stage, the crowd gravitated toward him, and Gabriela and Luis stepped outside, onto the broad, tiled lanai that was lit with vintage gas lanterns. Beyond the lanai was a sloping lawn that quickly disappeared into the dark night. Gabriela knew that a small cottage was sitting in that darkness. It had been the original structure on the property and was now simply a picturesque relic. And beyond the relic was a kitchen well that had also been passed over by time.

Gabriela knew that all of Rollings’s security was concentrated on the front of the house tonight. They were policing the gated entrance and checking IDs at the front door. No one was watching the cameras in the back of the house. And if they were watching, they would see two lovers stealing away, into the dark, to do whatever. And one of them would be carrying her Louboutin slingbacks and walking barefoot.

“I can’t see anything,” Luis said. “I can’t see you next to me. You’re next to me, right?”

“Right,” Gabriela said, reaching out and grabbing him by his jacket sleeve.

It was a moonless night. Gabriela was navigating by periodically looking over her shoulder at the brightly lit mansion. She knew if she continued to walk straight ahead, she would come to a hedgerow and then the cottage. Luis also knew about the cottage because this morning he’d talked his way in as part of the gardening crew. He’d left a pair of rubber boots, a length of rope, a pry bar, and two PVC pipes behind the cottage.

“I don’t mean to be nosy,” Luis said, “but what the hell are we doing? If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were bringing me back here to tie me up and have your way with me. Or maybe to kill me.”

“Neither of those,” Gabriela said. “I need you to help me get the two-hundred-pound capstone off the well and to secure the rope when I rappel down.”

“I assume you have good reason to go into an abandoned well at night?”

“I have a reliable source who, after too many shots of Don Julio, told me that Rollings dumped his wife’s jewelry into the well. Rollings told him that Olga got the Bentley and two houses, and he’d go to his grave before she got her hands on her jewelry.”

“He didn’t trust a safe-deposit box?”

“Not for a second.”

“I like it. I’m guessing you aren’t going to keep the jewelry,” Luis said.

“Tempting, but no.”

Gabriela suddenly stopped short but Luis crashed into the shrubbery.

“Shit,” he whispered. “What the fuck?”

“Good work, you found the hedgerow,” Gabriela said.

They carefully walked past the hedge and around the cottage. The well was in the shadow of the cottage and wasn’t visible from the main house, so Gabriela took a penlight out of her Birkin bag and clicked it on. She dropped her shoes and her bag onto the ground and stripped her little black dress off over her head and handed it to Luis. She had black techno tights and a rash guard on under her dress. She unrolled the legs of the tights to just above her knee and stepped into the boots Luis had brought earlier.

“I feel overdressed,” Luis said.

“You don’t have to go into the well. And you aren’t wearing a two-thousand-dollar dress.”

“All good things,” Luis said.

They pried the capstone off the well and moved it to the side.

Gabriela flashed the penlight down the shaft. The walls of the well were stone, covered in slime. She judged the width to be three feet and the depth to be thirty to forty feet. It looked like there was water at the bottom. She hoped it wasn’t too deep. Her boots only went to midcalf. Luis gripped the rope and Gabriela rappelled down. She splashed into about two inches of water at the bottom and then it was soft muck. No visible snakes. No frogs. Just disgusting muck. She kicked around and felt something solid underfoot. Her heart skipped a beat. She put her hand into the muck and pulled out a plastic ziplock gallon freezer bag filled with jewelry. She continued to slosh around and push through the muck with her hand to make sure there were no more bags.

“What’s going on?” Luis called down. “Everything okay?”

“I found it. I’m coming up. Hold tight.”

In less than a minute she was out of the well with the bag tucked into her tights.

“What were you in a previous life?” Luis asked. “Marine commando? Where’d you learn to climb like that?”

“I’ve had some tactical training. Comes in handy.”

“No shit.”

Gabriela kicked her boots off and took stock of the tights and rash guard. “These are going to have to go,” she said. “They’re muddy and slimy.”

She peeled them off and was left in her La Perla bra and panties.

“I love this job,” Luis said, handing her the dress.

She slipped into the dress and took a plastic bag out of her purse. She emptied the jewelry into the clean bag, dropped it into her Birkin, and stepped into the boots.

“What about your muddy clothes and the equipment?” Luis asked.

“Leave everything here. And we’ll leave the capstone off. The police will be here in the morning. They can re-cap the well. I’ll shuck the boots when we get closer to the house.”

“Going back will be easier,” Luis said. “We just head for the lights and the noise.”

Gabriela agreed. Nothing in front of them but lawn and party house. She forged ahead in total darkness, carrying her shoes and Birkin bag. The lawn close to the house was perfectly manicured. The lawn further out, closer to the hedgerow, was thick and unruly, going to seed. Luis was walking slightly ahead of Gabriela. She heard his foot connect with something, there was an ungodly shriek, and a creature jumped out of the high grass and attacked Luis.

He was close enough to the house for some ambient light to show him in outline, all flailing arms and a large winged creature hopping on him, beating him with its wings. Gabriela ran to help, and in an instant, the creature turned on her, screaming and attacking, slashing her dress with its talons, pecking at her Birkin.

“Stand back and I’ll shoot it,” Luis said.

“It’s a peacock,” Gabriela said, swatting at the bird, trying to keep it away from the Birkin. “You can’t shoot a peacock.”

“The hell I can’t,” Luis said.

The peacock left Gabriela and returned to Luis, gaining some altitude before it dive-bombed him. Gabriela threw her shoe at it. The bird caught it midair and awkwardly flapped away.

“What the hell?” Luis said.

“I didn’t see that coming,” Gabriela said, plucking a large feather from her hair. She got the penlight out and looked at the feather. “Definitely peacock.”

“No way. You’re kidding, right?”

“You must have stumbled onto her nest.”

“This is embarrassing,” Luis said. “I just came out on the losing end with a peacock.”

“It took my shoe!”

“Sorry about the shoe. I hope it was one you didn’t like.”

“It was a Louboutin slingback.”

“I don’t know what that means, but I appreciate the effort you made to save me from death by peacock,” Luis said. “Am I going to get combat pay?”

“No, but I’ll buy you a new suit.”

They skirted the back of the house, entered through the kitchen door, and went straight to the front foyer and valet parking.

“Whoa,” the valet said when Gabriela and Luis stepped forward. “That must be some party in there.”

Their clothes were shredded. Hair was scarecrow. Gabriela was in rubber boots, carrying a single slingback.

“We stepped outside for air, and we were attacked by a peacock,” Gabriela said.

The valet nodded. “Yeah, they’re vicious at this time of the year. They lay their eggs all over the backyard. They’ll peck your eye out. I guess you didn’t get the peacock memo.”





CHAPTER TWO

Two days later, Gabriela boarded a flight back to New York City. It was ten o’clock at night and she wanted nothing more than to take a long steamy shower and slip her tired body between her thousand-thread-count, professionally ironed sheets. Tomorrow she would get a manicure. She had no plans beyond that. Bliss.

The Uber driver maneuvered his way through the narrow, congested streets of Gabriela’s neighborhood. Most shops were closed but restaurants were open and busy. This was SoHo, and the noisy vibe was like a shot of adrenaline to Gabriela. She smiled when the driver parked in front of the building that contained her condo. It was good to be home. She wheeled her carry-on suitcase into the small lobby and took the elevator to the seventh floor. She let herself into her 1,500-square-foot oasis of sanity and stopped dead in her tracks.

“What the hell,” she said, her brown eyes narrowed, her Manolo Blahnik–clad feet firmly planted on her hand-scraped-and-finished wide-plank floor.

A man was passed out on her white chenille sofa. He had a week-old beard and bedhead hair. He was close to naked, wearing only Tom Ford boxer briefs and a half-eaten slice of pizza on his bare chest. She knew the man on her sofa, and she also recognized the voice that was belting out “Afternoon Delight” in her shower. The moron crooning in the shower was her ex-husband, Rafer Jones. The pizza-wearing idiot on the sofa was his cousin Harley Patch.

Gabriela had only recently moved beyond her contentious divorce to a more civilized relationship with her ex. That didn’t mean she wanted him in her shower. Or her condo. Or her life.

Calm down, she told herself. There’s probably a good explanation for this, so take a moment before you go in there and kick his naked ass out of your bathroom. Let the man get dressed before you threaten to carve him up into little pieces with your chef’s knife.

The singing stopped and Rafer Jones strolled out of Gabriela’s bedroom. He was six feet two inches tall and nicely muscled. His sun-bleached hair was out of control. He was beach-bum tan and had the beginnings of a beard. He was wearing a low-slung towel and a smile.

“Hey, Gabs,” he said. “Welcome home.”

One of the many reasons for the divorce was Rafer’s insistence on calling her Gabs. At the top of the list of reasons was the fact that ever since they’d met in kindergarten, they could never agree on anything.

“What’s the story?” Gabriela asked.

“I was hoping for a more enthusiastic greeting. Maybe a big hug and kiss.”

“Not going to happen,” she said. “You broke into my condo.”

“I didn’t break in. I have a key from last time I stayed here.”

Note to self, Gabriela thought. Change your locks.

She cut her eyes to Harley. “Why is he on my couch?”

“Okay, so that’s the story. It’s kind of complicated.” Rafer moved to the small high-tech kitchen and grabbed a bottle of cabernet from the under-the-counter wine cooler. He uncorked it, poured two glasses, and gave one to Gabriela. “Here’s the thing, he’s in a bit of a pickle.”

Gabriela sipped her wine and looked around her condo. The walls were pristine white, and the floor was stained the color of her favorite dark chocolate. The furnishings were clean lined, comfortable, and modern. Two club chairs and the sofa in white chenille. Large flat-screen TV. Rectangular glass-topped dining table with six chairs. A home office in an alcove by a window. One bedroom and one and a half baths. The rugs throughout were antique, hand-knotted Orientals. As far as she could see, nothing had been trashed, and the pizza sauce was confined to Harley’s chest.

“The story,” Gabriela said.

“Maybe we should sit.”

“Maybe you should get dressed first,” Gabriela said.

Rafer grinned and looked down at the towel. “Does this bother you?”

“Yes. I don’t want you sitting on my furniture in a wet towel.”

“I could take the towel off.”

“That would be even more objectionable. And I’d appreciate it if you’d get Harley off my couch, or at least remove the pizza and throw a blanket over him.”

Rafer walked over to Harley and pried the piece of pizza off his chest. “Hey, Harley!” Rafer yelled. “Get up.”

Harley opened his eyes. “Yuh?”

“Gabs is home.”

Harley propped himself up on an elbow and looked over at Gabriela. “Hey, Gabs, how’s it going?”

Ten minutes later, Gabriela, Rafer, and Harley were seated at the dining table with the bottle of wine, a jar of peanut butter, and a box of Ritz crackers.

“This is great,” Harley said, scooping peanut butter out of the jar with his knife. “This is like high school when we’d sit on the dock in the dark and eat peanut butter and crackers and get high.”

Rafer and Gabriela grew up in Scoon, South Carolina. It was a small, blue-collar, coastal town that relied on fishing to stay alive. Harley grew up in a gated golf course community in Charlotte, but he spent his summers in Scoon with Rafer, working on the charter boats.

“This isn’t Scoon,” Gabriela said.

“But the peanut butter is the same,” Harley said, smiling.

Gabriela checked out the jar. It had been full when she left two weeks ago, and now it was almost empty.

“How long have you been here?” she asked Rafer.

“Ten days,” Rafer said. “That’s the second jar of peanut butter.”

“We’re hiding out,” Harley said. “I’m sort of in trouble, and we were hoping you could help.”

Gabriela slid a glance at Rafer. “You could have called.”

“This isn’t something you would want to discuss on the phone,” Rafer said. “Harley isn’t sort of in trouble. Harley’s in big trouble. Harley’s in trouble up to his eyeballs.”

Gabriela couldn’t imagine Harley Patch in big trouble. Harley was Mr. Nice Guy. He was Mr. Blue Skies. Okay, so he could be a bit of a doofus sometimes. But he was a likable doofus. He’d graduated from college, gotten a master’s in finance, and landed an entry-level job in a large investment firm. Gabriela lost touch with him after her divorce was finalized and she moved to New York. And now here he was at her dining room table, eating peanut butter and crackers in his underwear.

“I know I’m going to regret asking,” Gabriela said, “but tell me about the trouble.”

“It all started when I took the job at the bank,” Harley said.

Gabriela made herself a Ritz-and-peanut-butter sandwich. “I thought you were working for an investment firm.”

“That didn’t work out,” Harley said. “There was a misunderstanding about the CEO’s wife.”

Rafer rocked back in his chair and grinned. “Harley slept with her. A lot.”

“I met her in a bar,” Harley said. “I didn’t know she was the CEO’s wife in the beginning. She was so much younger than him. I didn’t put it together. Anyway, while I was looking for a new job, I ran into a guy I knew from grad school. He said his father was on the board of directors for a bank and he might be able to help me.”

“Ever hear of Searl and Junkett?” Rafer asked.

Gabriela nodded. “It’s a pretty big bank but very under the radar. Privately owned. Caters to the worldwide elite. Located in Manhattan.” She looked over at Harley. “You had a position with Searl and Junkett?”

“I interviewed and they really liked me,” Harley said. “They told me I had potential and a refreshing attitude.”

“And?”

“And I got the job. It didn’t pay much but it had a great title. I was vice president of antiquity acquisitions.”

“That’s a strange job title for someone working at a bank,” Gabriela said.

“It was a new department, and the title was a little misleading. It wasn’t about acquiring antiquities. It was about insuring antiquities. The board felt like insuring antiquities was a safe investment of the bank’s money. In the beginning I didn’t have a lot to do. The bank didn’t have a lot of antiquity insurance policies. I was mostly playing pickleball and reviewing a handful of small accounts. At the end of my first year, the bank president walked out of the building on his way to lunch and took two bullets to the head.”

“He was killed?” she asked.

“Totally,” Harley said. “They were in a panic to replace him, and I was chosen to be interim bank president. Everyone else inside the company had actual work to do, but I was just playing pickleball. Even after I was made president, I was mostly playing pickleball. There was a corporate court in the basement of the building.”

“Okay, back up a little,” Gabriela said. “Who shot the bank president? Why was he gunned down?”

“No one knows,” Harley said. “It was a guy dressed in black, with a black hoodie, wearing one of those rubber Halloween face masks.”

“It was a Chucky mask,” Rafer said. “Classic choice for a close-range assassination.”

“Weren’t there any persons of interest?” Gabriela asked. “Rumors? Office gossip?”

“No persons of interest that I know about,” Harley said. “Lots of gossip. He was in the middle of an ugly divorce, and some people thought the board wasn’t happy with him, but I thought he was okay. I played pickleball with him a couple times.”

“Get to the good part,” Rafer said to Harley.

Harley grinned. “As acting president, I had a lot of business lunches and social engagements representing the bank. It was like all my life I was preparing for that job. I’m a people person. Everyone likes me. I can do lunch and social engagements better than anyone on the planet. And look at me. I’m cute. I’ve always been cute.”

This was true, Gabriela thought. He was boyishly cute. He had dark blond hair and freckles. Adorable nose. Pleasant smiley mouth and perfect white teeth. He was shorter than Rafer. She was guessing around five feet ten inches. His body was okay but soft compared to Rafer’s, and their attitudes had always been different. Rafer was kick-ass, and Harley was kiss-ass.

“Next thing you know, the board voted me in as permanent bank president because I turned out to be a good negotiator,” Harley said. “I was a freaking success.”

“Harley’s a schmoozer,” Rafer said. “And a moron.”

“He’s right,” Harley said. “I’m a moron. I got talked into insuring some stuff I should never have even considered. It was all because as bank president I was still in charge of the stupid antiquities insurance department. I knew we didn’t have the money to back up all of the policies we were acquiring but a couple of the board members were insistent. They said it gave us unequaled prestige. And they were right about that. Besides, the premiums were excellent, and the risk of theft or damage seemed small to none. I mean, what were the chances of someone stealing a sarcophagus?”

Gabriela leaned forward. “Excuse me? A sarcophagus?”

“King Tut’s brother’s,” Rafer said. “Actually, it wasn’t the sarcophagus. It was the inner coffin.”

“Omigod,” Gabriela said. “You aren’t serious.”

“Give her the list,” Rafer said to Harley.

Harley slid a folder over to Gabriela. “This is embarrassing. I can’t believe I let myself get talked into this mess.”

“A couple Van Goghs from the Musée d’Orsay in Paris, valued at five hundred million dollars,” Gabriela read out loud. “The Rosetta Stone from the British Museum, valued at seven hundred fifty million dollars.” She looked up at Harley. “You insured the Rosetta Stone?”

Harley nodded. “Yup.”

Gabriela continued reading. “You also insured the coffin for four hundred seventy-five million dollars.”

“It sounds better if you refer to it as a sarcophagus,” Harley said. “They’re almost the same thing and sometimes the words are interchangeable. When we were writing up the policy, we thought a four-hundred-seventy-five-million-dollar coffin sounded too expensive. I mean, you can get a top-of-the-line casket at Costco for a couple grand. So, we wrote it up as a sarcophagus. Costco doesn’t sell any of those.”

“I don’t care what you call it, it’s a lot of money to spend on a mummy,” Rafer said. “Was the mummy included?”

“No, the mummy wasn’t insured. At least not under our policy. And honestly, the sarcophagus might have been overinsured a little, but the guys on the board didn’t seem to care. It was solid gold. The Egyptians were big on gold. They mined it along the Nile and in the eastern desert,” Harley said.

“And now it’s missing,” Gabriela said.

Harley nodded. “It’s missing. Almost everything I insured is missing.”

Gabriela scanned two more pages of missing art and artifacts. “Unbelievable. It’s a joke, right? I’m getting punked?” She looked at Harley. “How did you even manage to insure so many things in such a short period of time?”

“I had an assistant,” Harley said.

Rafer nodded affirmation and smiled at Gabriela. “He slept with her too.”

“And the board of directors helped,” Harley said. “I didn’t sleep with any of them.”

Everyone clinked their wineglass in a toast to Harley’s restraint.

“I read through the folder,” Rafer said. “It includes detailed information about the items and timeline descriptions of the thefts. They all occurred last month.”

“This is huge if it’s true,” Gabriela said. “Why haven’t I heard anything about any of this?”

“So far, the museums have hidden the losses from the public,” Harley said. “The museums wanted to keep a lid on it while investigators are working to solve the crimes. Some of the museums have substituted replicas for some of the stuff, like the Rosetta Stone and the sarcophagus. If any of this leaked out, it wouldn’t be good for the museums. No one’s going to rush to the British Museum to see a fake Rosetta Stone. And it would be even more of a disaster for the bank. Total value for the loses is close to twelve billion dollars. The bank has only about five billion dollars in cash to cover the claims. If someone leaks that the bank is in financial trouble of this magnitude, there could be a run on the bank. The federal regulators would intervene, and it would be a massive scandal.”

“And on a personal level, massive misery for Harley, who isn’t looking good,” Rafer said. “He has no paper trail of being directed to make the bad investments. It’s only his word against the board of directors’. And the board consists of a very powerful group of men with serious political connections. Unless the missing crap is recovered soon, someone is going to jail, and Harley is set up perfectly to take the hit.”

“This isn’t just some ridiculous scheme to get me to go traipsing all around the world with you, is it?” Gabriela asked Rafer.

“Sweetheart, if I wanted to traipse with someone, it wouldn’t be you. I’m in this for Harley. We’re here because you find things. You’re good at it. And we need you to find the stolen pieces.”

“Boy, this is just like old times,” Harley said. “For as long as I can remember, you two fought like cats and dogs. Then next thing you’d be all lovey-dovey.”

“Lovey-dovey is no longer part of our relationship,” Gabriela said. “Lovey-dovey was negated in the divorce agreement.”

Rafer leaned toward Harley. “Secretly, she still has the hots for me.”

It was true, Gabriela thought. She still was attracted to him. And she’d fight the attraction to her death… or his. She pushed her chair back and stood. “I need to unpack and get some sleep. We can take this up again in the morning. As you’ve probably already discovered, there are extra blankets in the linen closet in the hall.”

Gabriela thought it was unlikely that Harley would go to jail for making bad banking decisions. He might be prohibited from pursuing another finance-related job. And if the bank failed and its investors lost money beyond what was FDIC insured, she imagined his life could get very unpleasant. Harley could suck it up and live through all this. What nagged at her was the killing of the former bank president and the fact that some of the board members coerced Harley into taking foolish risks. These two things were red flags that she couldn’t ignore.





CHAPTER THREE

Harley and Rafer were still sleeping when Gabriela came out of her bedroom. Harley was on the couch and Rafer was sprawled on the living room rug. They were two of her oldest friends and she felt a twinge of guilt that she couldn’t have made them more comfortable. The guilt was quickly replaced by annoyance that they were in her condo and they were disrupting her life. She walked past them to her kitchen, slipped a mug under the spout of her built-in gourmet coffee maker, and pressed the go button.

Harley and Rafer woke up even before the mug was full, dragged out of sleep by the smell of coffee.

“Oh man,” Rafer said, “there’s only one smell I like better than the smell of coffee in the morning.”

“Does it have to do with sex?” Harley asked.

“It has to do with food,” Gabriela said. “Unless Rafer has changed, it’s bacon.”

Rafer got to his feet and stretched. “I don’t suppose bacon is on the morning menu?”

“Nothing is on the morning menu,” Gabriela said. “I need to check in with Marcella, and I’ll grab a wake-up smoothie on my way to the office.”

“Who’s Marcella?” Harley asked.

“Marcella is Gab’s office manager,” Rafer said. “She’s awesome.”

“You’ve been here for ten days. Why aren’t you at work?” Gabriela asked, looking over at Harley.

“I was put on administrative leave,” Harley said. “I wasn’t too worried at first, but then I started getting questioned by lawyers and some private security people. And one of my friends at the bank told me I was getting set up to take a bullet, figuratively and maybe literally, like the bank president I replaced.”

“Was your friend serious? Was this based on reliable information?”

“Yeah. He’s an IT guy. He said he sent me an email, but I never got it, so he called to warn me. So, I panicked and decided I needed to hide out somewhere, and I thought of Rafer. No one would think to look for me on St. Vincent, right? And I could do some diving. Have you seen Rafer’s dive shop?” Harley asked Gabriela. “It’s the best. He’s like a big deal on the island.”

“Unfortunately, Harley didn’t take any steps to hide his travel plans, and a private investigator tracked him to the island,” Rafer said. “When Harley declined the offer to return with the PI on his private plane, the guy pulled a gun on him. We figured the plan might have been to pitch Harley out of the plane somewhere short of Miami.”

“What happened to the PI?”

“Harley projectile vomited on him at the sight of the gun. The guy was so revolted that he dropped his guard, and Harley was able to scramble away.”

“It happened behind the dive shop,” Harley said. “Rafer has a little area back there with tables and chairs. I was having lunch when the guy approached me. After the gun and the vomit, I don’t remember much except that I ran until I couldn’t run anymore. I hid behind someone’s garage and called Rafer.”

“Seemed like it was time that we got serious and asked for help,” Rafer said. “So here we are.”

Gabriela handed the coffee over to Rafer and made another cup for herself. “I did some research last night before I fell asleep. The Rosetta Stone is in the British Museum. It’s protected by the latest and greatest security, and it’s encased in impact glass. Plus, it’s an awkwardly shaped chunk of black granite that weighs three-quarters of a ton. And you’re telling me someone snatched it.”

Rafer sipped his coffee. “Yep.”

“And you want me to find it.”

“Yep.”

Gabriela thought this had potential. Finding lost things was a business and it paid very well, but there were times when it was also a passion. And this might fall into the passion slot. After all, it wasn’t every day a girl got the opportunity to find the Rosetta Stone. And she supposed it could be considered a good deed to save Harley Patch.

“I’ll tackle the Rosetta Stone first,” Gabriela said to Rafer. “You and Harley can stay here. Don’t go out any more than is necessary.”

“No way,” Rafer said. “We’re in this together. You’re going to need help.”

“Yeah, suppose you find the stone and you have to move it?” Harley said. “You can’t pick up a Rosetta Stone all by yourself.”

“No, but I can drive a forklift,” Gabriela said. “I don’t need help. I work alone. End of story.”



Gabriela shoved her MacBook Air into her Prada tote and zipped the bag shut. In minutes she would be landing at Heathrow, and she would set off on a mission to find the Rosetta Stone. All because her ex-husband and his nice but naive cousin said it was missing. And if that wasn’t disturbing enough, they were sitting two rows behind her.

She’d rearranged work commitments with Marcella. She’d squeezed in a manicure, and she’d googled a virtual tour of the British Museum, even though she’d been there several times. She’d managed to get a seat on a nine thirty flight out of JFK. It was now ten in the morning British Summer Time, and if it weren’t for the two millstones traveling with her, she’d be looking forward to spending time in one of her favorite cities.

Two hours later, the black cab dropped Gabriela, Harley, and Rafer off at the Soho Hotel on Richmond Mews. It was Gabriela’s London hotel of choice. She liked the location, the colorful art and fabric, the eclectic bar and restaurant, and the ten-foot Botero cat in the lobby. Gabriela thought the entire hotel was an explosion of positive karma. She also thought that the carefully created karma would be put to the test with her and Rafer in residence.

She crossed the small lobby, checked in at the reception desk, and got their room keys.

“I want to freshen up and then I want to take a look at the British Museum,” Gabriela said to Rafer and Harley. “I’ll be at the front door in thirty minutes if anyone wants to walk over with me.”



Gabriela took a fast shower and changed into navy straight-legged pants, a white cotton T-shirt, Allbirds flats, and a tan lightweight Alice + Olivia boyfriend blazer. She pulled her dark brown hair into a knot at the nape of her neck and tucked her cell phone, her wallet, her passport, and her Charlotte Tilbury lipstick into a small Fendi cross-body bag.

She left her room, took the elevator to the lobby, and spotted Rafer and Harley standing by the front door. They were still in the jeans, running shoes, and untucked collared knit shirts that they’d worn on the plane. Harley’s shirt looked brand-new and had a Polo emblem on it. Rafer’s shirt was faded to an unrecognizable color, and had a New Zealand All Blacks rugby team patch on the sleeve and a small, ragged hole above the hem.

“I can’t believe you’re still wearing that shirt,” Gabriela said to Rafer.

“I like this shirt,” Rafer said. “It’s my favorite. What’s wrong with it?”

“It’s got a hole in it, for starters.”

Rafer looked down at the hem. “Yeah, that’s where Rufus got me. He’s my neighbor’s terrier. He’s a nipper. Anyway, look at you. You look like my aunt Ruthie.”

Gabriela knew Aunt Ruthie. She was ninety-three years old, she had a lot of chin hair, and she wore her long-dead husband’s clothes. Not a good look.

“I don’t look like your aunt Ruthie. This is business casual,” Gabriela said.

“And what’s with the hair? Who are you?”

“I’m an insurance investigator,” Gabriela said. “I have a professional relationship with this museum. I would ordinarily be in a skirt and heels, but I wasn’t sure how much walking I would be doing today, so I dressed down.”

“I think she looks nice,” Harley said. “I saw a picture of Princess Kate, and she was wearing her hair like that.”

Rafer opened the door for Gabriela. “Well hell, I didn’t realize it was a princess hairdo. After you, Princess Gabs,” he said with a sweep of his hand and a full-on smile. “Lead the way. Are we walking or riding?”

“Walking,” Gabriela said, stepping out into the sunshine. There were days when she wondered if she did the right thing by divorcing Rafer. And then there were days like today when she was grateful that she got out of the marriage before she lost control and sucker punched him in the throat.

“Did you get a chance to read the file on the thefts?” Rafer asked her.

Gabriela turned toward Dean Street. “Yes. I found the timeline interesting. The major pieces were all stolen in a four-week period.”

“I noticed that too,” Rafer said. “Hard to believe it’s just a coincidence.”

Streets in this area were narrow and lined with skinny four- and five-story brick buildings. Shops and restaurants on the sidewalk level and residences above. Gabriela took Carlisle Street to Soho Square Gardens. She crossed the park and in minutes she was on a street with wide sidewalks and red double-decker buses.

“So, what do you think?” Rafer asked Gabriela. “Do you think there’s one person masterminding all these thefts? Some evil genius antiquities collector?”

“It could be one person with many resources, or it could be an organization with dedicated followers. This wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment operation. These thefts took planning and expertise, and they were executed by people who were willing to take a risk.”

Gabriela turned onto Bloomsbury Street, and in two blocks she turned onto Great Russell Street. One side of the street was lined with redbrick town houses dating back to the 1800s. Five or six stories and an attic. White-trimmed windows stacked one on top of another and separated by white columns. Shops and businesses sprinkled throughout on the ground floor. The British Museum was on the other side of Great Russell. The sidewalk was wide and tree lined. The museum was behind a high black wrought iron fence with an iron gate that was open for visitors.

Gabriela, Rafer, and Harley walked through the gate and into the courtyard that led to the main entrance. Gabriela had been to the museum many times and she loved its collections, but she didn’t think the Greek Revival entrance with its forty-three columns was as impressive as the Met Museum in New York. The Met beat out the Brits in stairs alone.

They passed through security, entered the Great Court, and made a left turn into Room 4 and the Egyptian sculpture gallery. The Rosetta Stone display was dead ahead.

“So, this is it,” Rafer said, staring at the glass case that contained the stone replica. “The scene of the crime.”

“Do you know anything about the Rosetta Stone?” Gabriela asked Rafer.

“No. I slept through that part of my education,” Rafer said.

“The Rosetta Stone is a granodiorite stele,” Gabriela said. “That’s a fancy way of saying it’s a tablet of black granite. This isn’t the whole stele. As you can see, the top part of the stone is broken off at an angle. The piece of the stone that the museum owns is inscribed with a decree that was passed by a council of priests and issued in Memphis, Egypt, in 196 BCE. The decree was written in hieroglyphic, demotic, and Greek, making it possible for a wide variety of people to read it. This is one of many steles that were distributed throughout the region. There are twenty-eight known copies of this particular stele. Twenty-one of them remain in Egypt.”

“Okay, then what’s the big deal with the Rosetta Stone?” Rafer asked. “It’s not like it’s the only one.”

“Hieroglyphic writing died out in Egypt in the fourth century CE, and the knowledge of how to read hieroglyphics was lost until soldiers in Napoleon’s army discovered the Rosetta Stone in 1799. They were digging the foundations of a fort near the town of Rashid, which the French called Rosetta, and they found this chunk of stone. When Napoleon lost the war, the stone became the property of the British government. In the early nineteenth century, scholars realized they could use the Greek part of the stone as the key to deciphering the hieroglyphics.”

“And that makes it worth seven hundred fifty million dollars?”

“The importance to Egyptology was immense,” Gabriela said. “It’s a priceless piece of history.”

“And now it’s in someone’s basement,” Rafer said. “This glass box looks pretty secure. And it looks to me like there are cameras and motion sensors everywhere.”

“The bank sent a bunch of experts to snoop around and certify that the museum had really substituted a fake to temporarily take the place of the real stone. There’s a sign displayed somewhere explaining that the real stone is being restored,” Harley said. “It wasn’t difficult to prove it’s a fake. It weighs a fraction of the real stone.”

“While they were snooping, did they figure out how the stone got out of its glass box?” Rafer asked.

Harley shook his head. “No. The sensors didn’t go off and the cameras didn’t catch anything. The glass is high impact, and the temperature and humidity inside the glass is strictly controlled. Every possible precaution had been taken to protect the stone.”

“This had to be an inside job,” Rafer said.

“Possibly,” Gabriela said, looking at the museum map that she’d picked up when they entered. “Maybe.”

She was standing ten feet from the case, scanning the room, picking out cameras and exits. She was cataloging museum employees who were in the area. And she was wondering how this could have happened. If she wanted to steal the Rosetta Stone, how would she go about it? She would need help. A computer expert to disable the security. Easier to do in the movies than in real life. Then she would need at least one other person to assist in removing the stone from the case and getting it out of the building. It would help if the assistant knew how to do this. And what about the night guards? There was no mention in any of the reports that they’d been injured or incapacitated. Hard to believe.

Gabriela checked her watch. “I’m meeting someone in a couple minutes. He’s one of the curators here. I worked with him on a case last year. Nothing as big as what we have in front of us, but I was able to locate their missing object. I thought it would be interesting to get his take on this.”

“You have friends in high places,” Rafer said.

“In this case it’s more of an acquaintance who occupies a medium-to-high place,” Gabriela said. “I’m meeting him for lunch, so you guys are on your own for the afternoon. Marcella made reservations for dinner at the hotel restaurant. Seven o’clock. I’ll meet you there.”





CHAPTER FOUR

Steven Kilchester was a balding fifty-three-year-old man with a passion for bow ties, fun socks, clocks, and watches. He smiled when Gabriela approached the small pub table and sat across from him.

“Nice to see you again,” he said. “Are you on holiday?”

Gabriela had chosen a pub that was a block from the museum. It had a small outdoor seating area that was quiet enough to have a conversation. Plus, the fish and chips were perfection.

Gabriela glanced at the menu. “Actually, I’m here on business.”

Kilchester leaned forward a little. “I suspected.”

“I know about the Rosetta Stone,” Gabriela said.

“Disaster,” Kilchester whispered. “Total disaster. Crushing disaster. Are you here to find it?”

“I’ve been hired by an individual who has a strong connection to the stone and wants to make sure it’s returned to the museum. This is very confidential. This person doesn’t want notoriety.”

“Of course,” Kilchester said. “I understand completely. And it’s been very hushed here. There are only a handful of us who know the real story. It’s confined to the board, the director, and the curators who are directly involved with the stone.”

“None of those people would be you,” Gabriela said.

“No, of course not,” Kilchester said. “I’m on an entirely different floor, but I hear things.”

This was why Gabriela had invited him to lunch. Steven Kilchester always knew everything. And he could be counted on to pass along anything that he heard whether it was true or not.

“I have the police reports, and I’m familiar with Room Four and the security protocols,” Gabriela said. “Is there something I’m missing? What’s your take on this?”

“I think it had to be an inside job. Offhand, I couldn’t point my finger at anyone right now. Honestly, there’s not a single soul at the museum who I could say would do such a thing. But people are always full of surprises and who knows what any of us would do if we were desperate enough.”

The waitress came over and Kilchester ordered fish and chips and a pint. Gabriela got fish and chips and tea.

“One of the curators, who shall be nameless, is suggesting a supernatural event,” Kilchester said. “He’s certain the stone has been returned to Egypt by dark forces. And it’s not such a ridiculous notion. It’s a known fact that the museum is filled with hauntings. We’ve all seen things that are impossible to explain.”

“Like this theft.”

“Exactly. Although mostly the unexplained events are doors opening and closing and ghosts marching about.”

“Ruling out the supernatural for a moment, do you have any ideas about how the theft was managed?”

“Yes, but they’re all stolen from movies on the telly. And they all are dependent upon a brazen hero who’s very handsome and a brilliant computer geek who’s very likable.”

Gabriela thought it was highly unlikely that anyone associated with the theft was handsome, likable, or heroic. But brilliant, yes.

“I’m having problems with the night security guards,” Gabriela said. “I don’t see anything about them in any of the reports. It’s hard to believe they didn’t hear or see anything. Were they injured? Were they incapacitated in some way?”

“Good point,” Kilchester said. “I don’t have an answer for you. I know the central control room monitors the cameras and security sensors twenty-four/seven. The guards that I’m friendly with are mostly concerned about keeping the museum safe during the day when visitors are flooding through it. It’s possible that the night patrols are sketchy.”

“You would be my hero if you could acquire more information. Such as, what happened to the state-of-the-art alarm system? And why didn’t the control room pick up anything on their monitors?”

“I’m all about being a hero,” Kilchester said. “I’ll keep my ear to the ground.”

Drinks arrived and Kilchester downed a third of his pint.

“Who do you suppose would want the Rosetta Stone bad enough to risk stealing it?” Gabriela asked.

“It’s a pretty long list. It has a bloody history. Bonaparte confiscated it as a spoil of war during his occupation of Egypt. It was then confiscated from his armies by the British forces and found its way to the British Museum, where it’s resided since 1802. As it stands now, both the Brits and the Egyptian government claim to be its rightful owner. Plus, there’s a well-funded French faction with a fanatical belief in Bonapartism. And then there are several billionaires who would love to have the stone in their secret collection.”

“Okay, who’s at the top of the list?”

“I’d go with the billionaires,” Kilchester said. “They aren’t hamstrung by bureaucracy, they have the resources, and they’re ruthless.”

“Do you have names?”

“No. It’s all hearsay.” He drank more beer and held a finger up as an indicator of thought. “Not true, actually. Now that I think about it, I do have one name. There is someone who was an immediate person of interest but was quickly cleared by the police. I thought he was too easily dismissed. He’s not a billionaire. He’s ex-military.”

“His name?”

“Ahmed El Ghaly,” Kilchester said. “He’s a former special forces colonel, living in London. Supposedly he’s working at the Egyptian embassy as a cultural liaison for the protection of Egyptian national treasures, but there are some who suspect him of doing covert ‘recovery work’ for the Egyptian GDSSI.”

“That’s Egypt’s national intelligence service?” Gabriela asked.

“Yes. And rumor has it that Ahmed has been known to moonlight for the right price.”



Gabriela was already seated when Rafer and Harley trooped into the Soho’s Refuel dining room. The upholstered chairs were comfortable and colorful. The wallpaper was extravagant. The art was unique and compelling. Gabriela didn’t think she could live with so much pattern and color on a daily basis, but it filled her with positive energy short-term.

“How was your date?” Harley asked Gabriela.

“Interesting,” Gabriela said. “I’d hoped to learn more, but it seems everyone is as astonished as we are that someone was able to steal the stone.” She glanced at the menu. “Any wine preferences?” she asked.

“Anything is okay,” Rafer said. “I’m easy.”

Gabriela already knew this. Rafer was easy when it came to wine and making love. He was obstinate in almost all other matters.

“And I’m thirsty,” Harley said. “I’ll drink anything but chardonnay.”

Gabriela chose an Italian red from the wine list, and when the waiter left, she leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I have one name that might have potential. He’s an Egyptian national who has a military background and is currently working for the Egyptian embassy in London.”

“I like it,” Harley said. “Very Agatha Christie. I haven’t read any of her books, but I watched the whole Poirot series on BritBox. For weeks I was going into work with a British accent, sounding like Hastings. I couldn’t help myself.”

“Let me take a wild guess here,” Rafer said. “A woman was involved.”

“Mary Lou Springer,” Harley said. “She was winding up Bridgerton when we started dating and things were good all through Poirot. I bailed when she started binge-watching The Crown.”

“Why are you interested in this Egyptian?” Rafer asked Gabriela.

“My friend, Kilchester, said the police called this guy in as a person of interest.”

“And?”

“He was dismissed as a suspect.”

“And?”

“And it’s all I’ve got,” Gabriela said.





CHAPTER FIVE

It was eleven o’clock, the sun was shining, and the temperature had inched up into the low seventies. Gabriela was in the Mayfair section of London, a couple blocks from Hyde Park. She stepped into a coffee shop, ordered a chai, and took it to a small outside table. She called Steven Kilchester.

“I’m trying to find Ahmed El Ghaly,” she said. “I’ve been to two consulates and the Egyptian embassy, and no one knows him. He’s not in the directory. Are you sure he exists?”

“He’s had past dealings with the museum. He was part of a coalition petitioning to return the Rosetta Stone to Egypt. Nothing came of it, but that’s probably why he was questioned by the police. He might not be with the embassy anymore, or he might be with the embassy in a slightly clandestine capacity that would keep him out of the general directory. Have you tried Google?”

“Yes. I did a search and found over two hundred men in the UK named Ahmed El Ghaly. None fit the profile. There are probably two thousand in Egypt.”

“I’ll poke around a bit and get back to you,” Kilchester said.

Gabriela drank her chai and checked her email and text messages. If Kilchester couldn’t help her, she’d go to the local police. They questioned Ahmed. They would know where to find him. Someone at the museum would also know where to find him. Kilchester was the curator for clocks and watches. He was the museum gossip and busybody, but he would have been left out of the political maneuvering over possession of the Rosetta Stone. The head of the museum or the board of directors might have been involved in that discussion.

Kilchester called back. “I’m told that Ahmed is working as an affiliate of the embassy. I don’t know what that even means. My friend said if you leave your card and a short note at the reception desk at the South Street embassy, it will get passed on to Ahmed and he might or might not get in touch with you. Make sure you give your note to Buzz.”

“Buzz?”

“I’m guessing it’s a nickname.”

“Good enough,” she said to Kilchester. “Thanks for the help. I don’t suppose you know what Ahmed looks like?”

“No. I’ve never met him. He’s never petitioned to have a clock returned to Egypt.”

Gabriela had been to the South Street embassy earlier. Obviously, she hadn’t been lucky enough to talk to Buzz, she thought. She wrote a short message on the back of her business card and retraced her steps to the embassy. It was a five-minute walk down Curzon Street to South Audley, a left turn onto South Street, and the embassy was in the middle of the block. Four floors of offices in a brown brick building sandwiched between other brick buildings that were equally boring. The ground floor had a garage, a front door, and an arched window that matched the arch on the garage door. The Egyptian flag hung over the front door. Security cameras were strategically placed on the front of the building.

Gabriela entered the building and went to reception. Two men were at the desk. No one else was in the room.

“Excuse me,” she said. “I’m looking for Buzz.”

“It is you again,” one of them said. “There is no Buzz. What is a Buzz?”

She put her card on the desktop in front of the men. “I was told to leave my card here for Buzz.”

One of the men picked the card up and read both sides. “I will give this card to Buzz,” he said.

Hard to tell who’s the bigger idiot, Gabriela thought. This jerk for taking the card, or me for giving it to him. She gave the two men a dazzling smile, said thank you, and left the embassy.

She stood on the sidewalk and contemplated her next move. She could go in one direction and spend the afternoon grilling people at the British Museum and the local police station, or she could go in the opposite direction and take a pleasant walk through Hyde Park to Harrods. She could do a little shopping, browse the ground-floor Food Halls, and maybe have dim sum on the fourth-floor terrace. And if she was very lucky, Ahmed El Ghaly would call her.

Trust in your luck, she told herself, turning toward the park. Go with Buzz. Besides, she could use the twenty-minute walk to review the facts. Everything on Harley’s list of missing treasures had been stolen in a four-week time frame. And in that time frame, no other treasures of any significance had been reported stolen. As Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot would say, “This is curious, n’est-ce pas?” The treasures were stolen from multiple locations around the world. The most costly losses were in London, Cairo, and Paris. Kilchester had mentioned Napoleon fanatics and Ahmed with his Egyptian connection, but they didn’t make sense when you looked at the complete list. Why would Ahmed and the Napoleon fanatics be interested in a Van Gogh? Certainly not to reclaim something for geopolitical purposes.

Gabriela took the path that cut through the end of the park. It skirted the Serpentine lake and crossed Carriage Drive, taking her out of the park and into Knightsbridge. She bypassed Harvey Nichols and went straight to Harrods. She entered the Food Hall on the ground floor, and her phone buzzed. Unknown caller.

“I believe you would like to speak to me,” the man said. “I was given your card. I am Ahmed El Ghaly.”

“I’ve been hired to find the Rosetta Stone,” Gabriela said. “I was told you might be helpful.”

“I’ve told the museum authorities what little I know.”

“Perhaps you would share the small amount of knowledge you possess with me,” Gabriela said.

“Indeed,” Ahmed said. “Where are you?”

“Harrods.”

“So, you are not all business. Women love to shop, do they not?”

“About your limited knowledge…,” Gabriela said.

“I’m in the area. I have a tight schedule, but I could see you for a few minutes. By the benches in front of the Hans Crescent entrance to Harrods. Be there in twenty minutes.”



Ahmed El Ghaly stood in the shadow of a lattice partition that sectioned off a dining area on Hans Crescent. He was a risk taker by nature, but his military training had taught him the value of patience and of being prepared. He’d done an internet search before making his phone call, and he’d learned that Gabriela Rose had a reputation for finding things no one else could find. This could be a problem for him. Potentially a big problem. He pulled her picture up on his cell phone. She was beautiful. Even more of a problem. He liked beautiful women. He always regretted it when he had to eliminate them.



Gabriela stepped out of Harrods one minute ahead of the designated time. The wide pedestrian street was crowded with shoppers and people having lunch at outdoor cafés. She looked up and down Hans Crescent and locked eyes with a man striding toward her. He nodded and she nodded back.

Ahmed El Ghaly, she thought. She guessed he was six feet tall and in his early forties. Slim. Fit. Relaxed military posture. Walked with purpose. Wavy black hair shot with gray. Close-cropped beard. He was wearing jeans, a white linen shirt that was open at the neck, and a lightweight black blazer. Her first thought was that he was the Egyptian equivalent to Harley. A man who got by on his good looks and charm. He came closer and she adjusted her impression of him when she saw the eyes. Dark brown. Intense. Focused on her. The eyes were unsettling, as was the scar that ran down the side of his face.

“Gabriela Rose,” he said. Statement, not a question. He looked down at her shopping bag. “You’ve been to the Food Halls. I’m curious. What did you buy?”

“Smoked salmon mousse, a baguette, a green salad, and some pastries,” she said.

“No chocolate?”

“A small box of dark.”

Ahmed smiled. “I would be disappointed in you if there was no chocolate in your bag.”

Yep, Gabriela thought. He’s got some Harley in him. And his smile is world-class. Perfect white teeth against his black beard and Mediterranean coloring. Worthwhile remembering that, unlike Harley, Ahmed’s smile didn’t extend to his eyes.

“What is it that you would like to know from me?” Ahmed asked.

“Did you take the Rosetta Stone?”

He gave a bark of laughter. “No. I did not take the Rosetta Stone.”

“Do you know who did take it?”

“Unfortunately, I do not.”

“Would you tell me if you knew?”

“No,” Ahmed said. “I would find it for myself.”

“And then what?”

“I would ransom it.”

“Fair enough,” Gabriela said. “You have my card in case you get information you would like to share.”

“Are you going to eat your chocolates all by yourself?” he asked.

“Yes,” Gabriela said. “Every last one. Thank you for taking the time to meet with me.”

“Not a problem,” Ahmed said. “Sorry I couldn’t be more helpful.”

Ah, but you’ve been very helpful, Gabriela thought. Now I know what you look like, including an approximate age. It will help me pick you out of the two hundred other Ahmed El Ghalys, so I can do a more extensive search. I also know you can be reached through the Egyptian embassy and that your relationship to the embassy is a secret. You can think on your feet, you aren’t easily rattled, and you probably shouldn’t be trusted… ever.

Gabriela walked to Brompton Road and flagged down a cab. She gave the driver her hotel’s address, then got in and turned to see if Ahmed had followed her. There was no sign of him on the sidewalk, and he wasn’t visible in any of the cars that surrounded the taxi. She settled back into her seat, opened the box of chocolates, and ate one. Things were looking up. She thought this disaster of a project might turn out to be fun. And if it wasn’t fun, then it was at least going to be interesting.



Gabriela met Rafer and Harley at her favorite London steak house. She took her place at the table and glanced at the dinner menu, and both men leaned forward.

“And?” Rafer asked.

“I’m feeling like a carnivore tonight,” Gabriela said. “I think I’ll have the sirloin.”

“Always a good sign,” he said. “And what about the day?”

“I met up with Ahmed El Ghaly. It was a short conversation, but I learned enough to give me a jump start on further research. Nice-looking guy. Single. Forty-two years old. Six foot. Former black ops colonel in the Egyptian army. I was able to reach him through the embassy, but his position at the embassy isn’t clear. Speaks excellent English. Drives a new Porsche 911 Sport Classic Limited Edition. I suspect he’s done some lucrative moonlighting. It’s a megabucks car. He also has a flat in a very tony section of London, and a residence in Cairo. I wasn’t able to get the exact address in Cairo. No debts. No litigation. No arrest record. I think he wanted to share my chocolates.”

“You have chocolates?” Rafer asked.

“I made a quick stop at Harrods’ Food Halls.”

Rafer grinned. “And you ate them all yourself, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“And now she wants steak,” Harley said. “You know what that means.”

“Insatiable animal sex tonight,” Rafer said. “She’s always had big appetites. She’s going to want me bad.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Harley said, raising his water glass.

“Dilly dilly,” Rafer said, clinking Harley’s glass with his.

“In your dreams,” Gabriela said to Rafer.

“Yeah,” Rafer said. “It’s like a reoccurring nightmare.”

The waiter stopped by, took their drink orders, and left.

Gabriela pulled three folders out of her messenger bag. “I’m in the process of getting further information on Ahmed. And Marcella is tapping into her sources for rumors of any stolen pieces getting shopped around. While that’s happening, I thought we should take a look at museum employees who might have helped with the Rosetta Stone theft.” She handed folders to Rafer and Harley, and she kept one for herself. “The first two pages are detailed maps of the museum. If you look beyond them, at the pages labeled ‘Employees,’ you’ll see that at present there are nine hundred eighty-seven people working at the museum. I had Marcella pull out all the people who were new hires. The cutoff was six months ago. Then I had her pull out any new hires who worked for operations. That brought it down to three people. Biographies for the three are at the end of the employee packet. Eugene Fairly, Gordon Zelinsky, and Leon Blake.”

“You’re thinking someone got planted inside ahead of the theft,” Rafer said.

“It’s one possibility,” Gabriela said. “A longtime employee could also have been corrupted, but that person would be more difficult to locate.”

“Why are you only looking at new hires from operations?” Harley asked.

“I was primarily interested in the Visitor and Security Services division,” Gabriela said. “They’re walking the floors. They know the routines and the security protocols. And it would be easier to place someone there.”

Rafer read the biography of each man. “Leon Blake,” he said.

Gabriela nodded. “Why did you single him out?”

“He quit the job two days after the theft.”

“I did some additional research on him,” Gabriela said. “He was renting a room in Brixton for the duration of his employment. Prior to that he was working as security for an LLC registered in London. His position and the LLC’s location weren’t clearly defined.”

“Where is he now?” Rafer asked.

“No one knows. He was last seen the day he quit his job at the museum.” Gabriela gave Rafer and Harley a single-page biography with a photo of Blake. “I have someone else who’s interesting. John Mackey. He missed my cutoff date, but he lived in Brixton, and he worked security. Two days after the theft he was shot dead on his way home from a pub. His wallet and watch and cell phone were all missing. Motive for the crime was listed as robbery.”

“Bummer,” Harley said. “He was out with his friends and then he got shot. What are the chances?”

“In this case, they might be pretty good,” Gabriela said. “No one else on the list caught my attention.”

“According to this bio, Mackey was sixty-four years old,” Rafer said. “He was married and had two adult children. He was at the museum for thirteen years. Previous to that he was night watchman for a warehouse.”

“I thought I would visit his wife tomorrow morning,” Gabriela said.

“I’ll pass on that,” Harley said. “I’m not good with condolences. Empathy isn’t my strong suit.”

“Gabs is full of empathy,” Rafer said. “In fact, I should probably go along so she doesn’t go hormonal and get out of control.”

“Hormonal?” Gabriela said. “Excuse me?”

“Female stuff,” Rafer said. “You know, sobbing with the dead guy’s wife.”

“You cried for two weeks when your turtle died,” Gabriela said.

“Hazel was special,” Rafer said.

Gabriela turned her attention to the menu. “I can manage without you,” she said to Rafer.

“Yeah, but you could manage better with me,” Rafer said.

“No.”

“Fine. Go without me. What time are you leaving tomorrow?”

“Ten o’clock.”

“Good to know,” Rafer said.





CHAPTER SIX

Gabriela stepped out of the elevator at 9 a.m. and wasn’t entirely surprised to see Rafer and Harley waiting for her.

“Trying to sneak out without me?” Rafer asked.

“Yes,” she said.

“It didn’t work,” he said.

Gabriela cut her eyes to Harley. “What about you?”

“I thought you might need me. What I lack in empathy I make up for in charm. And besides, I’m freaked out over the possibility that someone will try to kidnap me again.”

“So, you feel insecure without big, strong Rafer protecting you,” Gabriela said.

“Mostly I’m counting on you,” Harley said. “I bet you’ve got weapons hidden all over you. Knives and guns. And you have black belts in three different kinds of self-defense. Rafer told me all about you.”

“Gabs,” Rafer said. “Are you holding out on me? Are you carrying concealed? That’s a big no-no in the UK.”

“I haven’t got a gun,” Gabriela said. “Maybe a knife or two.”

Rafer grabbed her and hugged her to him. “That’s my girl. How are we doing this? Where do we go from here?”

“I have a rental car.”

“You’re organized,” Rafer said. “When did this happen?”

“I was always organized.”

“Honey, you were always disorganized. You could never find your homework, your keys, your bra.”

“That’s because my bra was always in your pocket.”

“Yeah, those were good times,” Rafer said.

Ten minutes later they were on the street arguing over who was going to drive the Hyundai Accent.

“I have an international driver’s license,” Gabriela said to Rafer. “Do you?”

“Yes.”

“This is ridiculous. I rented the car and I’m going to drive,” Gabriela said.

“That makes no sense,” Rafer said. “I’m the better driver.”

“The hell you are. You crashed your father’s car into old man Sokol’s chicken coop. It took days for him to round up all his chickens.”

“You ran your father’s truck into Daily’s Pond,” Rafer said.

“It wasn’t my fault. My flip-flop got caught under the brake pedal.”

“Where exactly is Brixton?” Rafer asked.

“It’s on the other side of the Thames,” Gabriela said.

“It’s been a couple years since I’ve been to London, but it seems to me you’re going to have to navigate Soho and then go around Trafalgar Square to get to one of the bridges,” Rafer said.

“And?”

“I changed my mind. You can drive. You got insurance with this rental, right?”

“What about you being the better driver?”

“You have more patience. I might get stuck in traffic and be tempted to pull some idiot out of his car by his necktie.”

Gabriela thought this was entirely possible.

“I’ve driven in Rome, New York City, Bangkok, and Tokyo,” she said. “London is congested, but it’s not totally insane.”



Gabriela inched her way through the Soho traffic, managed to get around Trafalgar Square, and drove through Westminster. She took the bridge over the Thames and from there it was a straight shot on Lambeth Road. She wandered through Brixton, following the GPS directions to a neighborhood of narrow, three-story row houses. The Mackey house was in the middle of the block. An oldish Citroën was parked in front of the house.

“What are your expectations?” Rafer asked.

Gabriela parked behind the Citroën. “It would be nice to discover a friendship with Leon Blake.”

They walked to the door and rang the bell. A woman answered. She looked neatly put together but tired and not at all excited over the prospect of company. She had brown hair cut short, and she had a small dog tucked under her arm.

“Yes?” she said.

Gabriela introduced herself as an investigator.

“Are you with the police?” Mrs. Mackey asked.

“I’m with a separate agency that works with the police,” Gabriela said.

“And what about those two?” Mrs. Mackey asked, looking at Harley and Rafer.

“They’re with me.”

The dog growled at Gabriela.

“Hush,” Mrs. Mackey said to the dog. “These people are with the police.” She turned her attention back to Gabriela. “Ordinarily I don’t let people into my house if Roger doesn’t like them, but since you’re with the police…”

Harley stepped forward and smiled at Mrs. Mackey and Roger. “What a great dog. I bet he’s part Chihuahua.”

“Chihuahua and Yorkshire terrier,” Mrs. Mackey said. “He’s a little feisty.”

Harley held his hand out to Roger, and Roger took a sniff.

“I had a little dog like this once,” Harley said. “Sweetest dog that ever lived.”

Gabriela knew this was a big fat lie. The only dog Harley ever had was an eighty-pound yellow Lab that was dumb as a box of rocks.

Harley scratched Roger behind his ear and Roger looked like he was going to explode with happiness.

“Goodness,” Mrs. Mackey said, “it usually takes Roger a while to warm up to people, but he’s really taken a liking to you.”

“I’m a dog person,” Harley said. “They always like me. I must send out some kind of good dog vibes.”

Rafer was back on his heels, grinning, watching Harley dump a load of baloney on Mrs. Mackey. He figured Roger had taken to Harley because Harley had just eaten breakfast and smelled like bacon.

“I was having tea,” Mrs. Mackey said. “Would you like some tea?”

Everyone followed Mrs. Mackey into the kitchen and sat at the round table by the window. She set Roger on the floor and brought tea and biscuits.

“I imagine this visit has to do with John,” she said. “I still can’t believe he’s gone.”

“The police report said John’s death was the result of a robbery,” Gabriela said. “Do you think that’s the way it happened?”

“I can’t imagine anything else,” Mrs. Mackey said. “Everyone liked John.”

“He had a lot of friends?” Gabriela asked.

“The usual amount, I suppose. Mickey and Scoot and Bill Barton. They all went to school together. And then there was a new person he met at the pub on the corner. They both worked at the museum. I never met him until John passed. John wasn’t one to bring people home with him.”

“But you met the new friend later?”

“At the service. He came back after for refreshments. Leon. I don’t remember much about him. I don’t remember much of anything from that day. It was terrible.”

“How are you doing now?” Gabriela asked.

“I’m okay,” Mrs. Mackey said. “Life goes on, doesn’t it. And I have Roger.” She looked down at Roger and gave him half of a ginger biscuit.

“Did John enjoy his job at the museum?” Gabriela asked.

“In the beginning, but then it became a job. Don’t get me wrong. It was a good job. There just wasn’t much opportunity for advancement.”

“And that bothered John?” Gabriela asked.

“He was a dreamer. Always chasing rainbows. Always had ideas about how to get rich. I was content with our little house here in Brixton, but John wanted a bigger house. He wanted one of those expensive Japanese toilets.” She gave up a sigh and stared into her teacup. “He wanted the finer things, but that didn’t work out for him.”

“I suppose we all would like a little bit more,” Gabriela said. “Thank you for your time. The tea and ginger biscuits were lovely.”

Gabriela, Rafer, and Harley left the Mackey house and got into the rental car. Gabriela drove three blocks, turned left, and stopped in front of a row house.

“According to Marcella, Blake was renting the top floor of this house, and the owner lives on the ground floor. Melvin Chessy. Age seventy-nine. Widowed.”

Gabriela pulled to the curb and parked. “Stay here. I’m going to see if someone is home.”

She went to the door, rang the bell, and knocked. No answer. She stepped off the stoop and looked in one of the front windows. Everything was tidy. No one was moving around. She returned to the car.

“There’s one door with two doorbells,” Gabriela said. “The names on the doorbells are Chessy and Tucker. I assume the door opens to a small foyer. And either Tucker is an AKA for Blake or else Blake has moved on and there’s a new tenant in the apartment.”

Gabriela’s phone buzzed. It was Kilchester.

“I thought you might want to join me for lunch,” he said.

“You do fast work,” Gabriela said.

“That’s because I’m a hero.”

“Same place?”

“Yes,” Kilchester said. “Noon.”

“I’m coming from Brixton. I’ll call if I’m going to be late.” She ended the call.

“It sounds like you have a date,” Rafer said. “Should I be jealous?”

“He has information for me. I’ll drop you off at the hotel. I’m meeting him at a pub by the museum.”



Gabriela found Kilchester waiting at the pub, and she thought if he got any more excited, his bow tie would begin spinning.

“Are you my hero?” she asked him.

“I am, indeed,” Kilchester said. “I didn’t want to take a chance on a phone conversation.”

“Understood,” Gabriela said.

They were seated, and the waiter came over and took their order. He left and they both leaned in to talk.

“Just as everyone suspected, someone hacked into the security system,” Kilchester said. “At one a.m. the control room monitors were set to loop on the first floor, with the exception of Room Twenty-One, which houses the Mausoleum of Halikarnassos. And the alarm system for Room Four, the Egyptian gallery with the Rosetta Stone, was shut down at the same time. There were guards on the first floor, but they weren’t near Room Four. They were all investigating a strange odor and green slime oozing out of the pedestal under Queen Artemisia II. This was all very clever because nasty odors around the mausoleum exhibit had been previously reported, and anyone who’s seen Ghostbusters knows that green slime often accompanies smelly phenomena. So, while someone was snatching the Rosetta Stone, the control room guards were communicating with the floor guards, trying to determine if maintenance needed to be called. Or maybe an exorcist.”

“I can see why this wasn’t made public knowledge,” Gabriela said.

“Yes. It’s a bit of an embarrassment.”

The waiter brought drinks, and Kilchester and Gabriela toasted to green slime.

“It’s believed that only twenty to twenty-five minutes elapsed between when the systems were hacked and when the guards resumed patrolling and discovered the Rosetta Stone was missing.” Kilchester took another test drive on his Guinness and leaned back in. “Can you imagine strolling into Room Four and there’s no Rosetta Stone? It’s unthinkable. Probably the most heavily guarded rock in the world and someone walked off with it. I heard one of the guards soiled his briefs, but that’s just rumor.”

“That’s not a lot of time,” Gabriela said. “Twenty-five minutes. Is it known how the stone left the building? I’m sure there are exterior cameras. Were they disabled as well?”

“They weren’t disabled. It’s thought that the stone was hidden somewhere in the building, but the building has been searched and searched again, and the stone hasn’t been found.”

“I’d like to take another look at Room Four,” Gabriela said.



Ahmed watched the pub from across the street. He was thinking that modern technology took some of the fun out of surveillance. Drones and tracking devices made it possible to follow at a distance with less fear of being discovered. Spycraft was changing, and making oneself invisible was a dying art. From where he stood, he could see Gabriela Rose in the pub’s outdoor courtyard. She was dining with Steven Kilchester. That was interesting. He’d never had any personal interaction with Kilchester, but he knew he was curator of clocks and timepieces. And he knew Kilchester had a reputation for knowing things he wasn’t supposed to know. Kilchester and Rose were huddled over the table in a serious conversation. Ahmed would be shocked if it was romantic. He suspected the woman was capable of annihilating Kilchester figuratively and literally. This conversation had to be business.





CHAPTER SEVEN

Gabriela paced off the length of Room 4 with Kilchester by her side, opening doors, giving her a running commentary on where the doors led and who had access.

“What’s below us?” Gabriela asked.

“Storage, mechanicals, some areas dedicated to restoration.”

“I assume these areas have been searched.”

“Thoroughly,” Kilchester said.

“There’s a grate in the floor at the far end of the gallery. What is its purpose?”

“There are grates throughout. They’re part of the HVAC system.”

Gabriela walked to the end of the gallery and stared down at the grate. “This is different from the others. It’s a little larger, and the grate has a different design.”

“I never noticed,” Kilchester said.

Gabriela went down to one knee and used the flashlight function on her smartphone to look into the grate.

“This looks like an air shaft,” she said. “I can’t see very far with this light, but it looks like there are ladder rungs attached to the shaft wall. I don’t think this is part of the HVAC system.”

“At one time a rail link ran under the museum,” Kilchester said. “It opened in 1900 and was closed in 1933. During the war, part of the tunnel was used as an air raid shelter. I suppose this could be part of that rail tunnel. The tunnel is supposed to be quite deep underground. At least that’s what I’ve been told. I don’t know anyone who’s actually been down there.”

“How do I access this tunnel?”

Kilchester looked down at the grate. “I guess this would be one way. As far as I know the next nearest access might be the original station on High Holborn. Or not.”

“What is the original station used for now?”

“I’m not sure. It’s in an area of multiuse buildings. Offices, small businesses, fast-food vendors. It’s less than a hundred yards away from the Holborn tube station that replaced it. At one time the lines might even have intersected. I don’t know all of its history. Do you think they could have taken the stone out this way?” Kilchester asked. “It would have been a tight squeeze and a long drop down for a very heavy object.”

“I need a measuring tape, a flashlight, and a crowbar,” Gabriela said.

Thirty minutes later, Kilchester rolled a privacy screen up to the grate and handed Gabriela the tape measure, the flashlight, and the crowbar.

“I’ve secured special permission from security for you to investigate this shaft. I don’t want to go into the details, but I might have improvised a bit on your need to go down there.”

“Thanks. Appreciate your help.” Gabriela measured the grate. “The stone would have had six inches’ clearance.” She used the crowbar to pry the grate up. “I’m not having any trouble lifting this. After years of just sitting here, I would expect it to be stuck. There should be some grime around it.”

“Are we thinking that it has been recently used?”

“We are,” Gabriela said. “I’m going down.”

“I’m going with you,” Kilchester said. “If I get fired for this, it will have been worth it. I’m in full-on hero mode.”

Gabriela took stock of Kilchester and herself. Not exactly dressed for an underground adventure. She was wearing skinny jeans, sneakers, a T-shirt, and a blazer. Her outfit was accessorized by a Fendi Baguette mini bag that held her essentials. Kilchester was dressed like Kilchester. Button-down shirt, bow tie, dress slacks, tweed jacket, stylish cap-toe brown oxfords. Taking him down with her was risky.

“I need you to stay here,” she said to Kilchester. “You have to get the grate back in place, and you have to stay here in case I need to use this as an exit.”

She moved the grate to the side and flashed the light around the shaft. The ladder rungs looked like they were still in good shape. Difficult to estimate the distance to the bottom. She shoved the flashlight under the waistband of her slacks, went over the edge, and moved rung by rung into the darkness. She counted off fifty rungs, stopped, and flashed the light around. She estimated that she wasn’t quite halfway, but it was easier to see the bottom now. It appeared to be cement. No rat eyes glaring back at her. No bats clinging to the sides of the air shaft.

She was relieved when the shaft ended and her feet were on solid ground. She was a runner. She did weight training. She had superior reflexes. She had more than enough muscle and stamina to manage the deep shaft. Her ungloved hands were a whole other story. They were torn and bleeding by the time she got to the bottom.

The narrow shaft had opened into a tunnel that was high enough and wide enough to accommodate two trains running side by side with narrow platforms on each side of the tunnel. Gabriela played the light first to the left and then to the right. The tunnel extended in both directions with no end in sight. The tracks were still in place but clearly were in disrepair and nonfunctioning.

Gabriela walked a few feet to the left and then to the right, studying the tunnel floor for signs of recent foot traffic. Jackpot to the right. There were faint scuff marks and what looked like tire tracks. She walked in the direction of the scuff marks and after a quarter mile the train tracks disappeared under chunks of cement and stone. She continued walking and the cement chunks and stone gave way to a solid cement floor. Another fifty feet and the subterranean platform became an almost impassable junkyard. A dumping ground for out-of-use equipment and discarded spare parts, Gabriela thought. A train rumbled through the tube somewhere in front of her. The train passed and there was silence again.

There was a small offshoot tunnel to her right. Scaled for a human. Not for a train. The floor was packed dirt and gravel. The ceiling was only a couple feet above Gabriela’s head. The dirt and gravel looked like it had recently been disturbed. She walked a short distance down the offshoot and her Spidey Sense kicked in. The air in the offshoot smelled funky. Something was dead ahead. She hoped it was a rat. She didn’t have a lot of cozy feelings for rats. A cat would be more difficult. She liked cats. A putrid human would be the worst. She would have to report a putrid human.

She followed a curve in the tunnel, and the beam from her Maglite flashed onto a body. Crap. He’d been on the ground for a while, she thought. The fluids had long ago leaked out and nature was at work returning the body to primitive elements. Dust to dust. Or at this stage, flesh to maggots. It was a man. He was on his back. Bullet holes in what was left of his face. The body was badly decomposed. His clothes were still mostly intact. Black hoodie sweatshirt. Jeans. Nike running shoes. He was a big man with big feet, she thought. If she were better prepared, she would search pockets for ID. Since she didn’t have gloves, she would leave the search for the authorities.

She took photos of the body, stepped away, and scanned the rest of the offshoot. It continued for maybe fifty feet, ending at a crude cement wall. There were rungs embedded in the wall, and the rungs disappeared into a shaft that was similar to the air shaft in the British Museum. A four-wheeled dolly was parked in front of the wall. The Rosetta Stone would have fit nicely on the dolly, she thought. A couple lengths of thick nylon rope and the remains of a simple pulley system lay next to the dolly. Gabriela took a couple photos of the dolly and rope. The thieves were in a hurry, she thought. They didn’t waste time disposing of the body. And they just dumped the rope and pulley into the shaft when the job was complete.

She was anxious to get to the surface. She wanted to see where the thieves exited the train tube. Her best guess was that she’d walked slightly less than a half mile from the museum. Curiosity sent her climbing hand over hand, up the shaft. When the going gets tough, the tough get going, she told herself. She was pretty sure no one had ever died from blisters. She would bandage herself up, take some antibiotics, and grow new skin.

She was soaked in sweat and her arms and legs ached when she reached the trapdoor at the top. She pushed against it with a bleeding hand but couldn’t get it to move. She took a quick look down the shaft. She couldn’t see the bottom. She hadn’t counted steps, but she suspected this shaft was even longer than the one in the museum. There was no going back. Halfway down she’d pass out and drop like a rock to the bottom.

They brought the stone through this trapdoor a month ago, she told herself. It has to open. She went up a rung and used one hand and her head to push against the door. The door banged open, and a small, weathered Asian man looked in at her. His age was somewhere between forty and eighty. He was wearing a stained white apron. He had a gold front tooth. And his eyes looked like they were going to pop out of his head.

“What?” he said. “What this?”

Gabriela pulled herself up through the opening and went on all fours for a moment to collect herself. “Sorry for the intrusion,” she said, getting to her feet. “I took a wrong turn down there.”

She looked around and realized she was in a storeroom of sorts. There were sacks of rice, bags of flour, paper products, and giant tins of cooking oil. The stench of death was replaced with the smell of garlic and cumin, which was so strong she thought she might prefer the rotting corpse.

“Where am I?” Gabriela asked.

“This my store,” the man said. “I sell noodles. Takeout. Very good.”

“Do you have a back door?” Gabriela asked him.

He pointed to a door behind him. Gabriela went to the door, opened it, and looked out into an alley.

“We also have front door,” the man said.

Gabriela smiled at him and nodded. “I’ll leave through the front door.”

She left the storeroom and passed through a small kitchen with steaming stockpots. Several people were standing at the takeout counter where the female version of the small Asian man was filling orders. Gabriela reached the front door and turned to look back at the two noodle makers.

The man raised his hand. “Bye-bye,” he called to Gabriela.

Gabriela returned the wave. “Have a nice day.”

She stepped across the street and took a photo of the takeout noodle shop. She walked to the corner and got her bearings. The Holborn tube station was half a block away. She stepped into a doorway and called Kilchester.

“I’m out of the tunnel and on my way back to the museum. You can clean up the area around the air shaft. I need to talk to the director. Do you want to be involved?”

“Yes. I’m already involved. The screen around the grate got his attention. I hope it’s all right. I told him you were investigating. He seemed relieved.”

“I appreciate your help. I’ll meet you at the director’s office in twenty minutes. I’ve acquired some cuts on my hands. It would be great if you could bring a first aid kit with you.”



Rafer and Harley were slouched on the couch, watching a match on the oversized flat-screen TV, when Gabriela walked into her room.

“Hey, Gabs,” Rafer said. “Get a brew from the fridge and join us.”

“This is my room,” Gabriela said. “Why are you in my room?”

“It’s bigger than our rooms,” Rafer said. “You have a couch and a fridge.” He swung his legs off the couch and went to help her shrug out of her jacket. “Are you okay? What’s with your hands?”

Kilchester and the director had been horrified at the sight of Gabriela’s bleeding hands, and the director had called in a paramedic. Her hands were now so swaddled in gauze that she’d barely been able to get her room key out of her purse.

“Blisters,” Gabriela said. “Not a big deal. It’s actually been a really good day.”

“Yeah, I can tell from the blood on your shirt,” Rafer said. “It is blood, right?”

Gabriela looked down at herself. “It’s from my hands. I found an air shaft in the Egyptian sculpture gallery. Everyone assumed it was part of the HVAC system, but it turned out to be a relic from a defunct underground rail system. I didn’t realize how rough and corroded the rungs were on the shaft leading down to the train tracks. I should have gotten gloves before climbing down. And then at the end, I had to climb up another shaft that was even longer than the first one.”

“And this was worthwhile?” Rafer asked.

“I’m ninety-nine percent positive that this was how they got the stone out of the museum. They lowered the stone down by rope, put it on a dolly, and wheeled it to a crude offshoot of the main tube. They put three bullets into the head of an expendable team member and hauled the stone up the shaft and into the storeroom of a noodle shop. Then they most likely took it out the back door and drove it away. I don’t know where the stone went after that.”

Harley had turned his attention from soccer to Gabriela. “They took the Rosetta Stone into a noodle shop?” he asked. “Why would they do that?”

“It was the end of the line,” Gabriela said.

Rafer had his thumbs stuck into his jeans’ pockets. “I want to know about the guy with the bullet holes.”

“I found him about twenty feet away from the end of the offshoot and the exit shaft,” Gabriela said. “Very decomposed. Looked like he’d been there since the robbery. Big guy. I’m thinking he was the muscle. The thieves also abandoned a massive amount of rope and the guts to a pulley.”

“Was the noodle shop involved in the heist?” Rafer asked.

“That’s being investigated. I briefed the museum director, and he’s running with it.”

“So, you know how it got out, but you don’t know where it is now,” Harley said.

Gabriela unwrapped a layer of gauze. “True.”

“But the noodle people might know where it is,” Harley said.

“They might, but it’s unlikely. My best guess is that the thieves took the stone out when the shop was closed. It backs up to an alley. The noodle people didn’t look like the sort to participate in a heist of this level. Still, I guess it’s possible.”

“So, you’re at a dead end?” Rafer asked.

“More like a detour,” Gabriela said. “The museum director confided in me that the lead museum IT guy was found washed up on a bank of the Thames River two weeks ago. At least part of him washed up. And the part that washed up had a bullet hole in it. I think we have a team of pros who enlist locals and then eliminate them when they’re no longer needed.”

“Like John Mackey,” Rafer said.

“Exactly,” Gabriela said. “First thing tomorrow, I want to pay another visit to Mrs. Mackey and the pub in Brixton.”





CHAPTER EIGHT

It was midmorning when Gabriela parked in front of the Mackey house.

“Nothing’s changed,” Harley said. “The car is still parked in the driveway. The street is quiet. No crime scene tape anywhere. I don’t see the Rosetta Stone planted in the Mackey yard.”

Gabriela got out of the car, and Rafer and Harley followed her to the Mackey front door.

Mrs. Mackey answered on the first doorbell ring. “Oh, my goodness,” she said. “This is a nice surprise.” She turned her back on Gabriela and shouted for Roger. “Roger, come see who’s here. We have company!”

There was the sound of little dog toenails on wood flooring, and Roger rushed up to the door and skidded to a stop. Mrs. Mackey picked him up, and Harley stepped forward to say hello to Roger.

“I was about to have tea,” Mrs. Mackey said. “Come in and have a spot with me.”

“Thank you,” Gabriela said, “but we can’t stay. We were in the neighborhood and thought we’d stop by to make sure everything was okay.”

“As okay as it could be,” Mrs. Mackey said. “We’re getting along.”

“Have you heard from any of John’s friends?” Gabriela asked.

“Scoot’s wife dropped off a coffee cake, and Bill Barton offered to take Roger for a walk, but Roger isn’t partial to him.”

“What about John’s new friend?”

“I haven’t seen him,” Mrs. Mackey said. “I’m not sure I would even recognize him if I saw him on the street.”

“Is that John’s Citroën?” Gabriela asked.

“No. That’s my car. John drove a pickup truck. It was old but he loved it.”

“Where is it now?”

“John kept his truck in one of the rental garages at the end of the street,” Mrs. Mackey said. “John hardly ever drove the truck. He took the tube to the museum, and he walked to the pub. I suppose I should try to sell the truck. Honestly, with everything going on, it’s just slipped my mind.”

“We have to be moving along,” Gabriela said to Mrs. Mackey. “We just wanted to make sure you were managing.”

Gabriela, Harley, and Rafer left the Mackey house and returned to the car.

“Now what?” Harley asked.

“It’s too early to go to the pub,” Gabriela said. “Let’s take a look at John’s truck.”

“No stone unturned,” Harley said.

Gabriela drove to the end of the block and found the row of six garages. All single-car with old-fashioned double wood doors that opened out.

“How do we know which one is John’s?” Harley asked.

“We park and start opening garage doors,” Gabriela said.

Garage number one was empty. Garage number two had a blue Mini in it. Garage number three was padlocked.

Gabriela took a set of picks out of her messenger bag.

“Nice,” Harley said. “You carry a set of lockpicks with you.”

“That’s nothing,” Rafer said. “She’s probably got a hammer and screwdriver and some nunchucks in there. And some flash-bang grenades.”

“You forgot the lip gloss,” Gabriela said, picking the padlock. “I’m never without lip gloss.”

They opened the doors and stood in silence for a beat, staring at the truck. There was a large lump of something covered with blankets in the bed.

Gabriela felt an instant flash of adrenaline. Get a grip, she told herself. God knows what’s under the blanket. Most likely trash.

She pulled the blankets back, her heart skipped a couple beats, and she smiled. “Hello, gorgeous,” she said to the Rosetta Stone.

“No way,” Harley said.

“Holy crap,” Rafer said.

Rafer and Harley scrambled to shut the doors, and Gabriela flicked the single overhead bulb on.

They all climbed into the bed and examined the stone.

“It looks real,” Gabriela said. “We need to move it.”

Harley went pale in the dim light. “Say what?”

“Either John went rogue and hid the stone here, or else he’s partnered with someone, maybe Leon Blake, who hid the stone here. Either way, it’s too dangerous to leave it here now.”

“Why don’t we just call the police or Buckingham Palace or MI5 or 6 or some other number?” Harley said.

“I’ll feel more comfortable doing that from a different location,” Gabriela said. “First, we secure the stone, then we arrange for the museum to take possession. Then we involve the appropriate agency.” She covered the stone. “Rafer, you drive the truck. Harley and I will follow in the car.”

“Are you serious? You want me to drive off with the Rosetta Stone in a stolen truck?”

“Yes.”

“Do we have any idea what kind of payload this decrepit truck can carry?” Rafer asked.

“I’m sure it’ll be okay,” Gabriela said. “The Rosetta Stone is a little under a ton. Of course, then we have to add in your weight.”

“This is high school all over again,” Rafer said. “You and your crazy ideas.”

“Remember the summer she thought it would be fun to skinny dip in the mayor’s pool at midnight and half of the senior class showed up?” Harley said. “That was awesome.”

Rafer grinned. “It made the local paper. They had to block out a lot of private parts in the photo.”

“And in the end, they decided to let you graduate, even though you took the hit as the instigator,” Harley said to Rafer.

“I owe you for that one,” Gabriela said to Rafer.

“Yeah,” Rafer said. “It’s a long list. Do you have a key for the truck?”

Gabriela hopped out of the truck bed, walked up to the driver’s-side door, and looked in. “This truck is ancient. The key is in the ignition.”

Before she could say another word, the garage doors opened, and four men walked in.

“What are you doing here?” one of the men asked. “This is a private garage.”

“The owner asked us to check on the truck,” Gabriela said.

“It is my truck,” he said. “Step away.”

“You’re mistaken,” she said. “Your truck must be in another garage.”

“I am never mistaken,” he said. He drew a gun and pointed it at Gabriela. “Step away now. And the two men in the truck bed will get down immediately. Hasan will drive the truck out of here.”

Hasan moved forward and yanked Gabriela away from the truck. Gabriela whirled around, executed a chop to the man’s throat, and kicked his legs out from under him. A second man rushed at her, and she shoved him away with enough force to send him stumbling backward into the man holding the gun. The gun discharged and the bullet buried itself in the stumbling man’s thigh. Gabriela did an underhand throw with a slim silver knife she’d pulled from a hidden pocket in her jacket. The blade dug into the gunman’s arm and he dropped his weapon.

Gabriela jumped behind the wheel, turned the key in the ignition, put the truck into reverse, and floored the gas pedal. Harley and Rafer lost their balance in the back of the truck and crashed into the Rosetta Stone. Gabriela charged out of the garage into the alley, screeched to a stop, put the truck in drive, and wasted no time leaving the scene. She stopped for a light, and Rafer swung down from the back of the truck and settled into the passenger seat.

“I guess Hasan wasn’t warned about you being a martial arts expert,” Rafer said.

“Is Harley okay back there?”

“He wet himself when you knifed the gunman, but aside from that he’s good. And he’s in a lot better shape than the guy you ran over.”

“I ran over someone?”

“You didn’t run over all of him. You just sort of knocked him out of your way when you backed out of the garage at warp speed. I think you might have rolled over a leg. Or two.”

The light changed and Gabriela moved with the traffic.

“Where are we going?” Rafer asked.

“I’m going back to Soho. I’ll call Marcella at the next light and have her get in touch with the museum director. The alternative would be to just drive straight to the museum, but I’m afraid that would create chaos.”

Fifteen minutes later, Gabriela drove across the bridge over the Thames into Westminster and parked in a lot adjacent to an apartment building. She’d just received a text from Marcella with the museum director’s private number. Gabriela called the number and got an immediate answer.

“I’ve been thinking about you,” the director said. “I hope your hands are healing.”

“They’re feeling much better,” Gabriela said. “I just used a light layer of gauze and some Band-Aids. I’m calling because I have good news. I would like to make a delivery to the museum this morning. I feel confident that the package I’m about to hand over to you is authentic, but I’m sure you’ll want to do some testing before we celebrate.”

“Just to make certain we’re both on the same page… we’re talking about the Rosetta Stone, correct?”

“Correct,” Gabriela said. “I have it in my possession, and I’d like to turn it over to you. I thought I should call first so you can make arrangements.”

“How soon can you deliver it?”

“It depends on traffic. I’d say about twenty minutes.”

There was a pause on the other end, and Gabriela thought the director was probably composing himself. This was Christmas morning.

“I can’t tell you how relieved I am,” he finally said. “I’ll meet you at the back gate.”

Gabriela hung up and turned to Rafer. “He was happy.”

“He’ll be even happier when he sees us drive through the museum gate and park the stone in his backyard,” Rafer said.

“Yes, but he’s only going to see me. Harley needs to stay hidden until Searl and Junkett call off the dogs. And you need to keep an eye on him. I’ll drop you off at the hotel on my way to the museum.”

Gabriela left the lot and entered the crawl of midday traffic. She drove past Westminster Abbey and turned off Abingdon Street onto Parliament Square. She drove three-quarters of the way around the square and made a left onto Parliament Street.

“What’s up?” Rafer asked. “You just did a detour around the square.”

“I’ve picked up a tail,” Gabriela said. “It’s the black SUV, two cars back. I’m going to turn onto the Strand when I get to Trafalgar and try to lose them in the theater district.”

“I could be home in St. Vincent, stretched out in my hammock on the front porch right now,” Rafer said, “but lucky me, I’m with Ninja Woman, driving the Rosetta Stone through London traffic, getting chased by God-knows-who.”

“Something to tell your grandchildren,” Gabriela said.

“I don’t have grandchildren,” Rafer said. “I have a cat and a chicken.”

Gabriela approached Trafalgar Square, went halfway around the equestrian statue of Charles I, peeled off at the square, and turned right at St. Martin-in-the-Fields church. The black SUV was still with her when she got onto the Strand. She made a quick left onto a side street, cut through a parking lot, and lost the SUV. It was a slow drive through Covent Garden, winding through neighborhoods, avoiding major roads. She took Greek Street to Soho Square and pulled to the curb.

“I’m going to drop you and Harley here,” Gabriela said to Rafer. “It’s a short walk to the hotel.”

“I don’t like leaving you and the stone,” Rafer said. “I’d feel better if I could stick with you.”

“Harley is an accident waiting to happen. I’m afraid if he’s left alone, he’ll get lost or kidnapped or picked up for vagrancy.”

“Someone wants the Rosetta Stone, and they managed to find you twice. They can find you again. If they have any brains, they’ll realize you’re taking the stone back to the museum,” Rafer said.

“I’m aware,” Gabriela said. “I can deal with it.”

“Are you sure? You’re minus a knife.”

“I have another.”

He looked her up and down. “I don’t know where the first one came from, and I’m afraid to guess where you have the second one hidden.”



Gabriela waited at the square for a few minutes, watching Rafer and Harley walk away. This wasn’t the first time she’d retrieved a valuable artifact, but this artifact was definitely the biggest. And she had to admit that she wasn’t entirely comfortable driving it around London in an ancient, stolen pickup truck. Fortunately, the museum wasn’t far away. She carefully entered the stream of traffic and left the square behind her. This is not the time to get careless and risk getting into an accident, she thought. Pay attention. Focus.

She stopped for a light, crossed the A40, and drove two blocks. She put her signal on to make a right turn, and a car rammed the back of the truck. At the same time, another car stopped in front of her. She was blocked in, unable to move.

“This is not good,” Gabriela said. “This is very not good.”

The doors to the two cars opened and before the men were entirely out of them, Gabriela put her foot to the gas pedal and rammed the car in front of her. She pushed it ahead several feet and was relieved that the truck’s airbags didn’t go off. Probably it didn’t even have airbags! She put the truck in reverse and shoved the car behind her, creating enough space to escape. She turned the wheel, jumped the curb, and drove on the sidewalk to the cross street. She bounced back onto the road and took a shortcut to the museum, avoiding the gridlocked Great Russell Street. She had a block to go when she saw one of the cars coming up fast behind her. Too late, she thought. They couldn’t catch her in time. She could see the gate and several museum security guards standing on the sidewalk.

She approached the gate, the gate opened, and she drove the truck into the British Museum’s secure delivery entrance. Gabriela parked in the designated spot, got out of the truck, and joined the director.

“Dear God,” he said, staring at the crumpled old truck and at the lump under the blankets. “Is that it? Is that the stone, wrapped in blankets?”

“Yes. The stone was being stored in this truck. I didn’t want to move it.”

“Where did you find it?”

“Brixton,” Gabriela said. “Have you notified authorities?”

“Not yet.” He peeked under the blankets. “I thought I should verify the authenticity first.”

“It looks real,” Gabriela said, “but I’m not an expert. I’m going to leave the truck with you. I’m sure whoever is in charge of this investigation will want to examine it. It belonged to John Mackey. He was employed by the museum until recently.”

“I thought it had to be some sort of an inside job,” the director said. “Too much reliance on technology and not enough manpower on patrol. We’ve taken steps to make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

“Good to know,” Gabriela said. “I’d appreciate being kept apprised of the authenticity outcome.”

“Of course. One of the Searl and Junkett board members, Harry Bench, arrived yesterday to personally take charge of the insurance investigation, but I’m sure you already know this.”

“I didn’t know,” Gabriela said. “I’m not directly involved with the bank. I’m working for a concerned investor.”

“Well, I have high hopes that this will end everyone’s anxiety.”

It will be a step in the right direction, Gabriela thought, but it’s not going to end everyone’s anxiety. This is just the beginning of a long retrieval process.

She walked out of the museum onto the sidewalk and turned right. She put an earbud in her ear and called Rafer. “It’s back on museum grounds. The director was relieved. Me too. I’ll meet you at the hotel. Order room service for lunch. Get me a Soho Club and tea.”

And just to make sure she wasn’t being followed, she would stop at a shop on the way and exit out a back door. Chances were slim that she was in any danger. Whoever was chasing her would report back that the stone was returned to the museum. Still, it didn’t hurt to be careful. Paranoia wasn’t always such a bad thing. For instance, wasn’t it odd that someone found her at the garage in Westminster and in Soho? It was as if she was being tracked. She looked down at her messenger bag. Stupid, stupid, stupid. She shoved her hand into the outside pocket and found the AirTag. It could have been placed there by anyone, but the most likely suspect was Ahmed. He’d asked about the shopping bag from Harrods, and she’d been distracted. She dropped the AirTag into a trash receptacle.

Gabriela took the long way back to the hotel and arrived at her room a few minutes after lunch had been delivered.

“Did you get a hero’s welcome?” Rafer asked, adding ketchup to his burger and fries, ignoring the mayo.

“A quiet one,” Gabriela said, taking her sandwich and tea to the small writing table. “The director was grateful. They’ll do some immediate testing, and if it’s the genuine stone it’ll be returned to its place of honor in Room Four.” She poured herself a cup of tea. “You were right about another attempt to capture the stone. Two cars, working together, tried to box me in. Fortunately, the truck was old enough to actually be made of metal as opposed to fiberglass and I was able to muscle my way out.”

“Did you have to use the knife?”

“No. I had to use the gas pedal and the front and back bumpers. When we’re done with lunch, I want to return to Brixton to do some snooping around.”

“Looking for information on Mackey’s friend Leon Blake?” Rafer asked.

“Yes,” Gabriela said. “I have a couple players in the game, but I don’t know where they fit into the overall picture. And we need to get my rental car.”

Marcella called. “A man named Harry Bench just phoned. He said he was a board member for Searl and Junkett, and that he was in London on bank business. He’s returning to New York tomorrow, but he said he would like to meet with you in the morning before his flight. He’s staying in Piccadilly and suggested you join him for breakfast at nine o’clock. Café Dillywaingarten.”

“Tell him that I’d be happy to meet him for breakfast.”

Gabriela hung up and checked her watch. It was one o’clock. That meant it was eight o’clock in the morning in New York and Marcella was on the job. Gabriela ordered a gift basket from Citarella to be sent to Marcella.

Rafer looked at Gabriela with slightly raised eyebrows.

“Breakfast meeting with Harry Bench at nine tomorrow,” Gabriela said. “Just Bench and me. He’s a Searl and Junkett board member sent to take charge of the Rosetta Stone investigation, but now that it’s been returned to the museum, he’s leaving town.”

“When Merv Wessler retired from the board, the bank gave him a Bentley,” Harley said. “You should at least get a Bentley from Bench.”

“I’d rather get a free pass for you,” Gabriela said. “Then we could all go home and live our normal lives.”

“That’s a long shot,” Harley said. “Even with the Rosetta Stone recovery, the bank would still fold. We need to get the Egyptian Museum’s sarcophagus.”

“Where are you meeting Bench?” Rafer asked.

“Café Dillywaingarten in Piccadilly.”

“That’s a bank hangout,” Harley said. “Fantastic scones. Bench is probably staying in the flat the bank keeps just around the corner from the café.”

“We need to retrieve the rental car, and I want to take another shot at talking to Leon Blake’s landlord,” Gabriela said.

“I’m in,” Rafer said.

“Me too,” Harley said.





CHAPTER NINE

Everyone piled out of the Uber and stood staring at the rented Hyundai Accent that was still parked at the end of the alley in Brixton.

“Looks okay,” Rafer said.

“Just like we left it,” Harley said. “Probably the bad guys didn’t even know it was our car.”

“Yeah, probably,” Rafer said.

No one made a move.

“Do you think we should check for a bomb?” Harley asked.

Gabriela thought a bomb was unlikely. She thought an AirTag planted somewhere on the car was a good possibility but not a threat. She was no longer in possession of the stone. There was no reason to track her… or blow her up.

“I don’t think we have to worry about a bomb,” she said.

“Yeah, but maybe someone should check anyway,” Harley said. “I’d do it, but I don’t know what a bomb would look like.”

“I’d do it, but I didn’t bring my bomb detection mirror with me,” Rafer said.

Gabriela unlocked the car, got behind the wheel, and started the car. “No bomb,” she said.

Rafer and Harley got into the car and Gabriela drove out of the alley and parked in front of John Mackey’s local Brixton pub. There wasn’t a lot of traffic at this time of day, and the pub was open but empty. A lone bartender was polishing glasses behind the bar. Gabriela guessed the woman was in her midforties. Dark hair pulled back. Slim. Pretty. She looked up when Gabriela, Rafer, and Harley walked in.

Gabriela cut her eyes to Harley. “This looks like your playpen. Do your thing.”

Harley grinned. “Yes ma’am.”

Gabriela and Rafer went to the end of the bar and Harley settled himself on a stool more to the middle.

The bartender gravitated to Harley. “What’s up with your friends? Don’t want to sit with you?”

“They have business to discuss,” Harley said. “I’m a third wheel.” He sent her his most endearing, slightly self-conscious smile.

“Would a pint help?” she asked him.

“Definitely.” The smile widened a little. “I’m Henry.”

She nodded and drew him his ale. “You’re American.”

“All the way,” he said. “And I bet you’re British and your name is Fiona.”

She placed the glass on a cardboard coaster in front of him. “Not even close.”

“Matilda.”

“No.”

“Petunia.”

She laughed. “My God, no. Julia.”

“That was my next guess,” Harley said.

Julia shifted her attention to Rafer and Gabriela. “Can I get you something?”

“Guinness,” Rafer said.

“Nothing for me,” Gabriela said. “I’m driving.”

Julia drew a Guinness and moved back to Harley.

“What brings you to Brixton?”

“A friend of a friend. And sad to say until I met you the day was a complete bust. I can’t find the friend. My wife left me. And my dog died.”

“Truly?”

“Not entirely. My wife didn’t leave me. I’m not married. I’ve never been married, but I thought that might sound like a failure.”

“And the dog?”

“That part’s true, but he died twenty years ago.”

“So sad,” Julia said. “What about the friend?”

“That’s real. He isn’t actually a friend. More of a friend of a cousin. I was looking him up as a favor, but I can’t find him. Turns out he’s no longer at his Brixton address.”

“So, you’re drowning your sorrows in my pub.”

Harley gave her his thousand-watt smile. “It was meant to be. What’s your story? Are you married? Do you have a dog? Did he die?”

“Who’s your friend? Maybe I know him.”

“Leon Blake.”

“He was a regular for a while. Fancied Foster’s. Beyond that I can’t tell you much. He showed up about six months ago. Was friendly with John Mackey. They both worked at the museum.” She gave her head a small shake. “Horrible about John. He was a good man. He didn’t deserve what he got.” She resumed polishing glasses. “You probably don’t know about him. He was shot and killed on the way home from the pub one night. Don’t think they ever found out who did it. They said it was a random robbery.”

“Was Leon Blake with him when it happened?”

“No. Blake wasn’t in that night. And he disappeared a couple days later. Stopped coming here. I thought maybe it was just bad memories keeping him away, but it sounds like he left town altogether.”

“So, he didn’t say where he was going?”

“No. Nothing. He and John were pretty tight, but he didn’t socialize a lot beyond that. And he wasn’t a flirt, like you.”

“I’m not a flirt,” Harley said. “I’m in love.”

“Nice, but I’d rather have a generous tip,” Julia said.

“I’m crushed,” Harley said, hand over heart. He finished his pint, blew Julia a kiss, and left her twenty quid.

Rafer and Gabriela joined Harley outside.

“No new information, except that Leon Blake wasn’t in the pub the night John Mackey was shot,” Harley said. “He was a bit of a loner. Not much of a flirt, either.”

“Moving on,” Gabriela said, getting back behind the wheel. “Next stop is Blake’s rental.”

Gabriela drove three blocks, turned left, and double-parked in front of Blake’s town house. “Just to review, Blake was renting the top floor of this house, and the owner lives on the ground floor. Melvin Chessy. Age seventy-nine. Widowed.” She unbuckled her seat belt. “Someone is walking around in the front room. I can see him through the window. Wait here. If he has a ferocious dog, I’ll give you a signal and you can send Harley in.”

Melvin Chessy answered on the third ring. He was rail thin with a ruddy complexion, blue eyes, and white hair. He smiled when he saw Gabriela.

“Yes, miss?” he said.

“I’m looking for Leon Blake,” Gabriela said.

“I’m afraid he’s gone,” Chessy said. “He settled his account and moved out three weeks ago.”

“That’s unfortunate,” Gabriela said, handing him her card. “I needed to speak to him about a claim he filed. Would it be possible to see his flat?”

“I’m afraid it’s already rented. There’s a nice lady living in it.”

“Did he leave a forwarding address?”

“No, but he said he was going out of the country. Had a good job offer somewhere.”

“Did he have any friends that visited him?”

“Only one. Not that I’m nosy, but I can’t help seeing things. A couple days before Mr. Blake left, a man came to visit. Didn’t stay long. I can’t remember anyone else ever stopping by.”

“Did you get the man’s name?”

“No, but I heard Mr. Blake call him Fooze. Like ‘booze.’ I thought that was odd. And then I heard the man say he was leaving for Egypt. They were talking in the stairwell that goes to the apartment, and the sound carries into my front room. I couldn’t hear all of it. Just the Egypt part at the end.” His eyes opened wide. “Maybe that’s where Mr. Blake went. Maybe his job was in Egypt.”

“Can you describe this visitor? Was he an Englishman?”

“Hard to say if he was an Englishman. They come in all shapes and sizes these days. This gentleman spoke with an accent of some sort.”

“Did he have a scar on his face?”

“I didn’t see his face. I just saw the back of him when he left. He got into one of those little Mini cars.”

Gabriela thanked Chessy and returned to the car.

“That was fast,” Rafer said.

Gabriela pulled away from the curb. “I couldn’t get in to see the apartment. It was already rented.”

“Did you get a forwarding address?”

“No, but Mr. Chessy said that a couple days before Blake moved out, he had a visitor. Male. Named Fooze. And Chessy heard Fooze say that he was going to Egypt.”

“I’ve always wanted to go to Egypt,” Harley said.

“You’re going to get your wish,” Gabriela said. “I need to go back to the hotel and do some research. I’ve been to Alexandria and Cairo. Short trips. All business. I don’t know much about the rest of the country.”

“I’m thinking there’s a lot of sand,” Harley said.

And a lot of history, Gabriela thought. Her fascination with ancient Egypt was second only to her obsession with pirates.

“I need specific information about the sarcophagus,” she said to Harley. “Tut had a stone sarcophagus and three inner nesting coffins. I couldn’t find any information on his brother’s sarcophagus. I also want the exact location and time of the theft.”

“I don’t have much information to share,” Harley said. “I was immediately cut out of the loop. All I know is that it wasn’t actually the sarcophagus. It was the inner coffin. Solid gold. It went missing two weeks after the Rosetta Stone was stolen. And the theft occurred in Cairo.”

“Do you know where in Cairo? Was it taken from the Grand Egyptian Museum?”

Harley shrugged. “I don’t know. The only report I saw is the one in the file I gave you. It was generated by the bank’s security officer.”



It was ten o’clock at night and the remnants of Gabriela’s room service dinner were still on the small writing desk in her room. A bottle of red wine and a selection of English cheeses and crispbreads were sharing space with Gabriela’s laptop.

She was sitting back, relaxed in her desk chair, looking around the room, thinking Tut would have found it to be comfortable. He would have liked the mix of colors and the art selections. He would have been in awe of electricity. And he would have thought the hotel bed was large and luxurious compared to the usual pharaoh bed of woven reeds stretched between four carved posts. At the time of his death, he was active but unhealthy, suffering from malaria and walking with a limp because of a deformed foot. Unfortunately, when you’re descended from the gods and need to keep the bloodlines pure, the inbreeding doesn’t make for robust offspring. She didn’t know about the brother.

She’d studied some maps of Cairo and its surroundings by way of a self-refresher course in Egyptian geography. The city was part of a sprawling megalopolis that covered both sides of the Nile. There were over twelve million people in greater Cairo. The majority were Muslim.

She’d been to Cairo several times over the last five years. In her experience, Egyptians were friendly and eager to help a stranger. The city was noisy and dusty. Parts of it resembled any large city, with museums and hotels and high-rise housing and office buildings. And other parts of it were filled with stray cats and dogs that picked through the garbage that collected in streets and on the edges of sidewalks. Buildings were crammed together. Construction was everywhere. The old mixed with the new. There were shopping malls and ancient bazaars, and there was no such thing as a free picture of a camel. Streets were congested with cars and donkey carts that miraculously were able to coexist. It was safe for tourists because there were heavily armed police and soldiers everywhere. It was August and very pleasant in London. Cairo would be hotter than hell. She looked forward to going back.





CHAPTER TEN

Gabriela stepped out of her cab, crossed the sidewalk, and opened the door to Café Dillywaingarten. Her hair was pulled back into a loose twist, and her makeup was subdued. She was wearing a coordinated lightweight, sooty-gray knit sweater and knee-length skirt with Louboutin Kate pumps in Blush. This was her go-to dress-up travel outfit. It was comfortable in any weather, and no matter how much abuse it received it refused to wrinkle.

The dining room was intimate and clubby. Dark wood paneling, comfortable leather armchairs at the tables. White linen tablecloths and napkins. Gold-rimmed Limoges china.

Gabriela recognized Harry Bench from his internet photos. Six foot and trim. Gray hair with a slight wave and an expensive cut. Clean-shaven. Forty-six years old. White shirt and striped tie. Gray suit that looked tailor-made. Only in London and New York would you still find a man at breakfast in a suit and tie, Gabriela thought.

Gabriela followed the host to the table, took the seat opposite Bench, and introduced herself.

“You have an impressive reputation,” Bench said. “And now you’ve done the impossible and found the Rosetta Stone.”

“That was a piece of good luck,” Gabriela said. “After a couple of false starts and a little bad luck.”

A waiter approached and Gabriela ordered French press coffee and a croissant. Bench got coffee and an omelet.

“I’m interested in your methods,” Bench said to Gabriela. “How did you manage to find the stone. And where did you find it?”

“I found it in a garage in Brixton.”

“I’m not familiar with Brixton.”

“It’s a neighborhood on the other side of the Thames.”

“I expected it to be in a vault in a private collection somewhere,” Bench said. “What sort of garage was this? Were you able to capture the thief? I only heard that the stone was safely returned.”

“The thief doesn’t interest me,” Gabriela said. “I was tasked with finding and returning the stone.”

“So, you have no leads? No names?”

The coffees were set on the table. The waiter pressed the plunger of the French press and poured a cup of coffee for Gabriela.

“I have nothing worth sharing,” Gabriela said. “I heard a bit of gossip in a pub, and I followed a trail of breadcrumbs. The stone was in a random, abandoned garage.”

This was mostly true, Gabriela thought. At this point in time, she saw no reason to give Bench more information. She would give names and details over to the proper authorities when they got in touch with her.

“In Brixton,” Bench said.

“Yes. And I tried many garages before I found the right one.” She took a sip of coffee. “You must be relieved to have the stone returned. I understand your bank insured it.”

“Unfortunately, we had a foolish president who made many bad decisions. Insuring the Rosetta Stone was one of them. What is your next adventure? I imagine you’ll be going back to New York now.”

“I haven’t decided on my next stop. I’ve been asked to find the major missing pieces that the bank insured. My next stop most likely will be Paris.”

Gabriela already knew that her next stop would be Cairo, but she didn’t see any reason to share this with Bench. Something about Bench had her radar humming. He had a purpose for this meeting, and she didn’t think it involved giving her a Bentley. She thought a little misinformation might be prudent until she had a better grip on his agenda.

“Who hired you to do this?” Bench asked.

“Someone who has an interest in the bank and wishes to be anonymous.”

“That’s hard to believe. Why would someone want to do that? The bank is conducting its own investigation. Every institution affected is conducting their own investigation.”

“Nevertheless, here I am,” Gabriela said.

“I’m sure the authorities aren’t happy to have you poking around, muddying the water. Certainly, the bank isn’t.”

“I found the stone. I’d think the bank would be delighted.”

“Maybe you already knew where the stone was hidden. Maybe you’re a part of this. Maybe you’re working with Harley Patch. He listed your father as a former employer.”

Okay, Gabriela thought. Now we’re getting somewhere. Bench has done his homework and reached some strange conclusions.

“Harley worked on my father’s fishing boat when he was in high school and college,” Gabriela said.

“I think you’re complicit in this,” Bench said. “You pretended to find the stone, so it would look like you were acting in a legitimate capacity and wouldn’t be considered an accomplice to Patch. I want to know where you have the rest of the stolen pieces hidden. We want them returned. If they’re returned now, we won’t press charges or divulge our source.”

“I’m sure you aren’t serious,” Gabriela said. “It’s a fun idea, but not really my thing.”

Gabriela looked beyond Bench at the large windows in the front of the café. A black Range Rover four-by-four had just double-parked, and three large men in black suits got out. One had his phone in hand. Hard to tell through the window, but it looked to Gabriela like he was texting. Moments later Bench glanced down at his phone and then he slid a quick glance at the window.

The men could be here to get take-out bagels for the king, she thought. Or they could be Bench’s goons. Hard to believe that someone would try to muscle her out of the restaurant, but stranger things had happened to her. There was that time at the Royal Opera House when she was injected in the neck by the man sitting behind her and she woke up in a cell in Marrakech. Not something she would want to repeat. The current conversation wasn’t heading in a good direction anyway, so it was probably time to move on.

Gabriela placed her napkin on the table. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment, I need to visit the restroom. I’ll share some details when I return if you promise not to eat my croissant while I’m gone.”

Gabriela pushed away from the table and walked to the back of the room, toward the short corridor that led to the restrooms. She entered the corridor, paused, and took a quick look back at the dining room. Two of the black-suited men had just entered.

The restrooms were to her right. The kitchen was to her left. She pushed through the two swinging doors into the kitchen. She walked through the kitchen, past the line cooks and prep area. She snatched a croissant off a cart, dropped it into her handbag, and exited through the back door, into a small parking area for deliveries and dumpsters. She quickly moved past the dumpsters into the service alley, hiked her skirt up, and sprinted the half block to the cross street. She reached the cross street just as the two men burst out of the café into the alley and took off after her. She was about to cross the street when Rafer pulled up in the rental car.

The car window rolled down and Rafer looked out at Gabriela. “Need a ride?”

Gabriela wrenched the passenger-side door open and jumped in, and Rafer pulled into traffic.

“What a coincidence that you should be lurking at that street corner,” Gabriela said.

“I was going to lurk in front of the café, but I couldn’t find a good lurking spot and had to drive around the block.”

“That’s why I took a cab. There’s no place to park here.”

“I almost ran up on the curb when I saw you barreling down the alley running flat-out in those heels. How do you run in those things without killing yourself?”

“I get a lot of practice running down cabs in New York.”

“I imagine the guys who were chasing you weren’t just looking for a cheap date.”

“My best guess is that they were with Bench. He accused me of working with Harley to steal all those treasures.”

“That’s crazy. You returned the Rosetta Stone.”

“His reasoning was that it was part of a plan to avoid suspicion on my part.”

“That makes no sense,” Rafer said.

“Exactly. He started out by telling me to cease and desist looking for the remaining stolen items. Then he progressed to accusing me of being complicit in the thefts.”

“Are you going to cease and desist?”

“No. I’m flying to Cairo as planned. We have reservations for a two o’clock flight. We need to get back to the Soho and check out before they stake out the hotel.”



Gabriela watched the approach to Cairo International Airport from her window seat. The city below her was bright with lights against the dark night sky. The five-hour nonstop flight had taken her over the Med and then over the vast Nile delta, which was chockablock with strips of farmland and dotted with towns. The southern point of the delta was settled in 3000 BC and grew into Cairo, sprawling into the desert on the east, merging with Giza on the west. The airport had been built on the eastern edge of the city where the terrain was more desert than delta. Even in the dark it was a flat, harsh landscape.

Gabriela felt the wheels touch down, and she got the rush of excitement that she always felt with the start of a new adventure in an exotic location. The rush was cut short by the knowledge that Rafer and Harley were sitting three rows in front of her, and that they were going to be with her for the duration of this project. Rafer because he was stubborn and ditching him would take more time and energy than simply taking him along. Harley because she felt it was dangerous to leave him unprotected in New York or London.

Okay, so it’s not the end of the world, she told herself. It could be worse. Truth is, she liked them. Mostly. Maybe she even loved them. Sort of. She compared them to her favorite jeans from high school that no longer fit. She still loved those jeans, and from time to time she’d try to wear them, but within minutes they were giving her an atomic wedgie.

She retrieved her small travel bag from the overhead compartment and checked her watch. It had already updated to Eastern European Summer Time, two hours ahead of London time. It was a little after nine o’clock, and she had immigration and customs in front of her.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Nile Ritz-Carlton was a twelve-floor oasis of welcoming luxury. Gabriela’s room overlooked the Nile and Gezira Island. The Egyptian Museum and Tahrir Square were just a short walk away. And the pyramid complex and the Grand Egyptian Museum in Giza were thirty-seven minutes away if you were the only car on the road. All other times, it took an hour or longer in heavy traffic.

Gabriela met Rafer at the breakfast buffet.

“What’s the plan for the day?” he asked.

“After breakfast I’m going across the street to the Egyptian Museum. I got in touch with an acquaintance before we left London, and I’m meeting him at ten. He’s an Egyptian scholar specializing in the Eighteenth Dynasty. I’m hoping he can give me some information on the golden coffin.”

“Sarcophagus,” Rafer said.

“Only in Harley’s eyes.” She looked around. “Where is he?”

“He’s sleeping in,” Rafer said. “Don’t you think it’s weird that he insured the whatever-it-is with so little information?”

“Not that weird,” Gabriela said. “Harley’s skill set has always been to do what he’s told, not ask questions, and look boyishly handsome while doing it. It’s gotten him two degrees, a bank presidency, and countless nights with married women.”

“He had a good run,” Rafer said.

“I have a bad feeling about his bank.”

“Let me count the reasons,” Rafer said. “Murder, attempted kidnapping, and the big one… accusing you of being an accomplice.” He topped off his coffee. “Am I part of the morning meet-and-greet?”

“No. I think he’ll feel more comfortable talking to just me, but you can walk over with me if you want to see the museum. It opens at nine o’clock.”

“Is there anything worth seeing? My understanding is that everything was moved to the new Grand Egyptian Museum in Giza.”

“Not everything,” Gabriela said. “And even without artifacts, the building itself is historically important. It’s the oldest archaeological museum in the Middle East. It was built in 1901 and houses the largest collection of pharaonic antiquities in the world.”

“Nothing excites me more than a historically important building. Second only to a day walking through a museum.”

“What about the mummies?”

“That’s tempting,” Rafer said. “Mummies are always fun.”

They left the hotel, crossed Wasim Hasan, and walked through the garden to the museum entrance.

“Who are you meeting?” Rafer asked.

“His name is Jabari Katib. He teaches at one of the universities and he’s helping to arrange a temporary exhibit here. He said he would be working on the ground floor, first room on the right.” Gabriela purchased two tickets and gave one to Rafer. “Last time I was here the mummies were on the second floor. I’ll meet you outside, in the garden, when I’m done.”

Jabari Katib was an inch or two shorter than Gabriela. His black hair was close cropped and curly, and his face was weathered from years of working on desert digs. Gabriela thought he looked to be in his sixties but was probably younger. He smiled when he saw her.

“This is a good surprise,” he said. “Is this business or did you miss the sand and our good Egyptian coffee?”

“It’s business, but I did miss the coffee. The sand not so much. I’m looking for a coffin that belonged to Tut’s brother.”

“Smenkhkare?”

“No. The other brother.”

Jabari went silent for a couple beats. “You know something,” he finally said.

“I know it’s missing.”

“No one is supposed to know, but of course this is your business. You must be working for the bank that insured the coffin.”

“Actually, I’m working for a concerned private party.”

“We should go out to the garden to talk about this,” Jabari said. “It will be more secure.”

Gabriela followed him outside and they sat on a bench by the fountain.

“This coffin belonged to a potential half brother,” Jabari said. “It’s a fairly recent find, and not a lot is known about the coffin or the mummy. Testing suggests that Akhenaten might have been the father, but the mother is unknown. Age at the time of death is thought to be late teens. The mummy and the wooden sarcophagus weren’t in good shape when they were discovered, but the inner coffin, which was in the shape of the mummy, was perfect.”

“Tomb raiders?”

“Beetles and inept mummifiers.”

“Does this potential half brother have a name?”

“Not yet. The director of the dig named him Brendan after Brendan Fraser. The director is a big fan of American movies, and his favorite movie of all time is The Mummy. He has a horrifying poster advertising the movie in his office.”

“The one with the howling mummy face?”

“Yes!” Jabari said. “It is terrifying.”

“Why isn’t this brother named?”

“The area around the find is still being excavated. The burial chamber was small and without any other artifacts. It’s possible that the sarcophagus was moved, for whatever reason, and forgotten.”

“Do you know anything about the theft itself? Was Brendan’s coffin taken from this museum?”

“It was in transport. It became part of a traveling exhibit. It was in the Metropolitan Museum in New York for three weeks and then it was flown back to Egypt along with the other pieces. It was put on the plane in New York, but it didn’t arrive here in Cairo.”

“Did the plane make any stops?”

“No,” Jabari said. “It was a direct flight.”

“Was anything else taken?”

“No. The other pieces were small and very interesting, but Brendan’s coffin was the most valuable.”

“Why was it so valuable when so little is known about Brendan?”

“It’s solid gold. Essentially, the equivalent to Tut’s inner coffin. This is a puzzle because gold is usually reserved for pharaohs and sometimes high-ranking members of their family. Brendan isn’t mentioned anywhere as being an important member of the royal family, but his coffin was exquisite. So, it’s worth its weight in gold, but it’s also potentially a missing piece of Egyptian royalty. Right now, it’s an intriguing mystery.”



Okay, so here I am sitting on a bench in Egypt, waiting for my ex-husband to get done looking at mummies, Gabriela thought. I just found the Rosetta Stone, and now I’m seriously thinking about how to find Brendan’s golden coffin. I’m living in Bizarroland.

Rafer walked out of the building and sat beside Gabriela.

“That was fast,” Gabriela said. “Did you find the mummies?”

“Turns out they moved most of the mummies to other museums, but upstairs they have Thuya and Yuya and some animal mummies.”

“You don’t get to see that every day.”

“There were a bunch of cats and baboons,” Rafer said. “The cats were okay, but the baboons and monkeys freaked me out. I’m going to have nightmares. You’re going to have to sleep with me to calm me down.”

“Nice try, but no.”

“Worth a shot,” Rafer said. “How did it go with What’s-his-name?”

“Jabari. He was helpful. The stolen coffin is solid gold. It’s similar to Tut’s inner coffin, so it probably weighs around two hundred forty pounds and measures about seventy-four by twenty by twenty inches. It belongs to a guy named Brendan.”

“Who?”

“They don’t know who, so they named him Brendan.”

“That makes sense,” Rafer said.

“Why?”

“Brendan Fraser. The Mummy. One of the greatest movies ever made. Spoiler: The mummy wasn’t a nice guy. He was angry.”

Gabriela nodded in agreement. The mummy was definitely angry. “The coffin was part of a traveling exhibit. It was placed on a plane in New York, and when the plane landed in Cairo there was no coffin. Nonstop flight.”

“Did Jabari have any idea where it is now?”

“No. He didn’t have a grip on that part.”

“And you?”

“Not a clue,” Gabriela said.

“Boy, I’m glad finding the coffin is your responsibility and not mine. Good luck with this one.”

Gabriela thought if it was possible to divorce a man twice, she’d sign up.

“I’m going back to my room,” Gabriela said. “I need information on the plane that was supposed to bring the coffin here.”

“That’s just what I was thinking,” Rafer said. “You should research the plane. And I’m going to get in some pool time while you’re researching.”



Gabriela stopped work to answer a knock on her door.

“Room service,” Rafer said, handing her a bag. “Have you had lunch?”

“No,” she said. “I was going to order something.”

She emptied the bag on the desk. Egyptian flatbread, a jar of peanut butter, bananas, a pack of Oreos, two cans of cream soda, and a knife that looked like hotel cutlery.

“The perfect lunch,” Gabriela said. “Where did you get the peanut butter?”

“Got it from a guy selling stuff off a donkey cart. I think it might be black market. Got the Oreos at the airport. You never know when you’ll need an Oreo.”

His hair was still damp from the pool, and his face was a little flushed from the sun. He was wearing a T-shirt that spanned his biceps and clung to his abs and Gabriela thought he looked better than the Oreos. And that was saying a lot because she had a real weakness for Oreos. She tore off a piece of the flatbread, covered the piece with peanut butter, and put a slice of banana on top of it.

“What did you find out?” Rafer asked, bypassing the peanut butter and going straight for the Oreos.

“The golden coffin, along with the rest of the antiquities on loan, was put on a cargo flight,” Gabriela said. “A security officer from the Met watched the antiquities get loaded, and a curator from the Egyptian Museum plus someone from the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities watched the cargo get unloaded. The golden coffin was crated with special markings.”

“Have you talked to the curator?”

“Not yet. He’s working from home today. I got his home address from Jabari. I thought I would talk to him after lunch.”

“Anything else going on?”

“This morning I found another AirTag. It was tucked into my messenger bag again. There are two possible times it could have been planted. Either when I went to breakfast yesterday or else when I was at the museum this morning. Both times I left my messenger bag in my room.”

“Someone got into your room and planted the AirTag?”

“I don’t know how else it could have gotten into my bag,” Gabriela said.

“Do you still have the AirTag?”

“Yes. I’m going to carry it with me and see who follows me around.”

There was one Oreo left. Gabriela broke it in half and gave half to Rafer. “Where’s Harley?”

“He’s getting a massage and a pedicure.”

“That should keep him out of trouble for a while.”

“Where does the curator live? Are you renting a car?”

Gabriela screwed the lid back onto the peanut butter jar. “The curator lives near Attaba market, and I’m not driving a rental. We can get a cab that will stay with us all day.” She grabbed her messenger bag and took her key card off the sideboard. “Driving in Cairo is a death wish. Especially for visitors. All the signs are in Arabic and GPS is sketchy, so you really have no way of knowing where you’re going. There isn’t a single car in the city without at least one dent. It’s considered a disgrace to use a directional signal. People drive without lights at night, and half the roads aren’t paved… even in good neighborhoods. And people walk on the road. So, it’s easy to hit a pedestrian or someone on a scooter. And if, God forbid, you’re in an accident, there’s no exchange of insurance cards. There’s a lot of yelling and negotiation, and it’s especially awkward if no one speaks English.”

“And you know all this firsthand? I can’t believe you’re passing up all this fun and hiring a taxi.”

They left the room, took the elevator to the lobby, and went outside, where cabs were lined up. Gabriela looked in at the first cabdriver and asked if he spoke English.

“Most definitely,” he said. “I speak good English. My name is Jim.”

“I need a cab for the day,” Gabriela said. “What would you charge for the day?”

“Not much,” he said. “I give you good rate.”

“How much?”

“Hundred dollars.”

“Twenty,” Gabriela said.

“For this fine car you must pay more.”

“This is a fifteen-year-old Nissan Sunny that’s missing hubcaps, only has one headlamp, and has its whole right rear side bashed in.”

“Yes,” he said. “Almost like new.”

They haggled for a few minutes, then settled on $35, and Gabriela and Rafer got in.

“The first stop is near Attaba market,” Gabriela said.

“Not far but much traffic,” Jim said, pulling away from the curb. “Nice place to live if you don’t have to drive anywhere.”

Within minutes they were in gridlocked traffic. Sidewalks were packed with crowds of people that spilled over onto the road. The five-story apartment buildings were all various shades of tan, and they looked tired.

“This is very busy because the market is one street over,” Jim said.

A man on a bicycle cut in front of the taxi. Jim yelled something in Arabic and leaned on his horn.

“What did you say to him?” Rafer asked.

“I told him he was a crazy old man, and he should stay home under the covers of his bed. It is okay. He would be disappointed if I didn’t say something to him.”

A half block later Jim double-parked at the address Gabriela had given him. “This is it,” he said. “It is the door between the café and the grocery. I’ll wait here.”

The street was barely two lanes wide, and there were cars parked on both sides of it. Gabriela got out of the cab and looked at the cars that were bumper to bumper behind Jim. This was going to get ugly.

“We won’t be long,” Gabriela said. “If you have to circle the block, we’ll wait for you here.”



Ahmed was three cars back from the taxi. The woman was making life easy for him. She was good at her job. All he had to do was follow her. Of course, that would end when she found the new AirTag. And he knew she would find it. She was smart. Tomorrow he would plant a smaller, less obvious device in her bag. He had more options now that he was back in Egypt. He was no longer hampered by British restrictions and inferior, unskilled labor. Gabriela Rose had demolished the idiots assigned to follow her in the UK. It was an embarrassment.





CHAPTER TWELVE

Gabriela and Rafer entered the building and crossed the small lobby to the stairs.

“He’s on the third floor,” Gabriela said. “His name is Mohammed. I can’t pronounce the last name. He’s fifty-three years old. His wife works as a dental assistant. He has two adult sons. And he’s expecting me.”

“How do you know all this?”

“Internet. And I made a couple phone calls. Search programs don’t work as well here as they do in the US.”

“He speaks English?”

“He graduated from Columbia.”

They reached the third floor, Gabriela rapped on the door, and Mohammed answered.

“Thank you for agreeing to talk to me,” Gabriela said, following him into the apartment.

“I’m happy to help,” he said. “I can’t believe we lost Brendan’s coffin. It was very special. Beautifully done. And a total mystery. It’s the mystery that made it such a compelling piece to send on tour.”

“Do you have any idea how the theft happened?” Gabriela asked.

“No. I had special permission to accept our cargo when it was unloaded. I was there when it was taken off the plane at the cargo terminal, and I followed it through customs. They opened the crate, saw that the only thing in the crate was the golden coffin, and closed the crate. I was standing a short distance away. It didn’t occur to me to do an exam at this point. It wasn’t until we unpacked the crate at the museum that we realized the coffin was a fake.”

“Was anything left on the plane?”

“I don’t know firsthand. I stayed with my shipment, but I heard them say that the plane was empty.”

“Do you know who packed the crate in New York?”

“Jay Snyder was in charge. He’s one of the museum directors. He was at Columbia when I was there. He was a year ahead of me. I called him immediately. He was as confused as I was. He said he personally saw the coffin get moved off the exhibition floor and get sealed into the crate. And he saw the crate get loaded into the van.”

“But he didn’t drive to the airport?”

“No. Met security took over once the crate was in the van.”

Rafer and Gabriela exchanged glances.

“You think that’s the weak link,” Mohammed said. “I had the same thought, but Jay said the men were solid. He knew both of them. They were senior security officers. They personally saw the crate get loaded into the plane.”

“What happened to the crate after it passed inspection at the airport here?”

“I stayed with it. The crate and the rest of the traveling exhibit was transferred to a museum vehicle.”

“And you rode in that same museum vehicle?”

“Correct. We drove directly to the museum and immediately brought everything inside where there was better climate control.”

“Was it a good replica?”

“Not perfect, but good enough. The weight was similar. The gold paint was quite good. Probably sprayed on. The details of the coffin were accurate. The easiest way to do this is to make a death mask of the whole thing. Even the experts were fooled when the lid came off the crate. Not for very long, of course. But initially.”

“Which museum accepted the crate?” Gabriela asked.

“The Egyptian Museum.”

Gabriela gave him her business card. “This has been helpful. If you have any new thoughts or if you hear something, please call.”

They left Mohammed and stood on the sidewalk, looking for their taxi.

“This was worth the time spent,” Gabriela said. “The information Harley gave me made no mention of a fake coffin.”

“My best guess is that a switch was made while offloading the plane,” Rafer said.

“I’m on board with that,” Gabriela said.

“There had to be someone in the States who had enough access to make the death mask.”

“I’m not sure, but I think you could use 3D printing to get a pretty good replica using a photo. And that opens up the accomplice field to a lot of people, not necessarily in the States.”

Gabriela waved at Jim as he made his way down the street toward them.

“I couldn’t stay here,” Jim said when Gabriela and Rafer got into the taxi. “There was a lot of anger and death threats if I remained. Where would you like to go now?”

“Take us to the cargo terminal at the airport,” Gabriela said. “It’s in a separate building.”

“Yes. I know this place,” Jim said. “I sometimes bring people here to get their precious things.”

Gabriela took her phone out of her bag and scrolled through her emails. “I asked Marcella to get me a list of all cargo shipped with the coffin, and to highlight any items that might be as big or bigger than the coffin. It just came through and, as expected, there were several large containers.”

“Anything that was exactly the right size?”

“I haven’t had a chance to read through it all. You’re thinking they could just swap out the lid of the crate,” Gabriela said. “It’s a good idea, but it would still have to go through inspection.”

“Maybe a crate with a false bottom?”

“It’s possible, but it would have to be at least seventy-four inches long, twenty inches wide, and the false bottom would have to be a minimum of twenty inches high.”

“This is a little creepy that you are looking for a coffin that sounds to be smuggled,” Jim said. “I’m thinking this might be the golden coffin that has gone missing.”

Rafer and Gabriela went silent for a beat.

“You know about that?” she asked Jim.

“Yes. Almost everyone knows. It is very hard to keep a secret in Egypt.” He turned onto El Nasr Road. “I like the idea of a false bottom. I’ve been here when the planes are unloaded, and it is a lot of confusion sometimes. Cargo is going to the warehouse for holding, and some is getting picked up by people who do not always know what they are doing. The inspectors might miss a false bottom if it is done correctly.”

They reached the airport, and Jim found the cargo terminal.

“Will you be bringing this coffin home with you?” he asked. “It will not fit in my car, but we might be able to strap it to the roof.”

“Not a problem,” Gabriela said. “I’m just making an inquiry.”

Rafer stayed with Jim, and Gabriela went inside and approached a uniformed inspector. She showed him her card and asked if there was someone she could speak to about a recent shipment.

“I might be able to help,” he said.

“Last month a traveling GEM exhibit of antiquities was offloaded here,” she said. “A claim has been made on one of the items, and I need some information.”

“I remember this. There was a golden coffin in that shipment. You aren’t the first one to inquire about it.”

“Yes,” Gabriela said. “There were some problems. Was the crate damaged when you received it?”

“No. Not at all. And it also wasn’t damaged when it left here. We opened the crate. We verified the contents. We closed it up. There was a museum representative present. Very professional. We cleared the paperwork. Then the entire GEM exhibit was put into a museum truck and driven away.”

“Was there anything on the plane that seemed odd to you?”

“No. Not a thing except the golden coffin. It was mostly household goods and consumer products. Much of what we get here is repeat. T-shirts, golf balls, permanent marker pens, Nintendo Switch, Ray-Bans, toaster ovens.”

Gabriela returned to the taxi.

“How’d it go?” Rafer asked.

“Yes. How did it go?” Jim asked.

“It went okay,” Gabriela said.

“Did you find your golden coffin?” Jim asked.

“No,” Gabriela said, “but I have some ideas.”

“Where will these ideas take us next?” Jim asked.

“Back to the hotel.”

“It is early,” Jim said. “This is just getting interesting. Are you sure you want to go to the hotel?”

“Yes. I need my computer.”

“I have ideas for dinner,” Jim said. “My cousin has a wonderful restaurant not far from your hotel. He makes a most excellent koshary. And his ta’ameya is the best in Cairo. I can pick you up at eight o’clock.”



Rafer, Harley, and Gabriela were standing outside the hotel at eight o’clock. Jim pulled up and they all got in.

“Who is this new person?” Jim asked.

“This is Harley,” Gabriela said. “He’s the reason we’re here.”

“Is this the doofus who lost the golden coffin?” Jim asked.

“I didn’t lose it,” Harley said. “I insured it.”

“Ahhh, so you are the doofus who insured the golden coffin,” Jim said.

“Yes,” Harley said. “I’m that doofus.”

“Very nice to meet you,” Jim said, joining the stream of traffic. “I have noticed that a black car is seemingly following us. He is not being obvious, and he is not with us always, but sometimes he is there.”

“Did you get a look at the driver?” Gabriela asked.

“Yes, when I was circling the block earlier today, while waiting for you to come out of the building, there was a single man in the car, and he had a scar on the side of his face. He was very dangerous looking.”

Gabriela took the AirTag out of her bag and threw it out the window. “I don’t need this anymore.”

Jim looked at her in his rearview mirror. “You are a strange lady.”

Fifteen minutes later, Jim parked on the sidewalk in front of a small restaurant. Street vendors mingled with pedestrians. Cats sat in doorways. A donkey cart was parked on the sidewalk across the street.

“This is it,” Jim said. “My cousin Hashi is expecting us.”

There were six tables in the restaurant. They were all painted different colors. The blue table had a hand-printed Reserved sign on it. The walls were covered with tapestries, religious prints, and a picture of Elvis Presley. There was an open kitchen at the back of the restaurant. A man and a woman were working over steaming pots and a griddle.

“This is our table,” Jim said. “I always like the blue table.”

“Do you eat here often?” Gabriela asked him.

“Oh yes. And I live in a nice apartment above.”

In minutes, the table was filled with food.

“You were right,” Gabriela said to Jim. “This is delicious.”

“How did it go with the cargo list?” Rafer asked Gabriela. “Did anything pop out at you?”

“There was a crate that was a good size. Seventy-five inches long, thirty inches wide, and sixty inches high. It was filled with equipment for a dig. Trowels, brushes, a folding table, and whatever. It was all listed out. It could have had a false bottom.”

“You would need two men working with screwdrivers,” Harley said. “And the equipment dig crate would have to be specially constructed so that access to the false bottom wasn’t obvious.”

“It’s a long shot,” Rafer said.

“There would need to be help in New York with the loading placement,” Jim said.

“Were there any other possibilities?” Rafer asked.

“There were two very large crates filled with furniture. Too large to have a false bottom. I suppose you could hide the coffin between a mattress and a box spring, but it would be much more difficult to access the larger crate.”

“If the plane had a full cargo load, there would be many people working to load and unload,” Jim said. “I have seen it. It is organized chaos.”

“Okay, so a crew comes in to load and unload,” Gabriela said. “Suppose there was an empty crate that could hold two men. Maybe no one would notice the crew was two men short when the loading was complete. During the flight they could uncrate themselves and make the coffin switch. And then they would blend in with the crew in Cairo. Their crate would really be empty, and the two men could walk away.”

“Was there an empty crate on the list?” Rafer asked Gabriela.

“There were several,” Gabriela said. “All large enough to hold a couple men. And the cargo area of the plane was pressurized and heated, so a couple stowaways could survive the trip.”

Rafer rocked back in his chair. “Tell us the rest of it. Who claimed the crate for the dig, and where’s the dig located?”

“Edgar Merrick drove off with the crate. He’s a UK citizen working on a joint project with two universities. One in the UK and one in Egypt. The dig is in the east desert, and it’s relatively new. The only address given was in Arabic, and I couldn’t translate.” Gabriela passed a slip of paper over to Jim. “This is the address.”

Jim looked at Rafer. “How did you know she would have this information? You must have worked together for a very long time.”

“We’ve only worked together for a very short time,” Rafer said. “We were married for what seemed like an eternity.”

“You are no longer married?”

“Not even a little,” Gabriela said. “But we have a common cause. It’s important that we find the golden coffin and return it to the museum.”

“So, this is not for personal gain,” Jim said. “This is a holy crusade.”

“Maybe not holy,” Rafer said.

“I’ve done some research,” Gabriela said. “At one time, there were routes leading from the population centers and burial grounds to various mines at the eastern edge of the east desert. The large gold mines were located to the south in the Nubia region. Limestone and granite were quarried further north. Gemstones were sprinkled throughout.”

“So, Merrick is interested in one of these mines?” Rafer asked.

Gabriela shook her head. “No. There were settlements along the routes. Usually, they were a day’s walk apart. Some are still in use, but many of them have gotten lost to the desert. It sounds like Edgar Merrick might be digging at one of the lost settlements.”

“I have not personally been to this location,” Jim said, looking at the note Gabriela had given him, “but I know something about it. It is very remote, and the road wouldn’t be wonderful. If you are thinking of going there, it would be good to have a guide.”

“Have you tried calling Merrick?” Harley asked Gabriela.

“Yes,” Gabriela said. “No answer. And he doesn’t have a local address. Only what I gave to Jim. I found two other people associated with the project, but they’re in the UK and aren’t due to come to Egypt for another month. They suggested that I would find Merrick at the dig site.”

“So, we’re going to the dig site?” Rafer asked.

“Yes,” Gabriela said.

“Is this going to involve camels?” Harley asked. “I had a bad camel experience a couple years ago in India.”

“Egyptian camels are much superior to Indian camels in every way,” Jim said. “Still, you do not want to piss one off.”

“Do you know where I can find a guide?” Gabriela asked Jim.

“My cousin Apis is an excellent guide. He was in the military for some short time, and he is familiar with the east desert.”

“Is Apis his first name?”

“It is his chosen name that he only uses,” Jim said. “Apis is the name of a mythical dead bull thought to be Osiris. And as you know, Osiris is the god of fertility and agriculture, so this was a good choice for my cousin, although I would question the association with a dead bull.”





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Gabriela and Rafer were dressed in lightweight, long-sleeve sun shirts, cargo pants, and desert wellies. Harley was dressed in a pink Ralph Lauren button-down linen shirt, khaki slacks, and Brunello Cucinelli hiking boots. They all carried light packs and wide-brimmed sun hats.

It was seven o’clock Saturday morning, the day was already heating up, and Gabriela, Rafer, and Harley were standing in front of their hotel, waiting for Apis.

“Do we know where we’re going?” Harley asked.

“Southeast,” Gabriela said.

“That’s it?”

“First south and then east,” she said. “We’ll take Route 75 to El-Shaikh Fadl and then go east on the road to Ras Ghareb. That was as far as I could go on Google Earth. Jim said he thought it would take five or six hours to get to the dig site.”

A tan Jeep Wrangler pulled to the curb. It had front and rear grill guards, and a roof rack loaded with gas cans, water jugs, and a seen-better-days Igloo cooler. Everything was covered with a thick layer of dust and grime and there was a gash on the right rear quarter panel.

Jim bounded out from the passenger side. “This is my cousin Apis,” Jim said, pointing to the driver. “We will use his car for this trip.”

“It looks like it’s ready for the apocalypse,” Rafer said.

“It’s just for show,” Jim said. “It looks better this way in the tourist pictures when he is guiding people. We will mostly be traveling on a highway with nice rest stops.” He opened the rear door for Gabriela, Rafer, and Harley. “Just kick the guns out of your way,” he said. “Or you can toss them in the back.”

“Are these just for the tourists, too?” Harley asked.

“No,” Jim said. “They are to shoot people if necessary. Apis does many things. He is a guide and a camel jockey and a bodyguard. It is necessary for him to be armed when he is a bodyguard. This is a good thing for us because we will be passing through some areas of concern.”

“How concerning?” Harley asked.

“Very low level of concern,” Jim said. “I would not be along if the concern was great. Everything will be smooth as silks. Plus, Apis has many friends, and he has achieved all of the necessary permissions.”

“And you’re comfortable with this?” Gabriela asked Apis.

“Yes, he’s comfortable,” Jim said.

“He doesn’t speak English, does he,” Gabriela said to Jim.

“Not many words,” Jim said. “He knew more words before the stroke.”

“He had a stroke?”

“The doctor said it was a small brain bleed. Nothing serious. He is now almost a hundred percent. As you can see, he looks very healthy.”

Gabriela thought he looked like a healthy terrorist. Short-cropped black hair, wraparound dark glasses, full beard, wearing an olive drab T-shirt that showed off his hairy arms.

Apis said something in Arabic, jerked the Wrangler away from the curb, and squeezed into the flow of traffic.

“What did he say?” Gabriela asked Jim.

“He said, ‘Soup spoon.’ Probably he meant to say ‘Here we go.’ It would be a common mistake.”

Gabriela took a loaded Glock off the floor and slipped it into a pocket.

Rafer looked at her with raised eyebrows.

“Just in case,” Gabriela said.

She gathered the rest of the guns and placed them in the cargo space behind the back seats.

“This will be a pleasant drive,” Jim said. “I brought snacks and some bottles of orange soda. And the weather is very nice.”

At seven in the morning, the traffic in Cairo was already horrific and the air quality was equally awful.

“Will the air improve when we get out of the city?” Harley asked Jim.

“To some degree,” Jim said. “It depends on the winds and how much of the desert is blowing across the highway.”

After a couple hours the scenery changed to monotonous desert and the traffic thinned out. Another hour and Apis turned off the highway and headed east.

“This is the road to Ras Ghareb,” Jim said. “It is a very beautiful resort town on the Red Sea with excellent diving around the many shipwrecks. It is also number one in oil production for Egypt. If we turned in the other direction and went west for a short way, we would come to the village and archaeological site of El-Shaikh Fadl on the east bank of the Nile. The town of Bani Mazar is on the west bank. You can get there by using a most excellent bridge over the Nile.”

“But we aren’t going to any of those places?” Harley asked.

“No,” Jim said. “We will be traveling along the wadis and through the mountains to the dig, which is in no-man’s-land.”

“Are the sand dunes in no-man’s-land?” Harley asked.

“They are in the western desert,” Jim said. “This is the eastern desert and the sand dunes you see in movies are not here.”

“That’s a bummer,” Harley said. “I was looking forward to sand dunes.”

“You need a snack to cheer you up,” Jim said. “Would you like a KitKat Chunky Biscoff or a bag of Seasoned Cheese Tiger Chips?”

“I’ll take the KitKat.”

“Good choice,” Jim said. “It is one of my favorites.”

Thirty-five minutes later, Apis turned into what looked like a dry creek bed and followed very faint tire tracks.

“You see that we are in a valley,” Jim said. “There are mountains on both sides of us. They are not such impressive mountains that you would find in Switzerland, but they hold gemstones and ore, and they define the wadis.”

“What’s a wadi?” Harley asked.

“We are in a wadi,” Jim said. “It’s a low, dry valley. Since ancient times people have traveled the wadis from the Red Sea to the Nile. Most often a wadi will have underground springs, and this made them desirable for trade routes.”

Gabriela thought the ride couldn’t have been worse if she was on a camel. The half-mile-wide swath of hard-packed, rutted dirt that stretched between the ridges of the Red Sea Hills bore little resemblance to a road.

Apis was seemingly unfazed by the conditions as he forged ahead. He dodged rocky outcroppings and bounced the car over nature’s speed bumps, never uttering a word. After forty-five minutes he stopped, got out of the car, and walked around.

“What’s he doing?” Harley asked Jim.

“No clue,” Jim said.

“He’s looking for tire tracks,” Gabriela said. “The wadi goes off in two different directions here.”

She got out of the Wrangler and went on foot, looking for tracks. After ten minutes of walking, she spotted a pile of rocks, stacked in a pyramid shape, two feet high. She gave a shrill whistle and waved her arms. Apis returned to the Wrangler and drove up to her.

“It’s a cairn,” Gabriela said. “Tire tracks go off to the east.”

Jim translated to Apis, and everyone got back into the car. Apis followed the wadi offshoot around a turn, and Gabriela saw the site in the distance. Twenty minutes later they arrived at the small encampment.

A few open-air tents had been set up to give shade. The standard collapsible tables and camp chairs were under the tents. Tarps had been spread on the ground for artifact collection. An older man was working at an excavation area with four younger women. A man and a woman were seated at a table under one of the canopies. A collection of equipment boxes was behind them.

Everyone stopped work and turned to look when the Wrangler drove in and parked beside a Sprinter van.

Gabriela walked over to the man and woman seated at the table. “Sorry to disturb your work,” she said. “I’m looking for Edgar Merrick.”

The man stood. “I’m Edgar Merrick.”

Gabriela introduced herself and handed Merrick her business card. “I’m investigating some import irregularities,” she said. “I have a few questions about the equipment crate you picked up last month.”

“Of course, but there was nothing irregular about it. I brought it to the site, my assistant emptied it and disposed of the crate. Everything I’d ordered was in the crate and in good condition.”

“Did you help your assistant empty the crate?”

“No. I went to see how Shelly was doing with some pottery pieces she’d uncovered. There wasn’t much to worry about with the crate. It wasn’t as if it appeared damaged.”

“Is your assistant here now?”

“No. He only worked on the dig for a short time. He left a couple days after the crate was delivered. That’s the way it is these days. Difficult to find good people who are willing to work for very poor pay out here in the desert.”

“Shocking,” Gabriela said.

Merrick smiled. “Yes.”

“Do you have a name? An address? I’d like to talk to him.”

“I keep a file on all employees. Give me a minute and I’ll give you the name and address we have for him.”

“Perfect. Do you happen to know where he disposed of the crate?”

“No. I assumed he took it to Bani Mazar, but I don’t really know. Truth is, he could have left it alongside the road, and it would be gone in a matter of hours. It was a nice crate and in good condition. Although, the shape was a bit odd. I thought that might have been to accommodate the table.” Merrick looked over at the three men standing by the Wrangler. “Are they all investigators?”

“One is my assistant, one is the driver, and one is the guide.” Gabriela cut her eyes to the group of young women working with trowels and brushes a short distance away. “And the man talking to your helpers is my assistant’s cousin.”

“Is he interested in archaeology?”

“Among other things,” Gabriela said. “I don’t suppose you would have a photo of the man who unpacked the crate?”

“Is it important?”

“There’s a possibility that contraband might have been hidden in that crate, along with your legitimate cargo.”

“Drugs?”

“I’m not at liberty to say. Who packed the crate for you in New York?”

“A small company that the Egyptian embassy in London recommended. Mausud Freight Forwarding.”



Gabriela, Rafer, Harley, and Jim got into the Wrangler and Apis drove them out of the compound.

“What did you find out from Merrick?” Rafer asked Gabriela. “Anything good?”

“An assistant unpacked the crate and then disposed of it,” Gabriela said. “Merrick wasn’t present during any of this. The assistant was only with the dig for a short time. He left two days after the crate was delivered.”

“This sounds familiar,” Rafer said.

“Merrick didn’t know what happened to the crate,” Gabriela said. “Only that the assistant got rid of it.”

“Becky said that he probably just dumped it on his way back to town,” Harley said.

Gabriela turned to Harley. “Becky?”

“She’s one of the graduate students helping Merrick. “She said the assistant was a local, and he was more of a gofer than an assistant. He was supposed to take the rubbish to Bani Mazar for disposal, but he was lazy, and he just dumped it on the way.”

“Did she say exactly where he dumped it?”

“No. She didn’t know, but she said she used to see vultures circling just past the second cairn on the way out.”

“I only saw one cairn,” Gabriela said.

“I saw one before that,” Jim said. “I would be able to find it.”

Apis drove down the narrow wadi that led away from the dig site. He rounded the bend in the wadi, turned when he reached the cairn that Gabriela had discovered, and continued to retrace his previous route.

“Now we must look for the cairn,” Jim said. “It will be on the left-hand side.”

Apis spotted the cairn twenty minutes later and moved the Wrangler closer to the rock face. Granite walls that grew into mountains rose directly out of the valley floor. Fissures in the walls led to slot canyons and alcoves. Everyone scanned the granite for an opening large enough for a van or a truck.

“There!” Rafer said. “Dead ahead. The rock wraps around and ends, and then there’s more rock in about forty feet.”

Apis stopped at the opening, and everyone got out and walked around the rock and into a natural bowl. Trash was strewn across one end of the bowl, and a large crate had been tossed next to the trash.

“This is perfect,” Rafer said. “It’s easily accessible and you can’t see the trash from the valley floor.”

Gabriela went to the crate. “It has a false bottom,” she said. “They slid the coffin into the crate from the side. The side piece is missing and there are instructions in English to open the crate from the top.”

“It is here,” Jim said, holding a piece of wood. “It was clever to do it this way. Much less room is needed to remove the item while it is in the cargo part of the plane.”

Gabriela walked around the area. “This happened last month but the ground hasn’t been disturbed by wind or rain in this protected bowl. There are two different tire tracks. The assistant brought the crate here, and then someone met him and removed the coffin.”

“Wow, are we good or what?” Harley said. “We solved the crime.”

“Not exactly,” Gabriela said. “We have the crate but not the coffin.”

“Yes, but we have the name of the guy who did this,” Harley said.

If he’s still alive, Gabriela thought.

They walked back to the Wrangler, and Harley swatted the air. “I hear a mosquito.”

“It’s not a mosquito,” Gabriela said. “It’s a drone.”

“These things are not legal in Egypt,” Jim said. “They are only used by the army and bad guys.”

Gabriela opened the hatch on the Wrangler and removed an assault rifle. She checked it for ammo, aimed, and shot the drone out of the sky.

“Ya salaam!” Jim said to Gabriela. “Who are you?”

Rafer grinned and rocked back on his heels. “Way to go, Gabs.”

“Bad pigeon,” Apis said.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Ahmed was parked in the shadow of a slot canyon that was close to the Ras Ghareb Road. He’d been following the woman with a drone. Flying it high enough not to be noticed. He’d watched her leave the dig and get driven to a hidden dump site. She’d bypassed the trash and gone straight to what looked like a packing crate.

He’d continued to watch as everyone returned to the Jeep. Time to bring the drone home, he thought. He could keep up the surveillance by car. He hesitated when he saw his mark open the door to the Wrangler’s cargo area and remove an assault rifle. She turned, took aim at the sky, and bang. Ahmed’s picture went whirling out of focus and a beat later the screen went black. No more drone.

Ahmed allowed himself a small smile. She could shoot. Something to remember.



Everyone piled into the Jeep, and Apis headed for the road to Ras Ghareb and Bani Mazar. Gabriela searched her pockets and her pack. She’d searched them before leaving the hotel, but she suspected she’d missed the obvious. She emptied everything onto her lap and found three Egyptian pounds in a side pocket of her pack. One of the coins was thicker than the other two and its edge markings were slightly off. She stared at the coin for a moment and threw it out the window.

“There’s a story here,” Rafer said.

“Possibly,” Gabriela said.

“Now where are we going?” Jim asked.

“I’d like to talk to the assistant. Merrick gave me his photo and employment information. His name is Dodi Khabi and he gave an address in Bani Mazar.” Gabriela wrote the address on a scrap of paper and handed it to Jim.

Apis bypassed Route 75 north and crossed the bridge over the Nile. Bani Mazar was on the west bank. It was a midsized town with a mix of modern high-rise buildings and older congested neighborhoods, surrounded by lush fields of vegetables, fruits, cotton, and wheat. Apis drove into one of the older areas and stopped in front of a mud-colored town house with a bright turquoise door. A woman and a toddler were sitting in front of the house. The woman was wearing a pink hijab and matching abaya.

Gabriela went to the woman and introduced herself. “Do you speak English?”

“Yes. A little,” the woman said.

“I’m looking for Dodi Khabi,” Gabriela said. “I was told he lived here.”

“Yes, for a brief time he had a room, but he was killed in a motorbike accident,” the woman said. “Very sad.”

“I’m sorry,” Gabriela said. “I didn’t know.”

“He was much to himself. He worked, and he came to his room that we rent out. He gave notice that he was returning to Cairo and then he had his accident.”

“Did he have friends?”

“Not many. I remember a man called Fooze.”

Gabriela felt a bunch of synapses connecting in her brain. John Mackey and Leon Blake worked at the museum and became friends. Shortly after Mackey was killed, Fooze visited Blake in Brixton, and then Blake disappeared for parts unknown. And now here was Fooze paying a visit to Dodi Khabi just before he died on the road.

“That’s a strange name,” Gabriela said to the woman.

The woman nodded in agreement. “I remember it.”

“Was Fooze Egyptian?”

“Yes, I think so. I did not hear them speak English.”

Gabriela returned to the car. “Back to Cairo,” she said.

“What about Dodi?” Rafer asked.

“Dead,” Gabriela said. “Motorbike accident. Shortly after he quit his job at the dig. Also, shortly after he had a visit from Fooze. You remember Fooze? Fooze visited Leon Blake in London a couple days before Blake checked out of his rental.”

“People seem to be missing after a visit from Fooze,” Jim said. “I’m glad I don’t know him. What will we do now?”

“Merrick also had a previous address for Khabi in Cairo. We might as well try it out.”

“He will not be there, I’m thinking,” Jim said.

Apis turned onto Route 75 north, and they were once again in the desert.

“There’s a car that’s possibly following us,” Jim said. “He’s a good distance behind us and he might only be going to Cairo, but he’s been with us since Bani Mazar.”

“Let him stay with us,” Gabriela said. “I’ll take care of him when we get to the city.”

“Are you going to shoot him?” Jim asked.

“Not immediately,” Gabriela said.

She sat back and tried to relax. Difficult to do in the back seat of a Wrangler when you’re squashed between two men. At least the road was smooth and traffic was moving along. She closed her eyes and wondered about the wisdom of the project. She’d been lucky at finding the Rosetta Stone. Sometimes it was better to be lucky than good. The search for Brendan’s coffin was turning out to be more complicated. And she wasn’t feeling especially lucky. There was another death under suspicious circumstances. And there was Fooze. It seemed obvious to her that the thefts were related, and now she had Fooze connecting some of the dots. Problem was that the dots weren’t coming together fast enough, and the expenses were adding up. The adventuresome part of her wanted to find the golden coffin. The practical part of her wanted to go back to New York, hire a high-powered lawyer for Harley, and take on a nice, straightforward job from a client who would pay.



Apis hit the outskirts of Cairo and slowed down to a crawl.

“Rush hour,” Jim said. “Not so bad today. It is moving a little.”

“Are we close to the address?” Gabriela asked Jim.

“Yes,” Jim said. “Maybe an hour away.”

“Would it be faster if we got out and walked?” Gabriela asked.

“Yes,” Jim said, “but you would most likely get mugged and then maybe run over by people who were angry because you were lying in the street. The address is in a section of the city that Apis and I are not so familiar about. Apis, as a guide, has a GPS app, but it is mostly wrong and frequently jammed. Still, we will do our best to not get too lost.”

The crawl came to a standstill, and Apis turned to his back-seat passengers. “Flapjack,” Apis said.

“No problem,” Rafer said. “I’m enjoying myself back here, pressed up next to Gabs. Take your time.”

After four blocks, Apis turned into a neighborhood of midrise apartment buildings. He was driving with one hand and holding his phone with his other. “Goody good,” he said.

“We are lucky today,” Jim said. “The GPS seems to be working. That is a wonderful thing because all of these buildings look the same, and there are no street markers.”

Ten minutes later, Apis stopped in front of a six-story apartment building.

“Is this the address?” Gabriela asked.

Apis shrugged.

“My leg is cramped, and my backside cheeks are asleep,” Jim said, “so I think we should investigate this building because I cannot sit any longer.”

Everyone but Apis got out of the car and stretched. Gabriela and Jim went into the building and took the elevator to the fourth floor. Harley and Rafer stayed with the Wrangler.

There were eight apartments on the fourth floor. Gabriela knocked on 4B and a woman wearing a cranberry-colored hijab, floral blouse, and tan slacks answered. Jim said something to her in Arabic and the woman nodded.

“We are in the right place,” Jim said to Gabriela, “and she speaks some English.”

“I’m investigating a motor scooter accident that involved Dodi Khabi,” Gabriela said to the woman.

“The brother of my husband,” the woman said. “We are not responsible for the payment of the scooter. Enough that we had to bury the body. They brought the scooter here. What am I to do with it? New and now broken.”

“I completely understand,” Gabriela said. “I’m not here about the scooter. I’m trying to gather facts about the accident itself.”

“We were told he was on the highway late at night and ran into something. Or maybe fell asleep and ran off the road. No one knows. He was found in the morning.”

“Do you know where he was going?”

“He was coming here. He quit his job. Always the same. He doesn’t keep a job.”

“He was working at an archaeological dig,” Gabriela said. “Did he often do that sort of work?”

“Yes. From time to time.”

“Did he have a friend named Fooze?”

“I didn’t know his friends.”

Gabriela and Jim returned to the Wrangler.

“How’d that go?” Rafer asked.

“Big zero on new information, but she reinforced what I already thought.”

“I need food,” Harley said. “I never know when it’s lunch or dinner here.”

“My cousin’s restaurant is always open,” Jim said. “He cooks all day and most of the night.”

Gabriela finally had cell service, so she texted Marcella for information on a guy named Fooze. He’s probably Egyptian and had an attachment to Leon Blake and Dodi Khabi, she wrote. She included Khabi’s address in Cairo and asked Marcella for whatever she could find on him. And she asked Marcella to run a profile on Mausud Freight Forwarding.



Apis parked on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant.

“Do we still have our tail?” Gabriela asked Jim.

“I think yes,” Jim said. “It was hard to keep sight of him in the city traffic, but I saw a black SUV pull to park at the corner.”

“Everyone go inside and order food,” Gabriela said. “I’m going to say hello to our friend. It’s the least I can do. He’s put in a long day.”

“I’ll go with you,” Rafer said.

“No. Not necessary. I’ll only be a couple minutes.”

Gabriela walked down the block to the corner where the SUV was parked. She rapped on the passenger-side window and the doors clicked unlocked. She opened the door and slid onto the seat next to Ahmed.

“It wasn’t nice of you to shoot my drone,” Ahmed said.

“It’s not nice of you to keep breaking into my room,” Gabriela said.

“It wouldn’t be necessary if you would stop throwing my devices out car windows.”

Gabriela was having a hard time keeping a poker face.

“Haven’t you got anything better to do than to follow me around?” she asked him.

He relaxed back into his seat, turned toward her with one hand on the wheel. “Actually, no.”

“Is there a reason for this obsession?”

“I want the golden coffin,” Ahmed said, “and you’re going to find it for me.”

Gabriela thought this was much more comforting than other possibilities. At least he wasn’t a lunatic sexual predator, and as long as he thought she was useful, she would be safe and not need the gun she had in her pocket.

“So, what is the expectation? That I find the coffin and then I hand it over to you?” she said.

“That would make things very pleasant.”

“And if I don’t hand it over to you?”

“I would have to take it,” Ahmed said.

“Why do you want the golden coffin?”

“I have my reasons.”

“That’s a little too mysterious for me,” Gabriela said.

Ahmed shrugged.

“Okay, what do I get out of this if I find the coffin?” Gabriela asked him.

“We would have to negotiate that.”

“The truth is, I’m not sure I’m making any progress,” Gabriela said. “I’m not even sure it’s still in Egypt.”

“It’s here,” Ahmed said. “It weighs one hundred nine kilos and it’s one point nine meters long. It’s difficult to conceal. Word on the street is that the coffin is supposed to be shipped out of the country, but it’s too hot right now. Security is too tight.”

“Did word on the street tell you anything else? Like who has the coffin? Or where it’s stashed?”

“No. And my informant has disappeared. Permanently, I suspect.”

Gabriela thought that returning to New York and hiring a lawyer for Harley was looking better all the time.

“I’d love to stay and chat,” she said, “but my falafel is getting cold.”

She left the car and walked back to the restaurant.

Rafer was still outside, waiting at the door. “Did you say hello?” he asked.

“I did. It was all very civilized.”

“Why is he following us?”

“He wants the golden coffin, and obviously he thinks I have a good chance of finding it.”

“Your reputation precedes you. Is he trying to stop you or is he wanting to work with you?”

“He wants to make sure if I find it, he’s there to take it away from me.”

“Nice. Was that his drone that you shot out of the sky?”

“Yes. And he was involved in the failed attempt to hijack the Rosetta Stone in London. My old friend Ahmed El Ghaly.”



It was past midnight, and Gabriela was alone in her room, working at her computer. She’d changed into a T-shirt and lightweight pajama bottoms. Her hair was an unruly mess, free from the confines of a ponytail. Her feet were bare and the lavender polish on her toes was somehow still perfect.

She’d been reading the information Marcella had emailed her, looking for a lead, piecing together possible relationships. She had a pad next to her computer that was filled with scribbled notes, meaningless doodles, and questions. It was her way of organizing thoughts.

There was a knock on her door. Knock, knock, pause, three knocks in quick succession. Rafer. It was their secret knock since forever. First grade maybe. She opened the door, and he stepped in.

“I knew you’d be up, working,” Rafer said.

“And you?”

“Couldn’t sleep. I’m feeling guilty that I got you into this mess.” He took in her T-shirt, pajama bottoms, and lavender toenails. “Cute.” He looked over at the desk. “I see you’ve got the doodle pad going. That’s serious. You only turn to the doodle pad when you’re balls to the wall, trying to figure something out.”

“You’re right about the doodle pad,” Gabriela said. “I’m thinking this project might be above my pay grade.”

“What have you got?”

“Leon Blake. He most likely recruited John Mackey. Prior to his employment at the British Museum, Blake worked for an LLC in London. His title was security specialist. The LLC also has locations in New York and Paris. I have a photo and physical description of Blake. Caucasian, five feet ten inches, brown hair, blue eyes, forty-three years old. Clean-shaven in the photo. I thought Blake was probably in Cairo, but Marcella hasn’t been able to locate him there… or anyplace else, for that matter.”

“Probably dead,” Rafer said. “A lot of people involved in this mess turn up dead.”

“Dead is a possibility. Blake seems to have vanished.”

“Next up?”

“Next up is Fooze,” Gabriela said. “We first heard about him when we were in London. Friends with Leon Blake. Also friends with Dodi Khabi. Marcella couldn’t get an address or more of a name. It’s possible that Fooze recruited Dodi Khabi. If I had to establish a pattern, it would be that there’s a single team involved in all the thefts. Fooze seems to be part of the permanent team. I’m not sure what to think of Leon Blake. Probably there are others on the team, but I haven’t run across them yet. When the team needs someone on the inside to help with a theft, they find a weak link. Some local who is dissatisfied with their life. Someone who will be tempted to go to the dark side for a big bag of money.”

“Someone like John Mackey and Dodi Khabi.”

“Yes. And then once the theft has taken place, the weak link is eliminated, either for security or so they don’t have to share the money.”

“So, we have to find Fooze,” Rafer said. “Is there anything else?”

“I have two other players that I can’t explain. Harry Bench, representing the bank. And Ahmed El Ghaly.”

“Maybe Ghaly is working for a buyer,” Rafer said.

“That’s a good possibility. And then there’s Mausud Freight Forwarding. They packed the crate of supplies that was shipped to Merrick, and they transported the crate to the plane. They also shipped an empty crate that was large enough to hold two small men. It’s a relatively small company that ships goods between New York, London, and Cairo. It has an excellent reputation.”

“The crate had a false bottom that contained a fake golden coffin,” Rafer said. “Hard to believe that Mausud wasn’t aware of it. Any recent deaths in the company?”

“Marcella didn’t come across any. It’s a privately owned, family-run business. Half of the employees are related. Mohammed Mausud is listed as president and owner. He’s based in New York with an apartment there, a flat in London, and an apartment in Cairo. He has a forty-six-year-old son, Rocky, who manages the Cairo office. I thought I’d take a look at the office tomorrow. I’d also like to do a drive-by on the Mausud residences here in Cairo.”

“It’s already tomorrow,” Rafer said. “Are you going to include me on this trip, or do I have to sleep in the lobby so I can catch you leaving?”

“You’re included. I’m going to have an early breakfast and then take a quick look at the Mausud residences before the freight forwarding office opens.”





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Gabriela stepped out of the hotel with Rafer and Harley close on her heels. She reached the street and Jim pulled up.

“Where is our adventure today?” he asked.

“Zamalek,” Gabriela said. “I have two addresses.”

“Zamalek is very nice,” Jim said. “It is on the island of Gezira, which is in the middle of the Nile and right in front of you.” He looked at the addresses that Gabriela handed him. “These are private residences, and I’m thinking persons of a suspicious nature must live in them.”

“Not suspicious,” Gabriela said. “Just persons of interest.”

Jim drove them over the 6 October Bridge onto the island. “The southern part of the island has the opera house and the Cairo Tower. It also has museums and a golf course, and an aquarium. The northern part of the island is known as Zamalek,” Jim said. “It is more residential. I drive this route many, many times because it is the way to the pyramids of Giza. The tourists always want to visit the pyramids.”

“I’d like to visit the pyramids,” Harley said.

“Everyone should see the pyramids,” Jim said. “They are wondrous.”

“Are they far away?” Harley asked.

“No. Not far at all,” Jim said. “And the route is speedy if there are no cars on it.”

“When I was a kid, I wanted to grow up to be an Egyptologist,” Harley said.

“I wanted to play pro ball,” Rafer said. “What about you?” he asked Jim.

“I wanted to be a pharaoh.”

They looked at Gabriela.

“I’m not telling,” Gabriela said.

“You wanted to be a pirate,” Rafer said.

“Close but not exact,” Gabriela said. “I wanted to find pirate treasure.”

“Her hero is Scrooge McDuck,” Rafer said.

“I do not know this person,” Jim said.

“Scrooge McDuck was always going around finding treasure,” Rafer said. “He’d bring the treasure home to Duckburg and put it in a big money bin and push it around with a bulldozer.”

“Well of course,” Jim said. “Who would not like to push their treasures around with a bulldozer?”

“I think after we see the residences, we should take an hour out so Harley can see the pyramids,” Rafer said. “It’ll give him something to remember if it turns out he ends up in jail for twenty years.”

“Will Harley be going to jail?” Jim asked.

“We hope not,” Gabriela said. “We’re working to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“I will work for it too,” Jim said. “I would not want to see Harley go to jail.” He turned off the bridge road and drove north. “I know this part of the island very well, and your two addresses are close to each other. They are on a street of apartment buildings with river views. Very desirable.” He pulled to the curb and stopped in front of a modern high-rise with a circular drive and porte cochere. “This is the first address. I would be happy to live in this building.”

“This is the father’s apartment,” Gabriela said. “Mohammed Mausud.”

“Looks like freight forwarding is profitable,” Rafer said.

“Are you going inside?” Jim asked.

“No,” Gabriela said. “Not today.”

Jim drove two blocks on the same street and stopped again. “This is your second address,” he said. “Also, a very nice building, but I think it will have smaller apartments.”

“The son lives here,” Gabriela said.

“Are we going to the pyramids now?” Jim asked.

“Yes,” Gabriela said.

“We can get Harley’s picture with a camel,” Jim said. “Everyone should have a picture with a camel.”

“No! No camels!” Harley said. “No way, no how. No camels.”

“Yes, but Apis might be there with his camel,” Jim said. “He sometimes brings her in the morning. She’s a sweetheart. She’s very pretty. She would erase all your bad feelings toward camels.”

Gabriela had been to the Giza pyramid complex on previous visits to Egypt, but she was looking forward to seeing it again. This would have to be a short visit because she was on a mission to find Brendan’s coffin. No leisurely walks around the grounds this time. Just a view of the Great Pyramid and the Sphinx. If Harley wanted to do more, he would have to do it on his own time.

“As you can see, we have gone off the island and the roads are very good here,” Jim said. “In this area, there is desert on one side and a new housing complex on the other side. These are very nice apartments with balconies and some on the higher floors have pyramid views. We will come to the complex entrance soon and we must buy tickets.”

“Just the basic,” Gabriela said. “We can’t stay long.”

“I will take care of it,” Jim said. “I am a good tour guide.”

Twenty minutes later, tickets were purchased, and Jim was on the entrance road. “I will take you to a very good viewing station,” he said. “It is a good place to begin because you can see the pyramids and take a nice picture. The camels are also at this place, but you do not have to go near them if you do not want. I must admit that many of the camels are sometimes sad, and the drivers can be uncomfortably enthusiastic. This does not apply to Apis and his lovely Cleopatra.”

“His camel is named Cleopatra?” Rafer asked.

“Yes,” Jim said. “She is the queen of camels.”

Jim slowly drove past the Great Pyramid and took the loop road past Khafre’s pyramid and the smaller pyramid of Menkaure. He continued to drive the loop, pulled into the designated photo op area and parked.

“We can get out here and take pictures, so Harley has his memories,” Jim said. “And I see that Apis is here if you would like to go say hello. He is the one with the pretty camel.”

Gabriela looked over at the camel area and picked out Apis and Cleopatra. It seemed to her that all camels looked alike, but they were at a distance, and heck, she thought, what did she know about camels.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m going to say hello to Apis and Cleopatra.”

Rafer draped an arm across her shoulders. “I’m with you.” He looked back at Harley. “Are you coming with us?”

“Yeah, but I’m not getting close to the camel.”

Everyone crossed the parking lot to the area where the camels were lined up.

“You see how beautiful the blankets and tassels are on Cleopatra,” Jim said. “They are all handmade here in Egypt. Nothing from China. And if you come close you can see that Cleopatra has wonderful long eyelashes that curve up like a movie star’s.”

Everyone moved close enough to see the eyelashes.

“I told Apis that no one will be taking a camel ride today, that we just came to admire Cleopatra,” Jim said.

“She does have nice eyelashes,” Harley said.

“Yes, and she is smiling at you,” Jim said to Harley. “I can tell that she likes you very much.”

Cleopatra moved slightly to the side and planted her large camel foot on Harley’s much smaller human foot.

“Yow!” Harley said. “Shit! Fuck! Damn!”

Apis said something in Egyptian to Cleopatra, and in slow motion she calmly lifted her foot and stepped away.

“So bad doggy,” Apis said to Harley. “My rabbit turd.”

“She did that on purpose,” Harley said. “She looked at me and she purposely stepped on my foot.”

“No, no,” Jim said. “She was distracted by her like for you, and she wanted to be closer.”

“She broke all the bones in my foot,” Harley said.

“Then we should go back to the car now so you can be seated,” Jim said.

“I can’t walk,” Harley said.

“We can put you on Cleopatra,” Jim said.

Everybody sucked in air and Cleopatra shifted around a little.

“Or maybe not,” Jim said. “I will run and get the car.”

Rafer and Gabriela helped Harley hobble a short distance to a bench.

“Are you okay?” Gabriela asked Harley.

“No, I’m not okay,” he said. “My foot is killing me.”

She looked down at his foot. There was a camel toe impression in his Brunello Cucinelli boot.

Rafer got down on one knee. “I’m going to take your boot off so we can see what’s going on with your foot. Give me advance warning if you’re going to projectile vomit.”

“I’m not going to vomit,” Harley said, “but I might faint.”

Rafer got the boot off and removed Harley’s sock. “I don’t see any bones sticking out, so that’s a good sign,” Rafer said.

“Yeah, but it’s turning purple and starting to swell,” Gabriela said.

Jim pulled the car up next to them and got out. “Is he feeling better?” He looked down at the foot. “Was his foot that color before the camel incident?”

“No,” Gabriela said.

“In that case, he looks terrible. He might be in need of medical intervention. Of course, we can look on the bright side: If they have to amputate his foot, he will no doubt get an easy job when he is in prison.”



Four hours later, Harley was back in his room at the Ritz-Carlton. He had a soft cast on his foot, and crutches.

“Stupid camel,” he said. “I told you camels were evil, but would you listen to me? No. We had to go see the camel.”

“Apis tells me that Cleopatra feels very bad to have hurt your foot,” Jim said.

“And it could be worse,” Rafer said. “It’s a simple fracture of only one of your bones.”

“A metatarsal,” Jim said.

“Yeah,” Rafer said. “You’re lucky she didn’t turn your foot into a pancake with her giant camel toes.”

“They are big like that to walk in the sand,” Jim said. “A camel is perfectly evolved.”

Gabriela handed Harley his laptop. “I ordered you a cheeseburger with fries and onion rings, a chocolate shake, and double-fudge layer cake with butterscotch sauce. Room service said twenty minutes. Keep your foot elevated. Keep your phone nearby. I need to get to Mausud before they close for the day. Do you want Rafer to stay with you?”

“No. He’d eat all the cake. I’ll be okay.”

“I did not want to say anything in front of Harley,” Jim said when they were out of the room, “but I think his camel juju is not good.”

They walked the length of the hall, stepped into the elevator, and Gabriela pressed the lobby button. “Next up is Mausud Freight Forwarding.”

“I have the address,” Jim said. “It is in an industrial area by the airport.”





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Gabriela sat back and watched downtown Cairo roll by. They were on one of several major highways that cut through the city, and the view was of new office buildings, shopping centers, high-rise apartment buildings, and hotels. Traffic was slow moving, but at least it wasn’t at a standstill, she thought. The cityscape eventually gave way to residential clusters. Some new and some more traditional. She’d heard that there were massive slums northeast of the city like the favelas in Rio. A place where the homeless could create a home of sorts. She’d never been there, but she’d seen pictures.

She was more familiar with the traditional neighborhoods of multifamily brown and tan adobe houses that were found throughout Egypt. Generation upon generation, living on top of each other. You grow up and you get married, and you add a floor to the house. The rebar was already there, waiting for the new generation. Gabriela thought it was brilliant. Not for her, necessarily, but for others. She loved her parents. That didn’t mean she wanted to live above them in Scoon, South Carolina, for the rest of her life.

Jim moved highway to highway, and the flow of traffic picked up. He turned onto Salah Salem Street, the highway that led to the airport. He drove for two miles and turned into a residential area of block after block of the mud-brick multifloored houses. After several blocks he picked up another highway with businesses on both sides of the road.

“I know that shortcut to our destination because yet another of my cousins lives with her in-laws in one of those houses,” Jim said. “They are very nice on the inside. Thick walls to keep them cool in the afternoon.”

He pulled into a narrow parking lot that serviced a row of single-level structures. A dentist, a grocery, an insurance broker, and Mausud Freight Forwarding.

“This is Mausud,” he said, angle parking in front of the office.

“It’s a strip mall,” Rafer said. “I expected a warehouse.”

“The warehouse is the last very large building on the end,” Jim said.

Gabriela got out of the cab and walked to the door. Mausud Freight Forwarding was printed in gold letters on the glass. She pushed through the door and stepped into a front office that was grimly utilitarian. Gray tile floor and beige walls. An uncomfortable-looking modern couch and two matching chairs occupied a corner. A metal and faux-wood desk had been placed at the back of the room, next to a hallway. A pleasant-looking woman was at the desk.

“I’d like to speak to the manager, if he’s available,” Gabriela said to the woman, passing a card over to her.

“Of course,” the woman said. “That would be Rocky Mausud. Let me check to see if he’s busy.” She walked down the short hall to an open door and spoke in Arabic. She turned toward Gabriela. “This way,” she said.

Mausud stood at his desk when Gabriela and Rafer entered. The desk was littered with stacks of files, crumpled papers, a Red Sox ball cap, a MacBook Pro, and a coffee mug filled with various pens and markers. He had a wide smile and perfect ultra-white teeth. He was stocky, with thinning dark brown hair. Nicely dressed in a button-down shirt and dress slacks.

“Do you speak English?” she asked him.

“Yes,” he said. “I grew up in the States, and I graduated from Harvard.”

Red flag. Alarm going off in Gabriela’s brain. Clang, clang, clang. He might have been at Harvard at the same time as Harry Bench.

She gave him her card and introduced Rafer as her associate. “We’re doing a background check for a client who is interested in shipping goods from New York to Cairo. They would be of a sensitive nature.”

“We’re very discreet,” Rocky said.

“Suppose my client had many items to be crated and shipped?” Gabriela asked.

“That isn’t a problem. We can go on-site to assist in packing and crating. We can also assist in transport to the airport if necessary.”

“I have to ask,” Rafer said. “Your name is Rocky?”

“My father is a great fan of the Rocky movies.”

Gabriela smiled. “Is your father involved in the business?”

“He’s semi-retired. He spends much of his time in the States. He’s there now. Football season.” Rocky passed a folder over to Gabriela. “You’ll find all the information you need in here. And if not, you can always call, and we’ll get you an answer.”

Gabriela opened the folder and flipped through the pages. Pricing, availability, process, some photos. The caption under a photo caught her eye. Fooze loading a piano destined for Carnegie Hall.

“Here’s another unusual name,” Gabriela said. “Fooze.”

“That’s my cousin,” Rocky said.

“He works here as well?”

“Yes. We’re a family business.”

“Is Fooze here now?”

“Fooze is in Luxor for a few days organizing a large shipment that will be going to London.”

“I expected your office to be attached to a warehouse,” Gabriela said. “What if my schedule requires storage for a brief period?”

“We have a climate-controlled storage area at the end of this strip of buildings,” Rocky said.

“Climate controlled would be critical,” Gabriela said. “Would it be possible for me to see your storage facility?”

“Of course,” Rocky said. “I’ll walk with you. I have business to discuss with my storage manager.”

Rocky walked Rafer and Gabriela past a real estate office, a falafel shop, an insurance office, and a teahouse. “This is our storage facility,” he said, opening the door. “As you can see, it is very pleasant inside. And very orderly. Everything is crated and labeled. Large jobs are placed in shipping containers when possible. We have a loading dock at the back of the building.”

Gabriela didn’t think it was especially orderly. She thought it was more like organized chaos. They walked the length of the facility and back, and Gabriela thanked Rocky for his time and said they would be in touch.

Gabriela and Rafer stepped outside, and Gabriela waved Jim over to pick them up.

“Way to go, Gabs,” Rafer said when they were back in the car. “You didn’t miss a beat when you found that picture of Fooze. I thought you’d at least do your happy dance.”

“I don’t have a happy dance.”

“Yeah, you do. It’s where you get all bouncy, jumping up and down and twirling around while you sing the ‘Hallelujah Chorus.’ ”

“When did I ever do that?”

“I don’t want to tell secrets in front of Jim, but there were times when we were together and… you know.”

“That is very impressive, to get a woman to sing the ‘Hallelujah Chorus,’ ” Jim said.

“I never sang the ‘Hallelujah Chorus’!” Gabriela said.

“Oh yeah, you sang it,” Rafer said.

“Never!”

“I see this is becoming a heated argument,” Jim said. “I have snacks. Would anyone like a KitKat?”

“Sure,” Rafer said.

“And I also have Snickers bars today.”

“I’ll take the Snickers,” Gabriela said.

“What will we be doing now?” Jim asked.

“I’m going to Luxor,” Gabriela said.

“Me too,” Rafer said.

“And me?” Jim asked. “Am I going to Luxor? You will most likely need a guide and a translator and someone with snacks.”

“What about Harley?” Rafer asked. “Do we leave him in the hotel?”

“He’s going to be on crutches for a couple weeks,” Gabriela said. “I’m thinking about sending him back home.”

“That could be a problem,” Rafer said. “Home has to be someplace where he’ll be safe.”

“My apartment, your house, my parents’ house, his parents’ house, and your parents’ house are not on the safe list,” Gabriela said.

“Agreed.”

“I can’t stick Marcella with him,” Gabriela said. “She’s a single mom who lives with her mother.”

“He needs a keeper,” Rafer said. “Maybe we can temporarily put him in one of those assisted living places.”

“I’ll think about it later,” Gabriela said. “Right now I need to do some research before heading to Luxor.”

“If we are going to Luxor, we should not drive,” Jim said. “It is a long drive. Eight hours if nothing goes wrong. And something going wrong is a good possibility. There are many excellent flights that we can take. When we get there, I can borrow my cousin Souki’s car, if we need one.”

“I’d like to fly out first thing in the morning,” Gabriela said. “I need an address for Fooze. Either a hotel or the residence where he’s packing things for shipment. Marcella might be able to hack into the Mausud records. If she’s not successful, I’ll have to find out for myself later tonight.”

“I don’t like the sound of this,” Rafer said.

“It’s a small office with a front door and a back door,” Gabriela said. “I saw no sign of a security system. Not even a Ring doorbell. The short hallway that we walked down to get to Rocky’s office was lined with file cabinets. I’m guessing their files are all on paper.”

“And in Arabic,” Rafer said.

“I’ll take Jim with me,” Gabriela said.

“You want me to do B & E with you?” Jim asked.

Gabriela looked at him. “Is that a problem?”

“Yes,” Jim said. “I don’t usually do a crime. Maybe I run over a goat sometimes when I’m in the countryside, and once I forgot to pay at a grocery store, but it was for a small amount.”

“We wouldn’t be doing any damage,” Gabriela said. “We would simply go in and read some files. And then we would leave. It’s not nearly as serious as running over a goat.”

“I never run over them intentionally,” Jim said. “I think many of them are depressed and suicidal and stand in the road, waiting for me to end their miserable existence.”

“So, running over a goat is actually a good deed,” Rafer said.

“I think this is true,” Jim said. “And then if no one comes out of their house and is angry, I clear the road by putting the goat in my car and taking it to my cousin Sami, who is a butcher and excellent at making goat chops.”

Gabriela looked around the parking lot. “I haven’t seen the black SUV today. And no drones.”

“I haven’t seen the SUV either,” Jim said. “Maybe he is taking a day off or driving a different car.”

“Drive around the strip mall before we take off for the hotel,” Gabriela said to Jim. “It looked like the hallway ended at a back entrance to the office.”

Jim drove around the last building and continued on a narrow service road that was littered with trash and stray cats.

Gabriela counted off units. “Stop here,” she said. “This is the back of Mausud. No exterior light. No obvious security system.” She took a picture of the door. “That’s it for me,” she said. “I have everything I need.”



Jim stopped at the Ritz-Carlton’s entrance, and Rafer and Gabriela got out of the cab.

“I will be at home getting my affairs in order, waiting to hear about our evening activities,” Jim said.

“Great, we’ll be in touch,” Rafer said, waving him away, turning to Gabriela. “He’s sort of a downer on your B & E party.”

“Maybe it won’t be necessary,” Gabriela said, entering the hotel. “I texted Marcella. If she can hack into Mausud, an on-site snoop might not be needed.”

Rafer and Gabriela passed through hotel security and went to the elevators.

“Have you come up with a place to stash Harley?” Rafer asked.

“No,” Gabriela said. “I’ve lost touch with most of my close friends from Scoon, and I have only casual friends and associates in New York.”

“I have a bunch of dive buddies who would take him in,” Rafer said, “but they’re spread across the globe, in remote places that would involve complicated travel. Not a problem if Harley was healthy, but I can’t see him hiking through a lava field to a beach shack with his foot in a cast.”

One more ball in the air, Gabriela thought. Maybe the solution was to hire a bodyguard for Harley for the next couple days. Preferably one who spoke English. She let herself into her room, got her MacBook Air out of the small room safe, went to the writing table, and opened her computer. She didn’t have much hope that Marcella would get anything off the Mausud system, but it didn’t hurt to try, right?

Knock, knock, pause, knock, knock, knock. Rafer was at the door.

“I had an idea about Harley,” Gabriela said, opening the door.

“Is he here?” Rafer said.

“Who?”

“Harley. He isn’t in the room. And some of his clothes are gone.”

“Did he leave a note?”

“I didn’t see a note.”

Gabriela followed Rafer down the hall to his room and did a fast scan. Two beds. Both had been made but one was rumpled. Harley’s bed. His laptop and phone were still on the writing table. His backpack and half of his clothes were gone. The crutches were on the floor by a club chair. No note. Gabriela went into the bathroom.

“What’s missing here?” she asked Rafer.

“Nothing at first glance,” Rafer said.

Gabriela’s phone rang.

“You’ll have to excuse my absence today,” the caller said. “I enjoy watching you work but I find the traffic unpleasant.”

Gabriela recognized the voice. Ahmed. She put her phone on speaker mode so Rafer could hear.

“I’ve decided to simplify our arrangement,” Ahmed said. “As you might have already guessed, I have Harley. You can have him back in exchange for the golden coffin.”

“Suppose I don’t want Harley?”

“Then I would find someone more valuable. Your mother perhaps.”

“My mother is far away.”

“Scoon, South Carolina, isn’t far enough away to ensure her safety.”

Gabriela couldn’t breathe. Putting herself in danger wasn’t desirable but she could deal with it. Putting someone else in danger, especially someone she loved, was painful and unacceptable. This project was out of control. And walking away from it was no longer an option. She took a beat to pull herself together and steady her voice.

“I want to talk to Harley,” she said to Ahmed.

“It will be a short conversation.”

Harley came on the phone. “Jeez,” he said.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, they got ice for my foot.”

Ahmed came back on the phone. “We will take good care of your friend for three days.”

“And then?”

“The care will become more creative.”

“How do I get in touch with you? Can I use the number you just called on?”

“Anytime, day or night.”

Gabriela hung up and looked over at Rafer. “I’m not happy.”

“Your new boyfriend plays hardball. How’d they get Harley out of here? There’s a security check at every exit.”

“Maybe they didn’t get him out. Maybe he’s still in the hotel.”

“That’s an interesting idea,” Rafer said.

“Yeah, or not.”

“I’m sure they have security tapes. We could ask to see them.”

“That would start a chain of events that would be time-consuming and complicated. It would bring the police in. It would draw attention to us. If Ahmed found out, and I’m sure he would, he might decide Harley was a liability and needed to be permanently silenced.”

“Cut out his tongue?”

“Cut out his heart,” Gabriela said. Her phone buzzed and she looked at the text message. “It’s Marcella. She wasn’t able to hack into Mausud. I know experts who could get in, but it would take time, and after they got in, I’m not convinced they would find anything. I’m going back to my room. I have work to do. Call Jim and tell him to pick us up at nine o’clock.”

“If you find the coffin, will you give it to Ahmed?”

“It wouldn’t be my first choice, but I won’t sacrifice Harley or my mom for the coffin.”

“You would try to take Ahmed out of the picture? Like permanently?”

“Maybe. One way or another.”





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The strip mall was dark, and Jim was idling with lights off at the entrance to the parking lot. He was dressed in black, including a black hoodie. Rafer and Gabriela were also wearing hoodies. It was the outfit of choice for illegal entry.

“What should we do now?” Jim asked.

“At the far end of the buildings there’s an area reserved for trash. Drop Rafer there. He can do lookout for us. We’ll park the car behind the mall and go in through the back door. Once we’re in we can use the penlights. Keep them low and focused on papers and files. I’ll do the desk and you’re going to go through the file cabinets, looking for information on Fooze. You don’t need to read everything. Just scan for his name. When you find something that might be helpful give it to me and I’ll take a photo.”

Minutes later, Gabriela and Jim were at the back door to the office. Gabriela inserted her pick, the lock tumbled, and she opened the door.

“This is not your first time opening a lock,” Jim said.

“I learned how to do this when I was in high school and kept forgetting to take my house key. It’s better than kicking in a door or breaking a window.”

“Yes, indeed,” Jim said.

They switched their penlights on, and Jim went to the first of four file cabinets. Gabriela went into Rocky’s office. The first left-hand desk drawer was filled with candy. The second drawer held office supplies. The bottom drawer was a file drawer. She’d have Jim take a look at it. Nothing interesting in the right-hand drawers or the middle drawer. There were a bunch of yellow sticky notes stuck on the top of the desk. She took photos of them all. She rifled through a stack of spreadsheets. She went through his trash basket. His computer was missing. Probably took it home with him. She went into the hallway to see how Jim was doing.

“I have two drawers open that have things to photograph,” he said. “I’m not finding much to be interested in. No mention of Fooze but there were some employee files from the New York office and a file on the Merrick shipment.”

Gabriela photographed everything. They went into Rocky’s office, and Jim rifled through the bottom file drawer.

“This one,” he said. “It is employees. One of them is Horus Foozeph. I have never heard of such a name as Foozeph.”

“Good catch,” Gabriela said. “Anything else?”

“There is a file labeled Open Jobs. There are six items in it and one of them has a Luxor address.”

Gabriela photographed the entire employee file and the six items in the Open Jobs file.

A text message from Rafer buzzed on her phone. Car is approaching. Kill the lights. A second message buzzed. Looks like police. Don’t try to leave.

“My heart is beating very fast,” Jim said. “Do you know how to perform CPR if I have a heart attack?”

“You aren’t going to have a heart attack. And yes, I know how to administer CPR.”

There were no windows in Rocky’s office. Gabriela stepped into the dark hall and watched the police car through the front windows and glass door. The car slowly cruised the length of the mall and left the lot.

All clear, Rafer texted.

We’re done, Gabriela texted back. We’re exiting the building.

Jim opened the back door, and three cats rushed in.

“Ya lahwi!” Jim said, slamming the door shut. “I let kitties inside. How will we catch them? They will do kitty peepee everywhere.”

Gabriela approached one. “Nice kitty, kitty,” she crooned.

The cat hissed and tried to claw her.

“He does not want to leave,” Jim said. “We need kitty food to entice him to go to the door.”

“I don’t travel with kitty food,” Gabriela said. “The cats are going to get treated to a night at the Mausud Cat Resort.”

The back door opened, and Rafer stepped in, followed by two more cats.

“Close the door,” Jim shouted. “It is a kitty takeover.”

Gabriela shoved Jim toward the door. “Everyone out.”



Jim pulled up to the Ritz-Carlton. “Are we done for the night?” he asked.

“No,” Gabriela said. “Park the cab and come to my room. We need to get the photos up on my computer so we can read them.”

“I am glad to hear that,” Jim said. “I’m feeling very James Bond. I am Jim Bond. We escaped arrest by the police, and we completed our mission.”

Two hours later, they’d laid waste to a room service buffet and Gabriela had pages of handwritten notes in her doodle pad.

“Let’s recap this before we call it a night,” Gabriela said. “Fooze is short for Horus Foozeph. Thirty-seven years old. Grew up in Brooklyn and Cairo. Served in the Egyptian army. Work history after the army is solely with Mausud. Not married. Has an apartment in Heliopolis.

“We found a file on a job in Luxor that started yesterday. Packing of household items to be shipped to London. We can assume that Fooze is on this job.

“We have some other miscellaneous information that doesn’t tie into anything now but might in the future. I have the names of Mausud employees in London, New York, and Egypt. And I have messages that I got from crumpled papers in Rocky’s wastebasket and sticky notes on his desk.

“I believe that someone from Mausud removed the golden coffin from the Merrick crate. Possibly Fooze.”

“It is a shame that there were no secret notes saying where the golden coffin is hiding,” Jim said. “In the movies there are frequently secret notes written in code.”

Gabriela thought that there might be a coded note or a careless scribble in the information she had in front of her. Jim had done a good verbal translation, but she would like to see the translation in writing. When everyone left, she would forward the photographs to Marcella. She had a trusted source in New York who would translate all the bits and pieces. And then she would get in touch with Ahmed. He had something she wanted.

“That’s it for tonight,” Gabriela said. “Marcella has us on a ten o’clock flight to Luxor.”

“I will pick you up at eight thirty,” Jim said. “There will be morning traffic.”

“It’s going to be lonely in my room without Harley,” Rafer said to Gabriela.

He was trying to get into her bed, she thought, but there was also some truth to what he said. And it would be comforting to have him next to her tonight. Unfortunately, it ultimately wouldn’t be in her best interest.

“Deal with it,” she said to Rafer.

“You were more fun when you were in high school.”

He’s right, she thought. She had no real responsibilities in high school. Getting a passing grade in algebra didn’t weigh as heavy on her as saving a life.

Rafer grinned down at her. “You were easy. You were all over me.”

“That is so not true,” Gabriela said.

“It’s true,” Rafer said.

He’s right again, Gabriela thought. And the attraction was still there. Maybe just one night wouldn’t be a terrible idea. She warmed to the idea for a beat. And in the next beat she pulled herself away from the edge of the cliff. Stupid, stupid, she told herself. Remember the marriage? Remember the divorce? It was a nightmare.

“I know that look,” Rafer said.

“What look?”

“Your eyes narrow a little and you press your lips together and then you kick me out of the car, your dorm room, the coat closet when we were in second grade.”

“And that was back when I was more fun,” Gabriela said.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The ten o’clock Egypt Air Airbus 220 started its descent into Luxor forty minutes after its takeoff in Cairo. Gabriela was midplane in a window seat, Rafer was two rows in front of her, and Jim was one row in front of Rafer. The Nile was below her, and she could see a patchwork of farms stretching away from both riverbanks. Beyond the farms were desert and mountains. The airport was east of the city, on the very edge of the greenbelt.

Jim’s cousin Souki was waiting outside the arrivals exit. He was driving a silver Kia Cerato. Not new but not terrible either. Introductions were made, and everyone got into the car.

Souki and Jim had a short conversation that Jim translated for Rafer and Gabriela. “Souki says that he needs his car tonight at seven o’clock. He is a very good bartender, and he is working tonight. Souki will drive to his flat and then give the car over to us.”

“Are you familiar with Luxor?” Gabriela asked Jim.

“Yes,” Jim said. “I spent several years here, working for a tour bus company. It is possible to get these jobs if you speak English.”

“Why did you leave Luxor?”

“I missed the bigger city and my family. Souki is here, but most of my family is in Cairo.”

“I’ve never been to Luxor, but I studied the map last night,” Gabriela said. “It looks like we’re going to the northern part of the city.”

“Yes,” Jim said. “Souki lives near Karnak. It is a wonderful place because you can look across the river and see the Valley of the Kings and the Theban Mountains. The Karnak Temple Complex is very famous. It was the epicenter of ancient Egyptian religion and power. I know this from when I was Jim of the bus tour.”

Souki drove down residential streets that were laid out in no particular order. He stopped at a traditional mud-brick, three-story house and said something in Arabic.

“This is Souki’s house that he shares with his mother and father and three brothers,” Jim said. “He tells me that everyone would be happy to have us as guests if we have the time later today.”

Souki got out of the car, and Jim got behind the wheel. Gabriela moved to the front passenger seat.

“You have the address where Fooze is supposed to be working today,” Gabriela said to Jim.

“Yes,” Jim said. “It is not far from here. I know the area. It is a desirable place to live. And it is near the Sphinx Avenue and many restaurants and shopping bazaars.”

“What’s the plan?” Rafer asked Gabriela. “Are you going to snatch Fooze? Waterboard him? Seduce him into talking?”

“I haven’t got much of a plan,” Gabriela said. “I’m just putting one foot in front of the other. See what turns up.”

That wasn’t entirely true. She’d texted Marcella and asked for two tracking devices. They’d been waiting for her at the hotel front desk this morning, delivered earlier by a messenger.

Jim drove parallel to the Sphinx Avenue and turned into an area of midrise apartment buildings. The roads were maintained but unpaved and pedestrians mingled with car traffic.

“The street is in here somewhere,” Jim said. “This car does not have a map system in it, and my phone is not helping me. I will ride up and down streets until we find something.”

Ten minutes later, Jim stopped beside a van that was parked in front of an apartment house. The writing on the van was in Arabic.

“Here!” Jim said. “This van says ‘Freight Forwarding,’ and it is in front of a nice building with balconies. Someone living here would be able to pay to ship goods overseas.”

“Is there a place you can park without drawing attention to us?” Gabriela asked.

“It would be best if I drop you off, and you can mingle somewhere here. There is a takeout café and some street shops and a little green spot with some seating. I will go to find a place to leave my cousin’s car.”

Gabriela and Rafer took an outdoor table at the takeout café across from the apartment building. Minutes later, Jim joined them.

“At some time, the packing men will break for lunch, and we will be able to see them,” Jim said. “This is a good choice for lunch. It does not serve any Egyptian food. It was a stop on my tour bus for people who were not loving falafel. You can get a burger here that is a very thin patty of mostly meat. It will come topped with fake yellow cheese, onions chopped into smithereens, paper-thin pickles, and a special sauce. And it will be on a roll with no nutritional value.”

“I’m all about it,” Rafer said. “Do they have fries?”

“Yes, of course,” Jim said. “They are very skinny and greasy and salty. And you can get a milkshake that is very thick, and the ingredients are forbidden to be published.”

Rafer and Jim went to the takeout window and ordered food while Gabriela kept watch for the workmen. She was still watching when Rafer and Jim returned.

“They are speedy here,” Jim said. “They do not wait for orders to come in. They make the food ahead and it is already sitting under the heating lights, waiting to be stuffed into bags for the customers. It is very efficient. Only several times did I get bad poo poo, but it might also have been from other sources.”

Rafer unwrapped his Double McPharaoh burger. “Oh man, this looks great. I feel like I’m back in high school in Scoon. This is a Saturday-date-night burger.”

Gabriela examined the innards of her McPharaoh burger. No mold. No roaches. No mouse legs or snouts. She reassembled it and dug in. Rafer was right. This was a Saturday-date-night-in-Scoon burger.

The burgers and fries went down fast. The shakes took longer. Gabriela was still working on hers when the ground-floor door to the apartment building opened and three men walked out. Gabriela recognized Fooze from his picture.

“Here we go,” she said.

The men walked down the street to a vendor, got boxes of food, and went to the benches in the small park. Fooze was wearing a T-shirt with writing on it and jeans. He’d paid for his food with money taken from a wallet he kept in his jeans pocket.

No place to drop the tracker, Gabriela thought. No man purse. No backpack. No fanny pack. Not even a jacket. She didn’t want to consider getting it into his jeans pocket.

“I need information,” Gabriela said. “I’d like to know how much longer they’re going to be working here. When is Fooze going back to Cairo? Is he taking the van?” She turned to Jim. “I can’t talk to him. It would be weird. Can you talk to him?”

“I can do it,” Jim said. “Jim Bond can do anything.”

Rafer and Gabriela watched Jim walk over to the Mausud guys.

“I wasn’t sure about Jim in the beginning,” Rafer said, “but I’m really liking him now. Maybe we should adopt him.”

Gabriela nodded. Jim had become part of the team. “What do you think of Egypt?” she asked Rafer. “Could you live here?”

“I like Egypt,” he said. “I like the people. I like the sand not so much. The traffic not at all. Not so crazy about Cairo, but I’ve been to some of the resort towns on the Red Sea and I could easily live there. The reef is unbelievable. The snorkeling and diving are an eleven on a scale of one to ten.”

“I didn’t realize you spent time there.”

“I’ve taken dive parties to Sharm El Sheikh and Hurghada.”

“When we were together all we did was have arguments about ridiculous things like which brand of ketchup to buy,” Gabriela said. “It turns out that once we separated our world got a lot bigger and better.”

“Bigger,” Rafer said, “but I’m not sure mine’s better. It’s just different.”

“You seem to like your new world,” Gabriela said.

“I do,” Rafer said. “I like the island. I have good friends, a successful business that I enjoy, a hammock on my front porch, and I have a cat and a chicken.”

Gabriela smiled. “I’m jealous. I don’t have a cat or a chicken.”

“Actually, I share them with my neighbor, but I think they like me best.”

The Mausud guys left the park and walked back to the apartment. Jim returned to the table.

“It is definitely Fooze,” he said. “He is the leader, and the other two men are local. They have been packing up the owner’s belongings and tomorrow morning Fooze is driving the van back to Cairo. I found this out by asking for a job. I said I saw the van and I was looking for work and I would be very good at moving heavy things around and packing things that are delicate. Fooze said they didn’t need anyone, but he was polite about it.”

“Did they say if they would be working much longer?”

“It sounded like an hour or two,” Jim said.

“I’m going to plant a tag in the van,” Gabriela said, “and then we’ll wait to see where it takes us.”

Gabriela strolled across the street and looked into the back of the moving van. It was filled with boxes and furniture draped in blankets. The boxes had international labels pasted on them detailing their contents and destination. They were going to Tours, France. Nice move, Gabriela thought. She’d spent some time in Tours a couple years ago, searching for an emerald necklace. The city was charming and cosmopolitan. She’d found the necklace and stayed an extra two days. It was snowing in New York, and the weather had been lovely in Tours.

Gabriela stuffed a tag under a blanket-wrapped chair that was closest to the back door and a second tag went into a small chest of drawers. Just in case the truck made an interesting detour on the way back to Cairo.



An hour later, Jim followed the moving van to a congested neighborhood in east Luxor. The streets were unpaved and narrow. Small mud-brick houses were mixed with four- and five-story apartment buildings with tiny balconies and tinier windows.

“Where do you park a car?” Gabriela asked Jim. “I see some motor scooters, but I don’t see any parked cars or garages.”

“Not everyone has a car,” Jim said. “Parking is a problem. Some of the apartment buildings have garages on the ground floor. And some of the houses are built around courtyards. You can see there are alleys leading to these courtyards and a car might be parked in an alley.”

“I haven’t seen anything that could accommodate a moving van,” Gabriela said.

“I know this area,” Jim said. “After another block there will be a street of businesses and some parking for trucks to service those businesses. The street will end in a bazaar with excellent Om Ali.”

“Om Ali is a dessert,” Gabriela said.

“Yes,” Jim said. “It is the queen of desserts.”

There were several cars between Jim and Fooze. The moving van was much larger than the cars and easy to keep in sight. It approached the street with the businesses and the bazaar, pulled into a dirt lot, and parked next to an ancient pickup truck that was selling bananas off its tailgate. By the time Jim reached the moving van, Fooze had vacated the truck and set off on foot.

“Is it important that we find the precise location of Mr. Fooze?” Jim asked. “I can also park here.”

“Not necessary,” Gabriela said. “I’ll track him tomorrow through the tags. It’s too late for us to get a flight back to Cairo tonight. We can leave first thing in the morning.”





CHAPTER NINETEEN

It was a little after noon when Ahmed received a message telling him that Gabriela Rose had returned to her Nile Ritz-Carlton hotel room. Ahmed gave her a half hour to get settled and then he made his call.

“Welcome back,” he said to Gabriela. “Was your flight pleasant?”

“Yes,” she said. “And short. Shorter than the ride from the airport to my hotel.”

“Do you have something to tell me?”

“I would prefer not to talk on the phone,” Gabriela said.

“I agree. I will meet you in thirty minutes in Aqua. It is the small outdoor bar by the pool.”

Gabriela got off the phone and scanned her room. He knew she was back, so what now? A hidden camera? The possibility was disturbing. She would do a thorough search when she returned from their meeting.

She checked on Fooze’s location one more time. He was still on the road. Still heading for Cairo. She estimated that he would be in Cairo at five o’clock at the earliest. Six o’clock was more realistic.

She took a moment to think about her conversation with Ahmed. What did she want to share with him? Everything? Nothing? Her opinion of him was limited by a lack of information. She thought he was charming and ruthless and not to be underestimated. Beyond that she had very little.

Rafer called. “Are we doing something about lunch?” he asked.

“I’m meeting Ahmed,” Gabriela said. “It shouldn’t be a long meeting. Order me a room service lunch.”

That got a prolonged silence from Rafer.

“And?” he finally said.

“And I’m trying to decide if he’ll be helpful or if I want to stonewall him.”

“I can’t help you with that one. Where are you meeting?”

“Aqua. The pool bar.”

“Wear sunscreen.”



Gabriela was already seated at one of the poolside tables when Ahmed walked over and sat across from her.

“I thought you might have taken the opportunity to relax with a swim,” Ahmed said.

Gabriela was still dressed in her travel clothes. A short-sleeve blouse, a midi skirt, and flats.

“Tempting, but no,” Gabriela said. “I was hoping Harley might be with you.”

“Harley is watching television while his foot heals. Your trip to Luxor was worthwhile?”

“Yes. I’ve identified some of the men who stole the golden coffin and probably many more things that Harley’s bank insured.”

“And the coffin?”

“I haven’t found the coffin.”

“Tell me about the men.”

“What will I get in return for that information?”

“Assistance.”

“That’s a little vague.”

Ahmed smiled. “What would you like in return?”

“I want Harley. And I want assurance that you won’t walk away with the coffin and leave me empty-handed.”

Ahmed caught a waiter’s eye. “Turkish coffee,” he said.

“For me as well,” Gabriela told the waiter.

“You want a lot in return for a few names,” Ahmed said.

“Perhaps,” Gabriela said, “but I’m doing all the work while you sit around drinking coffee.”

“This is true,” Ahmed said. “My life is good. It will be good for you too, if you find the golden coffin.”

“I’m going to need more than three days, and I’m going to need help.”

The coffee was delivered and Gabriela paused until the waiter left the area.

“Horus Foozeph, known as Fooze, and Leon Blake are possibly part of the permanent team,” Gabriela said. “I have them placed as soldiers. Fooze is related to the Mausud Freight Forwarding family and is currently en route from Luxor to Cairo with a moving van. Leon Blake may be here somewhere, but I haven’t been able to locate him. Truth is I’m not sure he’s even alive. I think Rocky Mausud is a principal.”

She thought Harry Bench was also a principal, but she decided to hold this back from Ahmed.

“I suspected that Mausud Freight was involved in some capacity,” Ahmed said. “Perhaps I should speak to Rocky Mausud.”

Good luck with that, Gabriela thought. She’d called Rocky Mausud’s office earlier, and she’d been told he was out of the country. His father was also out of the country. According to Rocky, the elder Mausud was in the States at this time of the year.

“Right now, I have no idea where the coffin is, but I have two leads,” Gabriela said. “One is Rocky Mausud. The other is less specific. Something feels off with Harley’s bank. I want to go back to the States and poke around. I need you to keep your eye on Rocky. And if you happen to stumble over the coffin, I’d appreciate a phone call.”

“I can promise you a phone call.”

“And Harley?”

“Harley will be returned to you when I get the coffin.” Ahmed finished his coffee and stood. “This has been a pleasure, as always.”



Rafer was in Gabriela’s room when she walked in.

“Gabs,” he said. “How did it go?”

“It was good.”

“Did you get Harley back?”

“No. And I didn’t try very hard. The truth is that right now, Harley is safer with Ahmed than he would be anywhere else.”

“I don’t like Ahmed, and I don’t trust him. We don’t really know anything about him.”

“I feel the same way, but he has skin in the game, and he’s going to protect his asset.”

“Harley.”

“Yes. He’s going to babysit Harley for us.”

“Where do we go from here?”

“My gut tells me that Rocky Mausud has the golden coffin. He has it stashed somewhere, waiting to get shipped out of Egypt. I was hoping Fooze was in Luxor picking up the coffin, but it wasn’t in the truck. The truck was filled with standard-sized packing boxes and furniture. Nothing that would hold the coffin, and there wasn’t room to add anything else.”

“We’ve already searched Rocky’s office and warehouse. What’s next? Copy a page out of Ahmed’s playbook and kidnap Rocky?”

“No kidnapping. We’re going back to New York. Marcella has us scheduled for a nine o’clock flight tomorrow morning. Rocky’s office told me that he isn’t in Egypt. Even if he was here, I don’t think I’d want to show my hand by taking him down. I’m pretty sure there’s a connection between Rocky and Harry Bench. I think they’re part of the team, high up on the bad-guy food chain, but I don’t think they’re at the top. I want to find out who’s at the top. When I find the guy at the top, I’ll find the stolen objects.”

“So, the guy at the top is a collector?”

“Possibly, but I have a feeling it’s more complicated than that. There’s something going on at that bank.”





CHAPTER TWENTY

Gabriela rolled her carry-on suitcase into her apartment and went straight to her laundry area. Rafer was two steps behind her.

“I’ll get the laundry started, and you can go to the deli on the corner and get dinner,” Gabriela said. “Something healthy. Not pizza. Not hot dogs. Not nachos. They usually have good boxed salads.”

An hour later, Gabriela had changed into gray sweats, and she was at her desk with a glass of wine and a chicken Caesar salad. Much easier flying east to west, she thought. The time change wasn’t as disruptive.

Multiple Searl and Junkett documents from Marcella were displayed on Gabriela’s oversized computer monitor. Profit-and-loss statements. Profiles of members of the board and the new acting president of the bank. Plus, a list of mega-money accounts.

Gabriela was halfway through the file, concentrating on the human components first, saving the financial details for last. She thought the new acting bank president looked like another nincompoop. Completely unqualified. Members of the board were standard fare. Wealthy retired lawyers and finance officers, serving on other boards and charitable organizations. Harry Bench was no exception. His only distinguishing feature was his age. He was thirty years younger than all other board members.

She scrolled to Marcella’s bank synopsis. Searl and Junkett was a private bank originally owned by Beckett Searl and Mortimer Junkett. Six years ago, the two men had a falling-out and Mortimer Junkett bought Searl’s shares. Searl spent his money on a hundred-and-fifty-foot yacht, a basketball team, and a new wife. He owned a town house on the Upper East Side of Manhattan and a mansion in Selpan, Florida. He also started his own private bank, Beckett Searl Investment. Mortimer Junkett was allowed to keep the name Searl and Junkett.

Gabriela ran a search on Beckett Searl Investment. It was small but respectable. Similar to Searl and Junkett when it came to high-profile investors but not nearly as large. No mention of it ever insuring the Rosetta Stone.

It was almost midnight when Gabriela shut her computer down. She’d gone through the entire file she’d received from Marcella and found nothing that would resemble a lead. She stood and stretched and looked into the living room area at Rafer. He’d fallen asleep on the couch. She draped a cashmere throw over him, turned the television off, and went to bed.



Gabriela’s first thought when she opened her eyes was that she had to have missed something in Marcella’s information dump. The sun was just thinking of creeping above the horizon, so she lay in bed for an hour going over everything she’d read the night before. She closed her eyes and willed her synapses to make some connections. “Come on, brain,” she said. “Throw me a bone. Anything. There has to be something. Where does Harry Bench fit into this?” Her brain didn’t answer, so she switched the bedside light on, got out of bed, and got dressed in Vuori leggings, a tank top, and a hoodie. She crossed to the kitchen and pressed the go button on the built-in, state-of-the-art Miele coffee machine.

Rafer rolled over and groaned. “Really?” he said. “Coffee? You’re grinding coffee beans? What time is it? It’s still dark out.”

“It’s not dark out,” Gabriela said. “The sun just came up.”

“It feels like it should be dark out.” He stood and shuffled over to Gabriela. “Is that my coffee?”

Gabriela gave him the mug of coffee and brewed another for herself. “I read through all of Marcella’s notes last night, and I couldn’t find a Harry Bench connection to Fooze or Rocky Mausud.”

“Maybe there isn’t any,” Rafer said. “Why are you fixated on Harry Bench?”

“I don’t like him.”

“That’s not exactly hard-core evidence of grand theft.”

“I also couldn’t find a reason for the elaborate heist.”

“Someone wanted all that stuff,” Rafer said.

Gabriela shook her head. “I think that’s just a nice by-product. They only stole things that Harley insured. He was hired for that sole purpose. This is about the bank.”

Rafer opened the refrigerator door and stared inside. “There’s nothing to eat in here. Just olives.”

“There are protein bars in the cupboard.”

Gabriela took her coffee to her desk and opened her computer. Rafer moved behind her and handed her a protein bar.

“What are we looking at here?” he asked, squinting at her computer screen. “What’s Beckett Searl Investment? I thought the bank was called Searl and Junkett.”

“Six years ago, Junkett bought Searl out. Searl spent his money on real estate, a boat, a basketball team, and a new wife, and opened his own private bank. Beckett Searl Investment.”

“So, this is simple,” Rafer said. “Now he wants to ruin Junkett and take over his bank.”

“I had the same thought,” Gabriela said, “but I can’t find anything to back it up.”

“How long has Harry Bench been on the Searl and Junkett board?”

“Five years. The timing is good, but Marcella didn’t find a connection between Searl and Bench.”

“That doesn’t mean one doesn’t exist,” Rafer said.

Gabriela sipped her coffee. “I’m aware.”

“What about the new Mrs. Searl? What’s her story?”

“She’s the third Mrs. Searl. She was a receptionist for the real estate company that sold Searl his Florida mansion.”

“Does she have any connection to Harry Bench?”

“There wasn’t anything in Marcella’s report.”

“What’s in the packet?” Rafer asked.

Gabriela took the manila envelope off her desk and opened it. “Supporting material from Marcella. Magazine articles, screenshots of online photos, odds and ends. I was too tired to go through it all last night.”

She dumped the contents of the envelope onto her desk and the first thing that caught her eye was a formal photo of a Harvard lacrosse team. Players’ names were included with the photo, and Marcella had marked three names with yellow highlighter. Harry Bench, Rocky Mausud, and Theodore Searl. She’d added a question mark by Searl.

“Bingo,” Rafer said.

Gabriela typed Theodore Searl into one of her search programs and smiled when the information flashed onto her screen. “Theodore Searl is Beckett Searl’s son. He majored in economics at Harvard. Took a couple gap years to see the world before landing a job as a mate on a tugboat on the Hudson. That lasted a year. He got busted for smoking weed and selling coke. Got a slap on the wrist and went to work for Daddy. Now he’s chairman of the board for Beckett Searl Investment. He’s also active in fundraising for the Metropolitan Museum.”

“I guess he cleaned up,” Rafer said.

“Maybe,” Gabriela said. “He has an apartment in Chelsea and a house in Florida. Not currently married. No kids but there’s a picture of him with his dog.”

“What kind of dog?” Rafer asked.

“German shepherd, named Sweety. Looks like he’d eat you for lunch. Both of the Searl men are currently in residence in Florida.” Gabriela closed her laptop. “I’m going for a run, and then I’m going to the gym. I need to think.”



Gabriela left the gym, walked one block, and entered the building that housed her one-room, fifth-floor office. Marcella had already texted her that she had a list of phone calls to return, plus several job offers to consider. She was happy to hear that there were job offers. Saving Harley Patch wasn’t helping her bottom line. She had money going out with no money coming in.

She exited the elevator, walked the short hallway, and smiled at the gold stenciled name on her office door: G. R. McDuck. It was an homage to her comic book hero, Scrooge McDuck. He was tougher than the toughies and sharper than the sharpies.

Marcella looked up from her computer when Gabriela walked in. “Welcome back.”

Marcella Lott was five years older and an inch shorter than Gabriela. Her skin was freckled, and her hair was red and curly. She was Gabriela’s personal assistant, office manager, sometime chauffeur, loyal friend, and sole employee… if you didn’t count the accountant and once-a-week housekeeping service.

“Let’s start with the phone calls,” Gabriela said.

Marcella handed her a printed list. “You have a dentist appointment next week. Your cleaning service said you had ants in your kitchen, so I put some ant buttons around. Gavin Hochmeister wants to take you to dinner. Your mother called and told me to remind you that your aunt Mary Beth’s seventy-fifth birthday is next Tuesday.”

“Cancel my dentist appointment. Tell Gavin Hochmeister I’ll get back to him. Send a card and flowers to Mary Beth and remind me to call her next Tuesday.”

“Will you really get back to Gavin Hochmeister?”

“No.”

“Harry Bench called first thing this morning. He’s the last name on the list I just gave you. I told him you weren’t available.”

Gabriela had expected to hear from Harry Bench, she just didn’t think it would be this soon. She went to her desk and called Bench.

“It’s nice to know that you’re back in New York,” Bench said. “I didn’t get to say goodbye when we met for breakfast.”

“I had a busy schedule,” Gabriela said.

“I thought we might continue our discussion over lunch.”

“Would lunch include your security detail?”

“Sorry about that misstep in London. They were told to wait outside. Marko is Serbian and sometimes has a language problem.”

“No harm, no foul, but I’m going to have to pass on lunch,” Gabriela said.

“The bank wants this problem solved. Your accomplice has disappeared, so we’re holding you accountable. I would prefer to keep this a private matter, but I’ll be forced to go to the police if you don’t cooperate.”

“Are you prepared to make me an offer?”

“Yes.”

“Lunch isn’t possible, but I could pencil you in for dinner.”

“George’s Steak House at eight o’clock? It’s a block from your office. I assume you’re a carnivore.”

Marcella had raised eyebrows when Gabriela got off the phone. “Are you really going to have dinner with him?”

“No,” Gabriela said. “Get me on a flight to Selpan, Florida.”

“And Rafer?”

“Yes. And Rafer.”

“Do you want to go over the job offers now?” Marcella asked.

“Is there anything interesting?”

“Mostly standard insurance fraud. A man in Minneapolis would like you to find his cat. And a Saudi prince is offering a big bag of money if you can locate his gold-plated Bugatti.”

“No to the cat man and the prince. Send me a file on the others and I’ll look at them on the plane.”

Gabriela left her office and walked two blocks to her condo building. The temperature was already in the low eighties, the air was humid and gritty, the blue sky was obscured by a morning haze. This was all part of life in the big city, and Gabriela was happy to leave it behind her and step into her air-conditioned building. She took the elevator to the seventh floor, crossed the foyer that opened to four condos, and let herself into one of the front-facing ones.

Rafer was on the couch, his MacBook Air on his lap, his coffee mug on the side table next to the couch. “How was your run?”

“Good,” Gabriela said. “I did five miles and a circuit at the gym.”

Rafer thought it would be good to get out and stretch his legs, but he wasn’t excited about fighting his way through the mobs of people and cars. When he was home, he ran on the quiet back streets of Kingstown and swam in the ocean surrounding St. Vincent. He worked out in a gym that was open to the sea breeze and welcomed the occasional chicken. He thought he could live in New York if he had to, but it wouldn’t be his first choice.

“And I stopped in to see Marcella,” Gabriela said.

“How’s business?”

“It’s business as usual, with the exception of a phone call from Harry Bench first thing this morning.”

“Dumb luck? Or did he know you were back in town?”

“I suspect he knew.”

“What did he want?”

“Lunch. And the items that he thinks I stole.”

“Are you lunching?” Rafer asked.

“No. I told him I would meet him for dinner, but I’m not doing that either.” Gabriela got a bottle of water from the wine cooler. “Why would he want to have lunch with me?”

“To get his bank off the hook for the insurance money they don’t have?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. The bank reeks, and Harry Bench is too aggressive in pursuing me. After I delivered the stone, Bench obviously did a background check on me. Why? It made perfect sense that I would be involved in finding the stone. It’s what I do.”

“And when he read the background check, he realized there was a connection between you and Harley.”

“Yes. And he said that we worked together to steal everything.”

“It could happen,” Rafer said. “I could see you masterminding a gig like that.”

“I appreciate the compliment, but I don’t buy any of it. My instincts tell me Bench is involved in the theft somehow. Especially after finding a link between him and Rocky Mausud.”

“And Searl.”

“Yes. And Searl.”

“Maybe Bench needs to get rid of you,” Rafer said. “Maybe he can’t have you poking around in his shady business. The breakfast meeting might have been a setup to kidnap you and then dump you in the Thames.”

“Would you get rid of me like that?”

“No,” Rafer said. “I’d shoot you.”

“Exactly. If I’m such a threat, why don’t they just shoot me like the bank president, or John Mackey, or the guy in the tunnel, or the museum’s IT guy.”

“You forgot Dodi Khabi,” Rafer said.

“No one said anything about a bullet hole in Dodi Khabi.”

“That doesn’t mean he didn’t have one.”

“True. So, what’s different about me? Why does Harry Bench want to talk to me?”

“If you went to dinner with him, you could ask him.”

“If I went to dinner with him, I might never be seen again.”

Marcella called. “I have you and Rafer booked on a seven thirty flight tonight out of JFK, getting into Fort Myers at eleven. Do you want hotel arrangements?”

“Yes,” Gabriela said. “And a rental car.”

“Are we going someplace?” Rafer asked.

“Selpan.”

“Nice.”



It was midnight when Rafer drove into Selpan.

“I haven’t been here in years,” Rafer said. “Selpan has grown.”

“I was here last year,” Gabriela said. “It was a short trip. I was investigating medical insurance fraud. I got lucky and caught the insured running on the beach. Supposedly she was crippled by a car crash and was confined to a wheelchair.”

Rafer picked up Main Street and headed west toward the gulf, driving past Selpan’s high-end restaurants, ice cream parlors, art galleries, and upscale shops. Traffic was light and the sidewalks were empty. This wasn’t the city that never sleeps.

“Turn right at the next cross street,” Gabriela said. “Marcella booked us into a weekly rental apartment. I stayed there on the medical insurance fraud case. It’s difficult to rent in season, but this is the offseason, so there wasn’t a problem. It’ll give us a lower profile than a hotel.”

Rafer took the cross street, and the scene changed from ritzy resort downtown with palm trees wrapped in lights to a quiet residential mix of single-family houses and small clusters of two-story condos and rentals. Even in the dark, it was obvious that yards were maintained by professional gardeners. Manicured lawns, green hedges, and shrubs bordered by flowers. Shade trees were mixed with palms and lit by landscape lights.

“The apartment is just ahead on the right,” Gabriela said. “It’s the two-story stucco building. You can park in front. There are six units, and ours is on the south side, ground floor. One-A. Marcella gave me the combination to the door lock.”

Rafer parked and followed Gabriela inside. She switched the light on and walked through the apartment.

“Everything looks good,” she said. “There are two identical bedrooms. I’m going to take one and crash. We can get organized in the morning.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Selpan sky was a brilliant blue, the temperature was in the nineties, and the humidity was Amazon jungle quality. Gabriela and Rafer were in shorts, T-shirts, and running shoes. They’d walked two blocks to Main Street and ordered breakfast at an outdoor café.

Rafer sat back in his chair and ate his last piece of bacon. “Maybe you should move your office to Selpan. Every day is a vacation here.”

“I’d miss the grit in the air if I lived here,” Gabriela said. “My morning run would be boring. No muggers. There weren’t even any sirens screaming past my window last night.”

“I think we should forget about Searl and go to the beach.”

“That would be nice, but Ahmed might get tired of babysitting Harley while we get a tan, and Harley might start losing fingers and toes,” Gabriela said.

“Do we have a plan of action?”

“For starters, I want to see where these guys live.”

“We always do that, and it never goes anywhere.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“There’s the beach.”

“Beckett Searl has a house on Morgan Drive. It’s on the beach. We can look at the house from the front, and then we can look at the house from the beach.”

Rafer glanced down at her plate. “Are you going to eat the toast that came with your omelet?”

“No. You can have it.”

Rafer took the toast, they got coffee to go and walked back to their apartment.

“This car we got is lame,” Rafer said, unlocking the Toyota Camry parked in front of their unit.

“It’s a Toyota. What’s wrong with it?”

“It’s not a Porsche. Only tourists drive Toyotas in Selpan. If you want to blend in on Morgan Drive, you need a Mercedes or a Ferrari.”

Gabriela got in on the passenger side. “I didn’t see any of those in the rental lot.” She buckled her seat belt and pulled a file packet out of her messenger bag. “Beckett Searl is at 6205 Morgan Drive. His son is about a mile away in the Port Layor neighborhood. Let’s cruise past the son first.”

“I don’t know Port Layor,” Rafer said.

“It’s a wealthy community built around canals that feed into the gulf. The median house price is nineteen million dollars. It’s not gated but it has its own twenty-four/seven private security. You access it from Morgan.”

Rafer found Main Street, and a block later he turned onto Morgan. The houses were large, and the yards were lush. He drove two miles, and the large houses gave way to gated beachfront estates with elaborate landscaping.

“Once you turn off Morgan, the streets are in no special order,” Gabriela said. “I mapped it out yesterday. We turn onto Magnolia and then take a left onto Hibiscus. Theodore Searl is at 1904 Hibiscus. He’s on a cul-de-sac at the end of the street.”

Rafer followed the directions and idled at 1904 Hibiscus. It was Selpan Modern. Hurricane-proof cement with a slick of stucco painted white. Lots of impact-glass windows. Two stories, tile roof, gray shutters. Giant mahogany front door. Circular driveway, four-car garage, semi-ornate gates at the driveway entrance and exit. Large banyan trees lining the road.

“Zillow says it’s seven thousand square feet and worth fifteen million dollars,” Gabriela said. “Searl bought it three years ago.”

“Not too shabby,” Rafer said.

“Google Earth shows a dock in back. Hard to judge the boat from Google but I’d guess maybe fifty feet. Fishing boat.” Gabriela took a couple pictures from the car window. “Okay, let’s see what Daddy’s house looks like.”

Rafer drove out of Port Layor and turned left onto Morgan. He stopped a quarter mile down the road and pulled to the side. “This is Daddy’s house?” he asked.

“Yep.”

“It looks like Versailles.”

“According to Realtor.com, it has eighteen bathrooms, is seventeen thousand square feet under air, and sits on five acres of gulf front,” Gabriela said.

“With all that space, maybe the dude has a room set aside for a golden coffin.”

“I’d like to get in and look around.”

“Oh boy. Here we go.”

“It’s no big deal. We can pull this off easy,” Gabriela said.

“Every time you say that I end up talking to the police.”

“That was when we were in high school. I’m better now. I’m sure he has live-in help, and the house is probably never empty, so we’ll have to justify our presence.”

“I can hardly wait to hear this.”

“According to Marcella’s snooping, Searl and the Mrs. play golf every day. Tomorrow, after they leave the house, we’ll go in as pest control.”

“We just walk in with a can of Raid and say, ‘Pest control’?”

“More or less. I’ll have Marcella find out who they use and then we might have to borrow one of their trucks.”

“No way. I’m not stealing a pest control truck.”

“I said borrow. I don’t steal.”

“Why don’t we just get a drone and look in Searl’s windows?”

“There are laws against drones here, and there are security cameras everywhere. No place to hide.”

“So, nobody can fly a drone?”

“Only Realtors. Drive further down Morgan. Let’s see if we can find a beach access.”

Rafer drove to the end of Morgan, where there was a path between two properties. He parked on the street, and they followed the path to the sugar sand beach that stretched out in front of them as far as the eye could see, curving slightly in the distance. They walked at the high-tide line where the sand was firm, and they looked into the backyards of the houses. This was the land of multimillionaires and billionaires, and the seaside houses reflected the wealth. The beach was empty. Too far from town and not enough parking and access points for public use.

“That’s Searl’s house dead ahead,” Gabriela said.

“Lots of rooms,” Rafer said. “Not going to be easy to find all the roaches.”

“There are three floors. The windows on the top floor are smaller than the others. Probably quarters for the help. The chaise lounges by the pool have towels placed on them and the umbrellas are open. Someone is in residence. You wouldn’t see towels out if it was just staff here.”

Gabriela called Marcella and asked for a list of service providers.

“Not much to do here,” Rafer said. “No waves for surfing. No reef for snorkeling. No shipwrecks for diving. The best you could find in these waters are couches and cars that got washed out in the last hurricane. Seems to me this town is all about shopping, restaurants, and snoozing.”

“Not entirely. There’s tennis, pickleball, golf. Lots of golf courses.”

They turned around and walked back to the car.

“What’s the deal with Searl?” Gabriela asked. “He’s obviously got a lot of money. Why would he want to plan the heist of the century? Why would he risk it?”

“It’s something to do,” Rafer said. “It fills up the day. Or maybe it’s personal. Maybe he wants to ruin his old partner. Or maybe he’s a narcissistic nut job. Or maybe he’s not involved at all. Maybe it’s Huey, Dewey, and Louie, looking to make their own billions.”

“If it was Huey, Dewey, and Louie, the thefts wouldn’t have been restricted to items insured by the bank. I think this was done by someone holding a grudge.”

“I’m sure you’re connected to a bunch of underground informants,” Rafer said. “Have any of the stolen items been fenced?”

“Crickets. Not a word on any of them. I don’t hold out much hope for finding the golden casket in Searl’s upstairs bedroom, but it would be nice to see a stolen Van Gogh hanging in his office.”

“That wouldn’t be smart,” Rafer said.

“No, but it would be satisfying to a narcissist.”



Rafer checked his watch. “It’s four o’clock. According to Marcella, the pest guys should be coming back to the mother ship now, right?”

“Right. There are six vans. Usually a man to each van. They roll in around four, change their clothes, and punch out. The office closes at six o’clock, seven days a week, rain or shine.”

Rafer and Gabriela were parked across the street from Mayfair Pest Control. The sign on the side of the white van that was already in the lot said Mayfair was the premier pest control service in Selpan.

By five o’clock, all vans were in the lot and all of the men were in their own vehicles and on their way home. Rafer and Gabriela crossed the street and entered the Mayfair office. They were still in shorts and shirts, but Gabriela had added a fake diamond engagement ring and matching wedding band that she’d found in The Best of Everything on Main Street in Selpan.

“We’re new in town,” Rafer told the woman behind the reception desk. “We’re in the process of buying a house in Selpan, and we’re lining up service providers. My wife’s uncle suggested we talk to you.”

“Is he a client?” she asked.

“Yes. Beckett Searl.”

“He has a lovely home,” she said. “We have some brochures on the counter, and I’d be happy to answer any questions.”

“We’ve been going all day,” Gabriela said. “Do you have a restroom I might use?”

“We have an employee restroom at the end of the corridor. Everyone has just come and gone so I can’t account for the condition, but you’re welcome to use it.”

Gabriela walked down the corridor. The door to the restroom had the usual male/female sign on it. She opened the door, looked around, and left. The door at the very end opened to the parking lot. The door across from the restroom opened to the locker room. She crossed the locker room to a large laundry bin, pawed through it, and came up with two navy shirts with the Mayfair patch on the pocket. She stuffed the shirts into her tote bag and returned to the office.

“Thank you,” Gabriela said to the woman. “The restroom was in good condition.” She turned to Rafer. “How’s it going, sweetie?”

“Great,” Rafer said. “We have pest control locked in. Now we can move on to lawn care.”

They left the office, got into their SUV, and drove away.

“Well?” Rafer asked.

“I got a couple shirts. It should be enough to get us into the house and buy us some time. Once you strap on the backpack sprayer, you’ll look like a pro.”

“Backpack sprayer?”

“Next stop Home Depot, and then grocery shopping.”



Gabriela and Rafer were parked on Morgan Drive, near a beach access that was close to town. It was Monday morning, and in another hour, cars would be jockeying for position to get to the beach. At 8 a.m., Gabriela and Rafer had the street all to themselves.

“Do we know Searl’s tee time?” Rafer asked.

“No, but they usually play early in the morning.”

A half hour later, a powder-blue Rolls-Royce convertible drove past Rafer and Gabriela and continued on toward town.

“That’s them,” Gabriela said. “We’ll go in at nine thirty.”



Harry Bench was in a vicious mood. The bitch had stood him up. Not a word from her. Just a no-show. This is what happens when you try to negotiate. He wouldn’t make that mistake again. His man on the street said she’d left her condo with a small roller suitcase and a tote bag. Rafer Jones was with her. They got a cab, and he wasn’t able to follow. He said he didn’t think it was important. Moron. He’d get rid of him, but he served a purpose. He was good at killing people. This was a skill that not everyone possessed.

Bench downed a double espresso and willed it to wash away the fog from a night of drowning his frustration in whiskey. If Gabriela Rose didn’t turn up by Monday, he’d go after the office help. He suspected Marcella Lott had a low pain threshold. He hoped for her sake she knew where her boss was hanging out.

He shoved his pickleball paddle into his gym bag, zipped the bag shut, and left his east side town house. He’d feel better after he smashed a bunch of shots into his opponent. And when he got back home, he would make a phone call.



Rafer pulled up to the call box in front of Searl’s service gate. He pressed the call button, a woman answered, he told her he was Mayfair Pest Control, and he was buzzed in.

“Who would have thought it would be that easy,” Rafer said to Gabriela.

“We aren’t in yet,” Gabriela said. “We have to get past the housekeeper. And if we get full house access, be careful not to look like you’re snooping. There are probably interior security cameras.”

Rafer bypassed the circular drive to the front of the house and followed the driveway to the garages and a back door. He parked in an area reserved for employee parking, and they got out and strapped on their backpacks.

“Who’s the boss?” Rafer asked. “Do you want me to channel my inner Harley and do the talking?”

“Works for me,” Gabriela said. “I’m just here to pump out insecticide.”

A uniformed housekeeper answered the back door.

“Mayfair Pest control,” Rafer said.

The woman was in her fifties, with starch in her uniform and a grim set to her mouth. “We weren’t expecting you,” she said.

“It was called in yesterday,” Rafer said. “I got a priority work order. Roaches in the master bath, but we’ll check the whole house.”

“I haven’t seen any roaches, but as long as you’re here you might as well check. There’s a box of shoe covers by the bench.”

“You can take downstairs, and I’ll do upstairs,” Gabriela said to Rafer.

She used the back stairs and went room by room on the second floor. Theater, gym, upstairs family room with kitchenette in the middle of the house. Guest wing to one end with six guest suites. Master bedroom with sitting room and coffee bar, massive bath with sunbathing balcony, office at the other end of the house. She did a short bug spray along the desk in the office and then carefully examined papers on the desktop and on the coffee table in the sitting area. She took the stairs to the third floor and did a fast look through the rooms dedicated to employees. She spent time in the large storage area that housed file cabinets, odds and ends, furniture, bins of Christmas ornaments, labeled boxes.

Rafer was waiting in the back foyer when Gabriela came down the stairs.

“How’d it go?” Rafer asked Gabriela.

“Good. No roaches. Some silverfish in the office.”

The housekeeper stepped in from the kitchen. “Silverfish?”

“Around the desk. I took care of them. They love paper, so I checked all the paper areas, including the storeroom.”

“Did you find anything interesting?” Gabriela asked Rafer when they were back in the car.

“I snooped through the whole downstairs, including the garage. No stolen art. No golden casket. The household help doesn’t seem happy. The woman we talked to was head housekeeper. Then there’s a cook and two downstairs maids and two upstairs maids. One of the downstairs maids was very chatty. The cook doesn’t have a lot to do since the new missus came on board. It seems they eat out a lot and go to a lot of parties. This is fine by the cook.”

“Did the chatty maid say anything about Searl’s kid?”

“No, but she rolled her eyes. Did you find anything?”

“Locked file cabinets and locked desk drawers. He uses Viagra. Saw a picture of his hundred-and-fifty-foot yacht. Very nice. Currently in the Med.”

“What are we going to do with the shirts and the backpacks?” Rafer asked.

“We can leave the shirts on the sidewalk by the Mayfair parking lot tomorrow night. Someone will find them in the morning. Not sure about the backpacks.”

Fifteen minutes later, they were in their apartment. Gabriela changed out of the Mayfair shirt and khaki slacks, and into shorts and a white linen, rolled-sleeve shirt. Rafer was back in his shorts and a T-shirt that advertised his dive shop.

Gabriela thought this was Rafer at his sexiest. Okay, so he was pretty hot naked too, but this was a reminder of summer days on the beach with him. They would swim all day and then when the sun was sinking into the ocean and the air was cool, she’d change into a flirty dress, and he’d change into shorts and a T-shirt. They’d spread a blanket on the sand, and they’d sit close, and when he put his hand on her bare shoulder she would get a rush. And when the sky was inky black around a sliver of moon, his hand would slide under her skirt and…

Oh, dear God, she thought. Get a grip! The man looked good in casual clothes. Shorts and a beach-bum T-shirt. End of story. No need to get all hot and bothered about it. Not that she was hot and bothered. Not a lot, anyway. Maybe a little.

“Are you okay?” Rafer asked. “You’re kind of flushed.”

“Not used to the heat and the sun,” Gabriela said.

“We were just in Egypt.”

Gabriela waved it away. “I’m fine. I’d like to return to Port Layor and take another look at Theodore’s house. See if there’s any action.”

Rafer grabbed the car keys off the kitchen counter. “I’m all about finding action because so far this trip is a big nothing burger.”

He drove one block on Main and turned onto Morgan. The road was filled with cars barely crawling along. People were gawking at the mansions and looking for beach parking.

“This is two lanes of agony,” Rafer said. “We would have been better off on foot.”

“The Port Layor turnoff is just ahead.”

Rafer made the turn and followed Hibiscus to the end. “Now what?” he asked.

“Let’s lurk a little. Park behind the gardener’s truck on the other side of the cul-de-sac.”

After thirty minutes of lurking, Theodore Searl’s gates opened, and he drove out in a yellow Ferrari 488 Spider.

Rafer turned the engine over and followed Searl down Morgan and onto Main. It was midday, and well-dressed tourists and locals strolled the sidewalks, searching out restaurants and shops. Searl was two cars ahead of Rafer and glaringly visible. No chance of losing the yellow Ferrari in the slow-moving traffic. Searl stopped in front of a restaurant with outdoor seating and a uniformed attendant ran out and removed two cones so Searl could slide into the space at the curb. This was the benefit afforded to owners of yellow Ferraris.

Gabriela watched Searl take a seat at the outdoor bar. Traffic moved, and Rafer moved with it.

“Look for a parking place,” Gabriela said. “I want to do more lurking.”

Nothing was open on the street, so Rafer pulled into a parking garage, and they walked back to the restaurant.

“Two for lunch. And if it’s possible, I’d like the table that’s free in the front,” Gabriela told the hostess.

The table in front gave Gabriela an unblocked view of Theodore Searl. She glanced at her menu and turned her attention to him. He was smiling and talking to the bartender. Probably ate here a lot, Gabriela thought. He turned from the bartender and looked out toward the street. His attention lingered for a moment on a blonde in a spaghetti-strap pink sundress. He moved on and gave Gabriela a second look before turning back to the bar.

“So, what do you think of him?” Rafer asked.

“Big ego. Small penis.”

Rafer grinned. “And your basis for that opinion?”

“He drives a yellow Ferrari. He’s wearing light tan linen slacks that are tight across his butt and a white linen shirt that’s open at the neck, showing a beaded boho necklace. He’s wearing a big-bucks watch and a multiwrap beaded bracelet. Maybe John Hardy. Gucci loafers without socks. A little flashy for my taste. Obviously compensating for… you know.”

“That’s harsh,” Rafer said. “Although good to know, since I don’t have to compensate for anything, it’s not mandatory that I own a yellow Ferrari. The dive shop is making a nice profit, but I’m not in the Ferrari tax bracket.”

Gabriela studied the menu. “I’m going with the crab cakes.”

“Burger,” Rafer said. “With a side of fries.”

Gabriela was halfway through her lunch when Searl took a phone call. His expression was pleasant at first, quickly changing to not happy. He tapped his phone and appeared to be looking at a picture. He glanced over at Gabriela and looked back at his phone. His lips compressed, and he gave Gabriela his full attention.

“My back is to Searl,” Rafer said. “What’s going on?”

“He’s talking to someone on his phone, and he just told them that I’m here.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes. It didn’t take a professional lip-reader to figure out what he said to the caller. It was short and to the point. He said, ‘She’s here.’ I think he recognized me from a photo.”

“Could you tell who was on the other end?”

“No. Harry Bench would be my first guess.” Gabriela signaled the waitress for the check. “We might want to leave before some thug shows up and tries to muscle me into an Escalade.”

“Not on my watch,” Rafer said. “No one’s laying a hand on you. Harley’s mother will make my life a living hell if I don’t get him out of this, and you’re my only hope.”

“It’s nice to be appreciated.”

“Damn straight,” Rafer said. “Can I have your pickle?”

They left the restaurant and walked back to their car. They were pulling out of the garage when Gabriela spotted Searl standing in a doorway, a short distance away.

“He followed us,” she said. “We should have been more careful.”

“Maybe we should kidnap him and get him to rat everyone out. Do you have a gun?”

“No. Do you?”

“No.”

Twenty minutes later they were back at their apartment.

“I think it was just Searl on foot,” Rafer said. “I never saw him following us in his yellow mega-bucks car.”

“We need to swap out this Toyota. It’s a generic white sedan but it has a North Carolina license plate. Too easy to identify.”

“Not a problem. I’ll take care of it.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Gabriela stood hands on hips, looking at the new rental car. A white 911 Porsche with black and red interior. “Really?” she said.

“The local Rent-A-Wreck was next door to Luxe Rentals,” Rafer said. “I thought this was a good choice. Lots of VROOOM but not ostentatious. We’ll fit right in with this car.”

“Did you put this on your credit card?”

“I put it on Harley’s. It was left behind when he got snatched. He’s rolling in dough. He was making a fortune at the bank and his trust fund kicked in last year.”

“Nice. I have two more addresses for Theodore Searl. One is his office, and the other is a storage facility. I’d like to take a look at them. Give me the keys. I’ll drive.”

“Whoa. I thought I was the driver this trip.”

“You drove this morning, so I get to drive this afternoon.”

“You didn’t want to drive the boring car. Now that I got us a hot car, you want to drive.”

“Totally not true,” Gabriela said, adjusting her cross-body bag. “Give me the key.”

“No way. Besides, I’m the better driver.”

“Like hell you are. You have no sense of direction.”

“I don’t need a sense of direction,” Rafer said. “I have GPS.”

Gabriela narrowed her eyes and leaned forward a little. In his face. “Are you going to give me those keys?”

“Maybe if you ask me nicely.”

“Ugh. This is why I divorced you. You’re impossible.”

“Listen, missy. You didn’t divorce me. I divorced you.”

“Do not call me missy.”

Rafer dangled the keys over her head where she couldn’t reach them. “Missy, missy, missy.”

“You are such a jerk.”

Gabriela kicked him in the knee, and he dropped the keys. She snatched the keys up, got behind the wheel, and drove away, leaving Rafer behind. After a couple blocks, she had to admit that this was a better choice of car. It held the road and cornered great. Porsche didn’t always have all the fancy bells and whistles, but the engineering was top-shelf.

Beckett and Theodore Searl’s offices were in a building on Main Street. There was an art gallery and a gelato shop on the ground floor and offices above. The Searl offices were on the second floor with a small balcony overlooking Main. Office entrances and parking were off the alley behind the building.

Not good, Gabriela thought. Each office had its own entrance. That meant their offices probably had their own security system. It was much easier to gain entrance to offices in large buildings that relied on central security. She drove out of the alley and out of old town. The storage locker was in a light industrial area in north Selpan. There was a driveway leading into four rows of single-garage-type lockers. No gate on the driveway. A small building was positioned at the beginning of the lockers. It served as office and guardhouse.

Gabriela turned into the driveway and paused at the office. No lights on inside. No car parked in front. Nobody home. She continued to drive through the complex. All units had electronic locks beside the garage doors. Again, not good. She could pick a standard lock. She needed equipment to decode an electronic lock, and even if she had the equipment, it would be awkward using it here. She had a source who could probably hack into the system. She might give him a call when she got back to the apartment.

Gabriela left the storage facility and drove back to town. She parked in the public garage and walked a block down Main to Luigi Pizza. She ordered a large pie to go, was given a pager, and went outside to sit on a bench where she could watch the people and the cars parade by. She was in the shade and the sea air was soft. The people browsing the shops were dressed in resort casual. The cars rolling down Main were all clean. One of the cars was a yellow Ferrari. It passed by quickly on the far side of the street. Gabriela couldn’t see the driver. If this happened in 99 percent of the towns in the United States, she would know for sure that Searl was behind the wheel. In Selpan it was perfectly possible that there were multiple yellow Ferraris roaming the streets.

She texted Rafer that she was bringing pizza home for dinner, and he texted back with a thumbs-up emoji. Gabriela thought pizza was the least she could do after kicking him in the knee and driving off without him. Truth is, he wasn’t any more of a jerk than she was. And his kidnapping idea was looking better and better, because she wasn’t getting anywhere riding around, staring at architecture. Insurance fraud was a lot easier. You selected a suspect and followed them until they incriminated themselves.

Her pager lit up and vibrated. She went inside, swapped out her pager for her pizza, and walked back to the garage. She tossed her cross-body bag onto the passenger seat and before she could put the pizza box in the car she was shocked from behind. Zzzzzzt. And she was on the ground. When she came around, she was in an Escalade, propped up by two very large men.

The SUV left the garage and took a back street to the highway. Gabriela opened her mouth to scream, but her brain was still scrambled by the shock. She couldn’t scream. She couldn’t lift her arm. The best she could do was wiggle a single finger. She took that as a good sign.

“She’s coming around,” one of her bookends said to the driver. “What do you want me to do?”

“Shock her again,” the driver said.

Zzzzt.

Been here and done this, Gabriela thought when the second shock was wearing off. She couldn’t see and the air was stuffy. She had something over her head. There was a moment of panic and then she realized it was just over her head. Her arms and her hands weren’t covered. She could feel the air-conditioning on her skin. The SUV was still moving. They didn’t want her to see where they were taking her. Stay still, she told herself. She didn’t want to get shocked again.

The SUV finally stopped, and Gabriela got dragged out of the back seat.

“Be careful,” one of the men said. “We aren’t supposed to be delivering damaged goods. She’s gotta stay on ice until tomorrow.”

Gabriela had a man on each side, supporting her, walking her across what she thought was a cement floor. She stubbed her toe on a step, and she stumbled. She was hoisted up the step and walked a short distance. A door opened and she was moved inside. The door closed and she felt someone clap an ankle bracelet on her. She moved her leg a little. Heavy. The ankle bracelet was attached to a chain. The hood was pulled off her head and she looked around. She was in a small bedroom painted a sickly pale green. There was a double bed with a mattress. No covers. A straight-backed chair and a small table. An open door showed a small, dated bathroom. Her ankle chain was attached to the iron bed frame. The room was lit by a single bulb in the ceiling. The lone window was boarded up on the outside.

“Do I get room service?” Gabriela asked.

“Funny,” one of the men said.

They left and she heard the door lock, twice. She only saw one lock on the door. That meant that there was a blind lock on the outside of the door. They hadn’t searched her, so she was still in possession of the slim switchblade knife in her back pocket. If she successfully used the knife to pick the cuffs and the one door lock, she still couldn’t get past the blind lock. Best to sit and wait for whoever was in charge to show up. Probably one or both of the Searls.



Rafer had a bad feeling in his gut. Gabriela had texted two hours ago to say she was bringing pizza. He hadn’t heard from her since, and she wasn’t answering her phone. The usual reasons ran through his mind. She struck up a conversation with someone and lost track of the time. Or maybe she caught sight of Theodore Searl and was in surveillance mode. Next in line was a car crash, followed by kidnapping. Rafer went to her laptop and found the app that traced her phone. A map appeared and placed her phone in the parking garage in town.

Simple enough to check on it, he thought. It was a short walk into town, and it was a nice night to be out. Twenty minutes later he entered the parking garage. It had three levels, all aboveground, all open to the air. He walked the first level and took the ramp up to the second level. The garage was full. Shops were still open, and restaurants were packed. He was halfway down the first aisle on the second level when he found the Porsche. A slightly dented pizza box was on the ground next to the driver’s-side door. He bent down and opened the box. The pizza was intact. The Porsche wasn’t locked and Gabriela’s cross-body bag was on the passenger seat. He slid behind the wheel and checked the bag. Everything seemed to be there, including her phone and the key to the car. No blood. No sign of a struggle. It wasn’t a robbery.

Rafer drove the Porsche out of the garage and turned onto Main. The palm trees were lit. People were meandering down the street, eating ice cream, taking selfies, gawking at the exotic cars that were inching along in the traffic jam. Island life had turned Rafer into a pretty laid-back guy, but right now, he wasn’t feeling chill. He was sitting in gridlocked traffic, and he was ready to lean on the horn and drive on the sidewalk. He turned off Main at the first cross street, drove two blocks, and turned again, onto Morgan. He took Morgan to the Port Layor entrance and followed Hibiscus to the end. He parked across from Theodore Searl’s house and sat, watching, listening. Landscape lights were on, but there were no lights on in the house. No cars in the drive court. Gates were closed. After an hour, headlights flashed on the road, the yellow Ferrari drove up to the gate, the gate opened, and the Ferrari rolled into the garage. The garage doors closed, and lights flashed on in the house.

She isn’t here, Rafer thought. He’s got her, but she isn’t in his house. If she was in the house, there would be security guys. Lights would be on. There would be large black cars parked in the driveway. There was a possibility that she was being held in Senior’s house, but Rafer thought it unlikely. He’d been in the house. It was fussy. Overdecorated. Filled with household staff and security cameras. Also, there was Mrs. Searl Senior. He’d only seen her at a distance in person, but from the pictures he’d seen, she didn’t look like someone who would want a last-minute houseguest.

The lights in Theodore Searl’s house went out at midnight. Rafer kept watch for another thirty minutes, blew out a sigh of exasperation, and returned to the empty apartment.



Rafer’s watch alarm went off at 5 a.m. He popped a pod into the coffee maker and five minutes later he was out the door with a mug of black coffee, a pack of Double Stuf Oreos, a large chef’s knife that he’d swiped from the kitchen, and pocket-sized binoculars that he’d found in Gabriela’s carry-on. Fifteen minutes later, he was parked across from the Searl house on Hibiscus. Lights were still off, gates were closed, Port Layor was sound asleep.

Sunrise clocked in a little before 7 a.m. At eight o’clock, Rafer could hear Searl in his backyard, whistling and calling his dog. Rafer had long since finished his coffee and was now working his way through the Oreos. He was making an effort to stay calm and focused, but he had a knot in his stomach and the Oreos weren’t helping. He was on the last Oreo when he saw movement behind one of the massive glass windows. The house was a masterpiece of modern mansion design but not great for someone with secrets. Searl was pacing in what Rafer thought must be the family room. When he was watching the house last night he could see the flicker of a large television screen in this room.

Rafer trained his binoculars on Searl. He was talking on his phone, pacing, staring down at the floor, shaking his head, gesturing with his free hand. Agitated. Searl was no more agitated than Rafer, who would have liked nothing better than to kick in Searl’s front door, punch Searl in the face, and make him tell him where he had Gabriela stashed.

Searl shoved his phone into his pants pocket and walked out of the room.

Rafer was quietly chanting, “Go to the garage. Take me to Gabs. Go to the garage. Take me to Gabs.”

The garage door rolled up and Searl drove out in a red Range Rover. Rafer followed at a distance. The Range Rover cruised through town, took the bridge over the Layor River, and headed east. Ten minutes later, the Range Rover turned into Selpan Airport. It was a small private airport that was packed with Gulfstreams, Bombardier Challenger 3500s, and everything in between during the season. At this time of the year business was slower. Rafer hung back and watched Searl pass through the FBO gate and onto the tarmac. Ten minutes later a midsized plane landed, and fifteen minutes later, the red Range Rover drove out of the FBO gate and left the airport. There were three people in the Range Rover. Searl and two other men. Rafer didn’t recognize the other men, but he thought there was a good chance that one of them was Harry Bench.

Searl drove northeast for several miles and eventually entered an area of small ranch houses on five- and ten-acre lots. The vegetation was thick, sometimes seeming to swallow up houses, some of which were well maintained and others of which weren’t maintained at all. The area had originally been developed during a building boom and for a variety of reasons, not the least of which was its inconvenient location, the house values tanked after the boom. The houses were now occupied by individuals who had a limited income and a desire to have an independent lifestyle. If you wanted to keep a few chickens or a goat, or feed twenty feral cats, this was the place for you.

Searl turned off the main road, drove two blocks, pulled into a driveway, and parked behind a black Ford Explorer. Rafer was almost a quarter mile behind. He idled at a cross street, catching a glimpse of the three men entering a tan stucco ranch house. The front yard was scorched earth, bordered by overgrown shrubs, remnants of a wood privacy fence, and clumps of white bird-of-paradise. The house looked abandoned.

The house next door was an almost exact replica, and it looked equally abandoned. Rafer parked the Porsche in the house’s empty carport and ran to the back of Searl’s house. The yard was littered with trash, and a 250-gallon propane tank was hooked up to the house. There was a window next to a back door. Rafer took a fast look in the window. Kitchen. No sign of recent use. He tried the door. Locked. He moved to the far side of the house, where a single window was boarded up. He did the special knock on a board. Knock, knock, pause, three knocks in quick succession.

He heard the same knock in reply. She was there.

“Hang on,” Rafer stage whispered. “I’m going to get these boards off.”

“No,” Gabriela said. “I need to find out who’s behind this. Stand down until you hear me screaming.”

“Screaming? Are you kidding?”

“Go hide. Go!”

Gabriela heard footsteps in the hall. The two door locks clicked, and the door swung open. The two thugs who’d kidnapped her walked in. One of them had a stun gun.

“We’re going to unchain you,” the guy with the stun gun said. “If you do something stupid, you’ll get a bunch of volts. So don’t do anything stupid.”

“What’s the occasion?” Gabriela asked. “Do I get to go home and have breakfast?”

“You get to do some talking,” he said.

They released the shackles, and Gabriela followed them out of the bedroom, down the hall, and into the living room. The floors in the house were bare wood. No curtains or blinds on the windows. Only a few pieces of furniture. A card table and four folding chairs. A sad couch. Two faux leather club chairs. Theodore Searl was sitting in one of the club chairs. Harry Bench was sitting in the other. A man dressed in black was standing behind Bench. Gabriela thought it might be Marko, his Serbian thug from London.

“We finally get to have a conversation,” Harry said to Gabriela. “Please sit.”

Gabriela eyed the lumpy, stained couch and opted for a folding chair.

“We haven’t been introduced,” Gabriela said to Theodore Searl. “I assume you’re Theodore.”

“Teddy,” he said. “Everyone calls me Teddy.”

“Okay, Teddy. Why am I here?”

“I’m going to turn that question over to Harry,” Teddy said. “Harry is the problem solver.”

Gabriela turned her attention to Harry. “And?”

“And you seem to be a problem,” Harry said. “One of several we’ve encountered.”

“I found the Rosetta Stone for you,” Gabriela said. “You should be grateful.”

“As it turns out, that was a costly loss for us. I’m hoping that this conversation we’re having will prevent another such loss.”

“Keep going,” Gabriela said.

“I’ll make this simple. We want the golden coffin.”

It took a couple beats for Gabriela to absorb what she’d just heard. “Are you telling me that you don’t have the golden coffin?”

Harry Bench was stone-faced, lips pressed tight together. “As difficult as this is to admit, we do not have the coffin, but then, you already know this.”

“Nope. I didn’t know. How did it get away from you?”

“You tell me.”

“Haven’t a clue,” Gabriela said.

Bench nodded his head at the man standing behind him, and the man stepped forward and slapped Gabriela so hard on the side of her face that she toppled off the chair. She took a moment to clear her head before getting to her feet.

“You’re going to have to give me more information,” she said, “because I’m in the dark here.”

“Playing dumb isn’t going to work,” Bench said. “We know Harley was working with a hacker and was sent a very sensitive email chain. We have his computer. That’s why he ran to his buddy Rafer. That’s why they brought you in on it. You gave up the Rosetta Stone for your own self-serving purposes. Stupid, but maybe you couldn’t find a buyer for it. Thanks to you it’s currently out of our reach. The golden coffin is another matter. I want the golden coffin.”

“I assume you have all the other items secured?” Gabriela said.

“You assume correct. If you cooperate now, I’ll give you a finder’s fee for the coffin. If you don’t cooperate, we’ll kill you and move on to your partner.”

“If you kill me, you’ll never get the coffin.”

“I’m sure Rafer will be able to help us. And sooner or later, Harley will surface.”

“If I give up the coffin, I want to deal with the big guy.”

“Not going to happen,” Bench said.

“Then there’s no deal,” Gabriela said.

Bench nodded to one of the kidnappers. He stepped forward and tagged Gabriela with the stun gun. She collapsed onto the floor and when she came around, she was taped to the folding chair and her arm was bloody. There was an X carved into it.

“This is just the beginning,” Bench said. “From now on, you’ll be awake when we slice into you and chop off fingers and toes. Maybe remove a breast. Marko would enjoy that.”

The man standing behind Bench smiled and showed Gabriela his knife. It had Gabriela’s blood on the blade.

Gabriela swallowed back a wave of nausea. This is no time to get all wimpy, she told herself. Play the role. Show a little fear. Tell them what they want to hear.

“Okay,” she said on a breathless whisper. “But I’ll get the finder’s fee, right?”

“Right. Where is it?”

“It’s in Cairo. I’ve been negotiating a price.”

“Where in Cairo?”

“It’s very close to the airport. I don’t remember the exact address, but it’s next to Wahmy Burger Sheraton. It’s one of those tan mud buildings. Two levels. It has a roll-up aluminum door. It’s across from Street Seventeen. I was only there once. Harley found it.”

“Where’s Harley now?”

“He’s in Cairo, waiting to hear about shipping the coffin. I’m not sure where he’s staying. He checked out of the Ritz. I think he’s found a room not far from the coffin. You’ll let me go now, right? And you’ll pay me my money?”

“Put her out,” Bench said to the kidnapper with the stun gun. “Then just to make sure this ends properly, drag her into the bedroom and lock her in.”

ZZZZZZZZT.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Rafer was hidden in the thick vegetation that bordered the north side of the house where Gabriela was being held hostage. From his vantage point he could see the backyard and the front yard, and he thought he would be able to hear Gabriela scream if she screamed loud enough. He was keeping track of the time, watching the minutes tick by, not comfortable with the plan. Ten more minutes, he thought. In ten minutes, he was going in like Godzilla on speed.

The front door to the house opened and Rafer saw five men walk out. Theodore Searl, possibly Harry Bench, two huge goons, and a slim guy dressed in black. Theodore Searl, Slim, and the unknown man got into the red Range Rover. One goon got behind the wheel of the black Explorer and the other took a shoebox out of the cargo area of the Explorer and carried it into the house. Moments later he came out without the shoebox and got into the black SUV. Both cars backed out of the driveway and drove off. Gabriela was still in the house. Nobody was screaming.

Rafer didn’t know if there was anyone left in the house, standing guard over Gabriela, but he wasn’t waiting any longer. He was going in. He was halfway across the side yard when there was an explosion, and the front windows blew out of the house. By the time he reached the building the entire front was on fire. He ran to the back and kicked in the back door. He ran through the kitchen, down the hall, looking in each room. He got to the locked bedroom door, unbolted the top lock, and kicked at the second lock until the door swung open.

Gabriela’s eyes were open but unfocused. Rafer grabbed the back of her chair and dragged it out of the room, down the hall, and out the kitchen door to the backyard. He cut the tape binding her to the chair with the chef knife, and she slid off the chair onto the ground.

The fire had reached the back of the house. The window glass crackled, and flames shot out the open back door. Black smoke billowed into the sky and dropped sparks that set off small fires in the weeds around the house.

Rafer pulled Gabriela to her feet, her knees buckled, and she fell against him. He scooped her up, draped her over his shoulder, and headed for the house next door, where his car was stashed.

BAROOOM! The propane tank exploded.

“Vesuvius,” Gabriela said. Her first coherent word.

Rafer fought his way through the hedge and scrubby brush, crossed the small front yard to the carport, and propped Gabriela up against the Porsche.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“No. I’ve got b-b-brain fog, and I’m f-f-freaked out. They kept stun gunning me. Am I drooling?”

“Big-time.”

“I need coffee.”

“You need more than coffee,” Rafer said. “You’re covered in blood. Is it yours?”

“Searl’s freak hit me, and I got a cut lip, and then he slashed my arm.”

“How bad is it?”

She looked at her arm. “It’s stopped gushing. I don’t think I need stitches. Just a couple big Band-Aids. I’d rather not get medical help. I don’t want to have to explain this.”

“This is all because you went off on your own.”

“That’s ridiculous. And I wouldn’t have gone off on my own if you’d let me drive the car.”

“You kicked me.”

“You called me missy.”

“You deserved to be called missy.”

“No one deserves to be called missy.”

Rafer grabbed her and kissed her.

“What was that all about?” she asked.

“I don’t know, it just came over me,” Rafer said. “Your arm is leaking. I hate when you bleed.”

“You like me,” Gabriela said, smiling.

“Yeah,” Rafer said. “I’ll stop on the way back to the apartment and get some first aid stuff.”



Rafer had just turned onto the main road when a cop car and a fire truck screamed past them, going in the opposite direction, toward the torched house.

“Fast response,” Rafer said. “But not fast enough to save that house. It went up like kindling. The propane tank was the finishing touch.”

Gabriela had her bloody arm cradled against her. Porsche made a great car, but it didn’t have a cushy ride and her arm was throbbing. Deep breaths, she told herself. It was all good. She hadn’t gone up in flames with the house. Pretty soon the adrenaline valve would get turned off, she’d stop shaking, and she’d be back to her old self.

“Did you get an ID on Mr. Big?” Rafer asked.

“No, but I got verification that he exists. And I have a better grip on why Bench has been stalking me. Bench said they have Harley’s computer, and it contained a sensitive email chain that he got from a hacker. It sounds like they think he decided to hijack their operation, and he brought the two of us in on it. So, I think initially they were worried about getting rid of everyone who might have knowledge of the emails, starting with Harley… and maybe the hacker.”

“I think they’re giving Harley too much credit.”

“It gets even better. They think we have the golden coffin. Turns out, it’s missing.”

Rafer grinned. “For real?”

“For real. After they carved up my arm and threated to remove one of my breasts, I told them they would find the coffin in a mud hut in Cairo.”

“And they bought it?”

“Hard to tell. Maybe they thought I was a lost cause. I’m sure they’ll send someone to look for the coffin, and when they don’t find it, they’re going to come after you. These aren’t nice people.”

“Do we have a motive?”

“Not totally, but money is involved.”

“Gee, that’s a shocker.”

They reached the outer edges of town and Gabriela spotted a Dunkin’ Donuts.

“I need coffee,” Gabriela said. “And doughnuts! Pull in here.”

“Gabs, you’ve got a bloody arm and a split lip! You need medical help.”

“Yes, but the drugstore is five minutes away, and honestly, it’s not my priority. I’m hardly bleeding anymore. I’m a good clotter.”

Rafer pulled into the drive-thru and five minutes later, they left with two coffees, two bacon egg and cheese sandwiches, a dozen doughnuts, a bottle of water, and a wad of napkins.

“The water and napkins are for your lip,” Rafer said.

Gabriela looked at herself in the visor mirror. “At least he didn’t knock any teeth loose.” She dabbed at her lip and wiped some blood off the side of her face. “I need to talk to Harley.”

“Do you think he actually received someone’s incriminating email chain?” Rafer asked, opening the coffee, unwrapping one of the sandwiches, and passing it on to Gabriela. “Harley never said anything about emails, and Harley isn’t clever enough to be devious. His talents run more to picking out a great tie or making a sensational martini.”

Gabriela gingerly nibbled at her sandwich. “I agree. I can’t see Harley keeping something like that from us.”

“Could you see him wanting to steal a golden coffin?” Rafer asked.

“Absolutely. Who wouldn’t want to steal a golden coffin.” She sipped her coffee and took a doughnut for a test drive. “Oh yeah,” she said on a sigh. “This is good. I’m feeling better.”

“It’s hard to believe these guys were smart enough to pull off all these thefts but were dumb enough to write about it in emails.”

“I’ll call Ahmed when we get back to the apartment and tell him I have to talk to Harley.”

“Ahmed again,” Rafer said. “I’ll be glad when we’re rid of him.”

“Hard to tell if he’s a ruthless good guy or a terrifying bad guy. He’s not forthcoming with a lot of information. Unfortunately, I can’t talk to Harley unless I go through Ahmed. Harley’s not on my telepathic wavelength.”



Gabriela had changed out of her bloody clothes and into a fresh T-shirt and shorts. Her cuts had been cleaned and medicated, and her arm was wrapped in gauze. She was at the kitchen table in the rental, and she was waiting to connect with Ahmed. Rafer was across from her.

Ahmed answered after two rings. “Ahmed here,” he said. “I hope this is good news. Harley is feeling confined.”

“I’m working on the good news. I need to talk to Harley.”

“Is this a wellness check?”

“No. I need information,” Gabriela said.

“He’s not with me. He’s being held in a different location,” Ahmed said. “I’ll have him get back to you.”

Gabriela disconnected and helped herself to a second doughnut. “He’s going to call me back.”

“Harry Bench flew down here to interrogate you,” Rafer said. “Don’t you think that’s strange? Couldn’t Theodore ask you a few questions and have one of his personal goons torture you?”

“Theodore said Harry was the problem solver. And he goes by Teddy, not Theodore.”

“And they haven’t any idea where the golden coffin is?”

Gabriela smiled. “No. And I find that very satisfying.”

“Do you have any ideas?”

“I think it safely reached Egypt. After that, there’s a good possibility of a double cross.”

Gabriela had just finished her doughnut when Harley called.

“What’s up?” Harley asked. “Did you find the coffin?”

Gabriela put Harley on speakerphone. “No. It’s a process,” Gabriela said. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, but I wouldn’t mind getting out of here. I’m going stir-crazy, locked in this room.”

“Is the room comfortable? Are they feeding you?”

“Yeah, it’s all good, but it’s boring. And I’ve been here forever.”

“Five days,” Gabriela said.

“Are you sure it’s only five days?”

“Maybe six.”

“That’s almost a week.”

Gabriela thought time was dragging for Harley, and it was flying by for her. She wasn’t getting smart fast enough. She was making progress in baby steps.

“I talked to Harry Bench today,” Gabriela said.

“For real? Where are you? Are you in New York?”

“Bench thinks you got hold of some of his emails, discovered some operational details, and stole the golden coffin.”

“Funny. What did he really say?”

“That’s what he really said. He has your computer, and he found some sensitive emails on it.”

“If he’s talking about the porn, it popped onto my computer all by itself. And it was very confusing because they were speaking German.”

“Not that kind of sensitive,” Gabriela said. “Sensitive like how they stole the Rosetta Stone and the golden coffin.”

“I never saw anything like that, but there was a lot of stuff that came to me that I never read. I mean, who has time to read all of that interoffice mail? I mostly only read party and lunch invitations.”

“I need information,” Gabriela said. “Think! Did you ever get anything that mentioned the golden coffin?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Did you try looking at my laptop? It was left in my room when I got kidnapped.”

“I have it, but Bench said he was in possession of your computer, so I assumed the one you brought to Egypt was a replacement.”

“Yeah, but it’s got all my stuff on it. They confiscated my old one right before they put me on leave, but they didn’t take my backup hard drive. I had a lot of personal stuff on my laptop that I didn’t want to lose, so I transferred everything from the hard drive to a new computer. I’m guessing the junk mail came along with everything else.”

“That’s all I need to know. Have a great rest of the day.”

“Wait! What about me? You need to get me out of here,” Harley said.

“Trust me, you’re safer where you are right now. Do I need a password to get into your computer?”

“It’s ‘pbutter123!’ ”

“Brilliant.”

Gabriela hung up and looked over at Rafer. “He’s kind of dumb and at the same time smart.”

“Are we going back to New York?”

“No. Bench and Teddy Searl think I died in the fire. It’ll be a couple days before the fire marshal decides that no one perished in the house. Even then, if Bench or Teddy doesn’t make an inquiry they might not find out. I’m guessing that neither of them owns the property. If I go back to my condo, the local snitch will rat me out and I’ll be back on Bench’s hit list. I think we have more freedom of movement if we stay here. And I could use some downtime. I didn’t sleep at all last night. I’ll have Marcella overnight the computer to me.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Marcella had arranged for early morning delivery and Harley’s laptop arrived before Gabriela finished her second cup of coffee. She took the box to the kitchen table, removed the computer, and turned it on. She scanned through the current emails and did a search of deleted items.

“More coffee,” she said to Rafer after an hour of scanning. “I need more coffee. I’ve found the aliases for two of the principals, but their emails are password protected.”

“You might want to pull back on the caffeine. Your eye is twitching. You need to defrazzle. You need something to help you relax and focus. How about trying a sugar rush from a couple doughnuts?”

“I thought we ate all the doughnuts.”

“You’re right. We ate all the doughnuts. How about sex?”

Gabriela turned from the computer and gave Rafer full attention. “Sex?”

Rafer grinned. “It would be strictly for the sake of cracking the code. It’s a scientific fact that after an orgasm a woman’s body is flooded with dopamine and oxytocin, counteracting the stress hormone cortisol.”

She was tempted. So far, her week had been crap. She could use some dopamine. And Rafer was looking good as usual with his sun-bleached, tousled hair and his killer smile. Plus, he’d rescued her from a burning building.

“And since cortisol also makes women fat, there would be an added bonus for you,” Rafer said.

“If that’s supposed to convince me to have sex with you, you’re going in the wrong direction.”

“Not that you’re fat,” Rafer said.

“Too late. The moment is gone.”

Rafer’s grin morphed into a full-blown smile. “Your loss.”

Gabriela turned back to the computer thinking that he was right. The marriage had been a disaster, but the sex had been terrific.



Rafer brought a loaf of bread, a jar of peanut butter, and a knife to the table. “Lunchtime,” he said. “Do you need jelly? A banana?”

Gabriela shook her head. “No. This is good. I’m making progress. I remembered Harley telling me that his friend at work, the IT guy, sent him an email warning him to get out of town. Harley said he never got the email, but it occurred to me that an IT guy might send something in a way that couldn’t be traced back to him. Harley would have thought it was spam and put it in the trash. I found it because Harley never empties his trash. The subject was ‘Parking ticket BM EA 24 overdue. Pay now to avoid penalty.’ The sender’s address was a no-reply with various country domain extensions. If Harley knew anything about any of the items he insured, he would have recognized this as not trash because ‘BM EA 24’ is the Rosetta Stone’s registration number.”

“The IT guy was assuming Harley was smart,” Rafer said.

“Yes. Unfortunately, Bench or one of his lackeys was smarter than Harley and picked this up before the computer was scrubbed. The file the IT guy sent is huge. It’s a multiperson chain conversation with enough information to allow Harley to follow the breadcrumbs to the Rosetta Stone, if he was so inclined.”

“This is why you make the big bucks,” Rafer said. “You’re smarter than the smarties.”

“Uncle Scrooge is smarter than the smarties,” Gabriela said. “I’m tenacious.”

“Tell me more.”

“I had to patch a bunch of emails together and make some connections and assumptions, but I think what I’ve come up with is pretty accurate.

“John Mackey was part of the team on the night of the theft. He helped get the stone out of the tunnel and into a van that was parked on the street in back of the noodle shop. Leon Blake took over from there and drove the stone to a storage facility. The plan was to hold the stone there until it could be shipped to someplace called ‘the castle.’ Two days later Leon Blake goes to check on the stone and there’s no stone. They look at the security camera history and see John Mackey walking up to the storage facility in the dark of night. The camera takes a bullet after that and goes black. Leon Blake is sent out to speak to John Mackey and ends up shooting him dead and staging it as a mugging.”

“Whoops,” Rafer said.

“Not so much whoops as good riddance. Before Mackey goes lights-out, he admits to Blake that he has the stone in his truck, in his garage. Blake takes a look at the garage and thinks it’s as good a place as any to store the stone. I mean, who would suspect that the Rosetta Stone was under a bunch of rags in the back of the dilapidated truck? So, Blake changes the lock on the garage and leaves the stone in the truck. They were twenty-four hours away from shipping the stone to the castle when we broke in and took the stone.”

“Where’s the castle?”

“I don’t know.”

“Does the big guy live in the castle?”

“I don’t know that either.”

“There’s a lot you don’t know.”

“It’s endless,” Gabriela said.

“What about the golden coffin?”

“I haven’t gotten to that yet. I’m wading through a lot of conversation. And there are times when there are chunks of conversation missing because they talked on the phone.”

Gabriela made herself a peanut butter sandwich and washed it down with chocolate milk. “Every time I get together with you, I regress to eating like I did in high school.”

“You had peanut butter in your condo.”

“I use it when I make Thai food.”

“So, you never just eat peanut butter?”

“Okay, sometimes I eat peanut butter, but never with chocolate milk. And never with white wine. Only red.”

“Good to know you have standards,” Rafer said.

“I might be revising my standards. The chocolate milk was delicious.”

“Keep reading,” Rafer said. “I’m going to take a nap.”



Rafer strolled out of the bedroom and looked over at Gabriela.

“What’s up?” Rafer asked. “You’re still on your laptop.”

“The coffin was shipped in the third week of the thefts. Harley was removed from his position at the end of the fourth week. That’s where the emails end, because that’s when the IT email was sent. Shortly after that Harley’s computer was repossessed. Standard procedure.

“From what I can see, the heists were actually very sophisticated in execution and planning. Very professional. And the core team has no problem with murder. Again, coldly, ruthlessly professional. They get sloppy when it comes to functioning on the day-to-day human level. If my timeline assessment is correct, Bench was coming to grips with the missing coffin when he discovered the email fiasco.”

“And he decided Harley had the coffin?”

“Maybe. Or maybe he hadn’t reached that conclusion yet. Maybe he just thought Harley was a threat. He had no way of knowing Harley didn’t read any of the emails. Maybe he put it together when we found the Rosetta Stone.”

“That makes sense. Any other fun stuff in the emails?”

“Fooze and Dodi Khabi opened the crate at the dig site dumping ground. According to an email sent by Rocky Mausud, Fooze was able to authenticate the coffin. They loaded it into a van, wrapped it in blankets, and Fooze stayed with the van. He made a brief side trip where he ran Dodi Khabi off the road, and then he continued on to Cairo. When he got to Cairo he crated the coffin and stored it in the Mausud warehouse.”

“These people are good at tying up loose ends,” Rafer said. “What about Brendan? Where’s Brendan?”

“The mummy wasn’t part of the traveling exhibit,” Gabriela said. “Brendan is in a museum in Cairo. He needed some restoration.”

“So, when did the golden coffin go missing?”

“I don’t know exactly.”

“Does this mean we’re going back to Egypt?”

“No, it means we’re going to Italy. In one of the early emails, Bench told Searl that the art was secure at Castello Blanco and ready for transfer when appropriate. He said he was leaving Valgenico, going back to New York. Valgenico is a small town in the Trentino region of Italy. I’ve never been to Valgenico, but I’ve been to the Trentino region. I traced a very unique necklace to Trento and eventually to Como a couple years ago. It was an insurance fraud case. According to Google, there’s no Castello Blanco in Valgenico, but there are lesser estates scattered around. I sent a text to a contact I have in the region. He just answered and wrote that Castello Blanco might be Castello Cara Scalucci. It’s called Blanco by the locals because the north wall is craggy and home to about a thousand swallows. The wall is white from the guano.”

“Tell me more about your friend in Valgenico.”

“He isn’t in Valgenico, but he’s familiar with the area. His name is Jacko Bartolli. He’ll meet us at the airport in Verona and drive us to the castle.”

“So, we get to the castle, and we knock on the door and ask the keeper of the castle if he knows where we can find a bunch of stolen antiquities and whatever.”

“Exactly,” Gabriela said.

“And then we ask him if he’s the big guy.”

“Of course.”

“Okay,” Rafer said. “Good to know you have this all worked out.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Gabriela wheeled her hard-side, carry-on spinner out of the Verona airport terminal with Rafer a step behind her. Marcella had managed to score them two seats on a six forty-five red-eye from Miami to Verona. It was a twelve-hour flight, getting Gabriela and Rafer into Verona at one o’clock Wednesday afternoon. Gabriela had used the gap day to shop for travel essentials in Selpan’s high-end outdoor mall. Skinny stretch jeans, a Polo hoodie, an Hermès equestrian jacket in washed deerskin, an Hermès wrap bracelet, Akris techno stretch pants and matching knit top. Plus, a Prada tote to accommodate the additional clothes. Rafer had spent his gap day on the beach, since he didn’t feel a compulsion to add to the clothes he already carried in a tired Yeti Crossroads backpack.

Gabriela scanned the parking lot across from the service road and spotted Jacko waving at them.

“That’s Jacko?” Rafer asked. “He looks like an extra in an Italian heist movie.”

Jacko was forty years old, five feet ten inches, with slicked-back black hair, olive skin, and a slim body. He was wearing a cream sweater with the sleeves pushed up, skinny jeans, and Ferragamo moccasins.

“He’s not an actor,” Gabriela said. “He’s a fixer. He mostly works in Milan. Sometimes in Como. He provides logistical support for out-of-country filmmakers and fashion designers.”

“What kind of logistical support?”

“Getting permits, talent, equipment, and crews. Helping with housing and transportation. Giving advice on local customs.”

Jacko rushed across the street and gave Gabriela a kiss on both cheeks. “Ciao. Bentornato.” He looked over at Rafer. “And who do we have here?”

“Rafer,” Gabriela said.

“Is he gay?”

“Not even a little,” Rafer said.

“Too bad,” Jacko said to Rafer. “I was hoping to have Gabriela all to myself.”

“He’s my ex-husband,” Gabriela said.

Jacko went wide-eyed. “Get the fuck out.”

“Really,” Gabriela said.

“You crazy Americans,” Jacko said.

“You sound American,” Rafer said.

“My mama is American. My papa is Italian. He was attached to the Italian consulate in Washington, DC, off and on through my childhood, so I went to mostly American schools. Then when I graduated my girlfriend went to college in New Jersey. Rutgers. So, I followed her.”

“How’d that work out?” Rafer asked.

“She flunked out freshman year, got a job at Hooters, and married a busboy. I got a worthless degree in art history, came back to Italy, and here I am working as a fixer. It’s my perfect job because I speak American, and I have very few scruples. I’m also lazy, and I don’t like to work all the time.”

“Are you still driving the Fiat Panda?” Gabriela asked.

“Of course. It’s the quintessential Italian car. It’s not made especially well, but it’s affordable, and when it gets smashed in traffic it is easily replaced with yet another Fiat Panda.”

They followed Jacko to his white Fiat and folded themselves into it.

“We’re going to see Castello Blanco, correct?” Jacko asked. “Can I ask why? It’s not a desirable tourist stop.”

“I’m in search of some stolen art,” Gabriela said.

“It’s not a likely place for stolen art,” Jacko said. “It’s difficult to approach and the owner is known to be odd and reclusive.”

“Do you know the owner?” Gabriela asked.

“No. There are rumors about an old man living there. It’s said that he never cuts his fingernails and that he has a sacrificial altar for baby goats. And that he drinks their blood while their heart is still beating. I’ve never been in the castle, but I once spoke to someone who had been in the kitchen. He said that the castle had plumbing and electricity and that the kitchen had modern appliances. He was there to fix a leaking sink. He didn’t see beyond that.”

“Did he see the owner?” Gabriela asked.

“He saw no one. He found the kitchen, repaired the sink, and left.”

“Was he paid in goat chops?” Rafer asked.

“Damn,” Jacko said. “I didn’t think to ask.” Jacko pulled out of airport parking and headed north. “Have you ever been to Valgenico?” he asked.

Rafer and Gabriela both answered, “Nope.”

“It’s an easy trip on mostly highway. About ninety minutes. We’ll drive by some towns and lots of vineyards. It’s very scenic. I like Valgenico. It gets enough tourist traffic to make it interesting. There are some decent restaurants and some good bars. And it’s famous for its spa. The mineral waters are supposed to be healing. I’m not a fan, but enough people like it to keep it going. I bring clients there sometimes when they aren’t working. And I have a cousin there, so I have someplace to crash.”

“Is Castello Blanco in town?” Gabriela asked.

“It’s in the area but at a higher altitude than the town. We’ll bypass town and take the mountain road. I’ve been on it twice before with my cousin when we were scouting an overlook for a travel show. The overlook is about five miles past the turnoff to the castle.”

“Can you see the castle from the road?” Gabriela asked.

“No,” Jacko said. “You can only see the private road that takes you to the castle. It isn’t marked but my cousin knew about it. All the locals know about it. No one will go near it.”

“Except us,” Rafer said. “And the sink fixer.”

After an hour on the highway, Jacko turned onto a secondary road that bypassed Valgenico and began a steady climb through a deciduous forest. The gentle curves turned to switchbacks, and the forest turned to spruce and pine.

Halfway up a long switchback Jacko slowed to a crawl and turned onto a single-lane road. “This is it,” he said. “It’s not marked by a sign, but it’s the only side road with rhododendron growing at the entrance. At least that’s what my cousin tells me.”

The road was hard-packed gravel for a half mile. Thickets of overgrown rhododendron, backed up to gray rock walls of varying heights. The sharp spires that were characteristic of the Dolomites slanted skyward from the rock walls.

“It looks like they carved this driveway out of the mountain,” Rafer said.

“Possibly,” Jacko said. “Sometimes these canyons occur naturally, although this one looks at least partially man-made.”

The gravel road turned into rutted dirt, the rock walls hugged the road, and the road went into a steep decline.

Jacko stomped on the brake and everyone leaned forward, looking over the hood at the road to disaster.

“It’s not so bad,” Gabriela finally said. “Just take it slow.”

“It’s not so bad if you’re a goat,” Rafer said. He looked at Jacko. “Are you sure this is the right road?”

“Haven’t a clue,” Jacko said. “Maybe I should turn around. I don’t see the Fiat making it to the bottom of this hill in one piece.”

Everyone looked around. No place to turn. Rock walls close in on both sides.

“You’re going to have to back all the way out,” Rafer said.

“It looks like the path widens a bit in about fifty feet,” Gabriela said. “You might be able to turn if you ease your way down to it.”

Jacko made the sign of the cross, gripped the wheel, and inched forward. The Fiat held the road and tipped into the slope.

“Nice,” Gabriela said. “Piece of cake.”

“This is really steep,” Jacko said.

Gabriela had her eyes trained on the road. “You’re almost there. Slow down a little.”

“I can’t slow down!”

“Brake!”

“I’m on the brake! It isn’t holding. We’re sliding!”

The Fiat slid past the turning point and picked up speed. It hit a bump and went airborne, landing hard enough to knock the wind out of everyone. It careened off one of the rock walls, losing a side mirror, leaving white paint on the rock surface. It bounced over ruts and ricocheted off walls until it finally reached the bottom of the hill, did a 180-degree spin, and came to rest in the high grass of a wide meadow.

Everyone sat speechless and frozen in place for a full minute.

Gabriela was the first to find her voice. “Like I said, piece of cake. Here we are at the bottom.”

Rafer grinned. “Easy peasy.”

Jacko was still clutching the wheel. “I might have wet myself.”

Rafer clapped him on the shoulder. “You just haven’t spent enough time with Gabs. This stuff happens all the time with her. You get used to it. Let’s see if you can get this buggy turned around and back on the road.”

Jacko maneuvered the car through the grass until it was facing into the middle of the meadow. “There’s no road. There’s just grass… and a castle.”

Gabriela estimated the meadow to be twenty to thirty acres. It gently sloped away from them and was bordered on all sides by forest. The castle was placed at the far end of the meadow. It was a large rectangular stone structure with round towers at its four corners. No moat. No ancient exterior walls to protect from marauding hordes. No huts for peasant habitation. No sign of deer frolicking in a castle game preserve, but a few dozen goats wandered the unfenced grounds.

“It’s not exactly Hogwarts,” Rafer said.

Gabriela agreed. She thought it looked more like a prison than a castle. And as castles went, this one seemed small. She could see multiple doors that looked sturdy enough but not grand enough to be a formal entrance. There was also an outbuilding that might have been a goat shed.

“I’m guessing this is the back,” Gabriela said to Jacko. “Let’s get a closer look.”

Jacko drove through the knee-high grass and stopped short of the goat shed. The grass had been trampled by the goats but there was no other sign of activity.

“Drive around to the front,” Gabriela said. “Stay at this distance.”

The Fiat bumped along, churning through the grass. As they turned a corner, a rush of birds flew out of their hidey-holes in the guano-covered castle wall.

“Whoa!” Rafer said. “Not good. This is freaking rank.”

Gabriela’s eyes were burning, and she had her hand over her nose and mouth.

“Go!” she said to Jacko. “Go faster.”

Jacko gave the Fiat more gas and it bucked forward. He rounded the corner tower, and the stench of guano disappeared. The grass was still overgrown in the front of the castle, but a drive court had survived the neglect. There was a cobblestone parking area adjacent to a circular drive, and a driveway led out through the woods.

“I think we might have taken the hard way to the castle,” Gabriela said.

“No one told me about a second driveway,” Jacko said, idling in the drive court. “I hope it connects to a real road because my Fiat is never going to leave the way that it came in.”

“I want to investigate the castle,” Gabriela said, “but first let’s see where this driveway takes us.”

Jacko eased the Fiat over the cobblestone driveway and entered the wooded area. The driveway narrowed to a single lane and the cobblestones gave way to packed gravel. The drive had a slight curve and downward slope. After a half mile there was light at the end of the hardwood-and-evergreen tunnel and the driveway ended at a paved two-lane road. There were posts on both sides of the driveway. A heavy metal chain was attached to one of the posts, with the rest of the chain and a padlock coiled on the ground next to it. Thirty or forty feet up the road was a patch of beaten-down grass and a scenic overlook.

Jacko drove to the overlook. “Do you want me to go further on this road, or do you want me to go back to the castle?”

“Back to the castle,” Gabriela said.

Minutes later, they were parked on the circular drive. Everyone got out and looked at the car. It was missing a mirror and a headlight. The right front quarter panel was bashed in, and its entire left side was scraped and dented.

“Look on the bright side,” Rafer said to Jacko. “No one is going to try to steal it.”

“And it appears that I didn’t wet myself,” Jacko said.

“It’s all good news,” Gabriela said, heading for the massive front door. “Let’s see if the guy with the long nails is sacrificing a goat.” She reached the door and looked around. No Ring camera or doorbell. Just a huge brass door knocker. She tried the door knocker three times. No answer. She tried the handle, and the door swung open.

“Just barge right in,” Rafer said to Gabriela. “Don’t worry about a thing. I’m right behind you.”

Gabriela stepped inside and called, “Hello. Anybody home?”

No answer.

She was standing in a cavernous two-story entry. There was some light coming through the windows, but the windows were small and far apart. A large chandelier hung overhead. It consisted of three tiers of concentric iron circles holding electric candle lights draped in cobwebs.

“It’s hard to get good household help these days,” Rafer said, looking up at the cobwebs.

A large round center hall table was positioned under the chandelier. Tapestries and ornately framed oil paintings covered the walls. Antique upholstered settees were scattered around the room. Fabric was faded, and cushions were tired. Floors were bare stone. Wall sconces matched the chandelier in style. Wide halls led off from both sides of the room. An impressive stone staircase was located toward the back of the hall and a wide arch carved out of the back wall opened to another room.

“We have a lot of ground to cover here,” Gabriela said. “I’m going to take the left hall. Rafer, you go right, and make sure you check the towers. Jacko, you drive back to the overlook on the road and watch the driveway. Call us if anyone turns in. We have cell service, so we can keep in touch.”

Rafer ambled off. Jacko headed back to the Fiat. Gabriela power walked down the hall. She did a fast check on several smaller rooms opening off the hall. Mostly sitting rooms. One had a dated television. One contained a baby grand piano. One was a library. Most of the furniture was circa 1950. She opened the door to the tower and listened. Silence. She climbed the stone steps to the top of the tower and walked into a small round room. Empty. One of the windows was broken and the skeleton and some feathers of what looked like a large owl was on the floor by the window. She left the room and returned to the first floor, walking along a narrow, windowless corridor. Rooms opened off the corridor. A laundry with a washer and dryer and deep utility sink. A room that had shelves and might have been used for storage or a pantry but was now empty. She investigated the second tower and found nothing. She wandered through a collection of larger rooms with windows looking out at the back meadow. A sitting room with a fireplace. A room that might have been for family dining at one time but was now empty, with the exception of a glass-faced china closet. Next came the kitchen. It wasn’t medieval but it wasn’t modern either. From the sink and countertop choice she was guessing 1950s. The refrigerator and stove were newer. A vintage toaster and a drip coffee maker were the only appliances on the counter. There was a small square wood table with four straight-backed wood side chairs in the middle of the room. The table was covered with a faded red and white checked plastic tablecloth. Gabriela thought it wasn’t the classic castle kitchen designed for hosting large banquets. It was more appropriate for a family of four or maybe an eccentric hermit. An over-the-counter cabinet held inexpensive china and glassware. Another cabinet contained crackers, salt, sugar, a box of whole wheat cereal. Jars with herbs. Packets of pasta. Canned tomato sauce.

Gabriela looked in the refrigerator. Half a loaf of bread. Some condiments. A wedge of hard cheese. A couple apples in the crisper. The apples looked old, and the bread felt stale.

Rafer walked into the kitchen. “Did you find anything?”

“Nothing worthwhile,” Gabriela said. “The entire left side of the building is empty of people and filled with furniture that doesn’t look recently used. I don’t think this is a real castle at all. It’s more like a country house somebody built to look like a medieval castle. I’ll bet nothing here is more than a hundred years old at the most. Except maybe some of the guano.”

“There’s a mudroom in the back that has a couple pairs of rubber boots by the door and a heavy canvas jacket on a hook. The door opens to a short path to the goat shed. And there’s a second shed behind the goat shed. It looks like it’s where goats were butchered.”

“The sacrificial altar?” Gabriela asked.

“Yeah. And I don’t think anybody drank the blood. It looks like it was used to make sausage.”

“Yum.”

“Seriously. Whoever lives here has a pretty decent sausage operation. Cara Scalucci Sausage.” Rafer pulled a label out of his pocket and handed it to Gabriela.

“I didn’t see any sausages or goat parts in the fridge or freezer.”

“There’s a garage on this side, too. Got an ancient truck in it,” Rafer said.

“So, where’s the driver of the truck?”

“Good question,” Rafer said. “There are stairs going up to a second floor and probably a third, and I found a door that leads to a cellar or maybe a dungeon.”

“That sounds promising,” Gabriela said. “I’ll take the dungeon, and you take the upstairs.”

“You always get the good jobs,” Rafer said.

“Do you want the dungeon?”

“Yes.”

“Great. You take the dungeon,” Gabriela said. “The guy with the creepy long nails is probably dead down there. Half-rotted and bloated. And it’s probably filled with snakes and spiders.”

“Okay, you can have the dungeon,” Rafer said. “I know how much you love to find the dead guy.”

“No way,” Gabriela said. “You want it. You can have it.”

“You’re giving it up because you’re afraid of the spiders,” Rafer said.

“Get real. You’re the one who’s afraid of spiders.”

“Who was the one screaming like a little girl when she got a spider stuck in her hair on the eighth-grade hayride?”

“It was in my hair!”

“Yeah, and who got it out?”

“Ugh!” Gabriela said. “Fine. Wonderful. I’ll take the dungeon.”

“Are you sure you really, really want it?”

“Good thing I haven’t got a gun,” Gabriela said, “because I’d shoot you. Where are the stairs to the dungeon?”

Rafer pointed to a hallway. “It’s just past the big archway that opens to the formal dining room.”

Gabriela found the cellar door, flipped the lights on, and cautiously went down the stairs. She reached the bottom, and Rafer called to her.

“Are you okay? Is there a dungeon?”

“No dungeon. And it looks like the cellar is only under part of the building. You should check out the upstairs.”

The cellar floor was dirt, the walls were concrete block, the ceiling was unfinished with pipes and wires running between beams. Gabriela thought this supported the theory that the castle was a fairly recent build as opposed to dating back to the fifteenth century.

A wheelbarrow, some garden tools, a shovel, and a coiled hose were positioned by a rough wood door secured with a padlock. A crate of red wine, a bushel basket of potatoes, and a sack of rags had been placed not far off. A work bench with a vise and a chest freezer backed up to a wall. Gabriela looked in the freezer. Boxes of Cara Scalucci sausages and a goat leg wrapped in white butcher’s paper. She closed the freezer and turned her attention to the other side of the cellar. A hot water heater and a vintage furnace were positioned several feet from the wall. Bales of hay were stacked in front of them.

Gabriela was about to leave the cellar when Jacko called.

“There’s a black SUV heading up the driveway,” he said. “It looked like there were two men in it.”

“Stay in place and call back when you see them leave,” Gabriela said.

Rafer appeared in the doorway. “I just got a call from Jacko. He said we’re about to get company. Do we greet these guys at the door?”

“No. We don’t belong here. At the very least, we’re trespassing,” Gabriela said. “And if they’re bad guys, my current arsenal consists of a personal knife and some gardening tools. So, I say we hide and hope they go away. It’s probably safest to stay in the cellar, unless you discovered a hidden passage behind a bookcase.”

“I discovered a lot of unused rooms, and a single room used as a bedroom for someone who required very little in the way of creature comforts.” Rafer closed the door, flipped the switch on the light, and used the flashlight on his cell phone to navigate the stairs.

“The furnace is behind the stacks of hay,” Gabriela said. “We can hide there.”

Rafer flashed his light at the hay, and they moved into place. He tapped the light off, and they were in total darkness.

“This is cozy,” he whispered in her ear. “Do you want to make out?”

Gabriela almost burst out laughing. It was hard not to love Rafer. It was a shame he periodically drove her nuts.

There was the sound of scuffling on the other side of the cellar door. Muffled talking. The door opened and the light was flicked on.

Gabriela felt her heart skip a beat. Rafer pulled her down into a crouch and put his arm around her. She could hear someone descending the stairs and crossing the room. There was a rustle of clothes and the sound of something getting opened. A man’s voice called out a question in Italian. Someone answered from the top of the stairs. There was more rustling, a lid slammed down, and the man crossed the room and climbed the stairs. He shut the lights off and closed the door. Gabriela heard more muffled talk and then there was silence.

“What the hell?” Rafer whispered to her.

“Wait for Jacko’s call,” she whispered back.

“Can we make out now?”

“No. You have no control. You’d have me down on the dirt and I might get spiders in my hair.”

“Good thinking,” Rafer said.

They stood in silence for ten minutes and Jacko called. “All’s clear,” he said. “I got a couple pictures of the car. Do you want me to pick you up now?”

“Not yet,” Gabriela said. “Stay in place until you hear from me.”

Rafer crossed the cellar and flipped the lights on. “What was that all about?”

“I’m not fluent in Italian but I know enough to get by,” Gabriela said, going to the freezer, opening it, and looking inside. “The guy in the cellar asked the guy at the head of the stairs how much he should take. The guy at the head of the stairs told him to take half. He said Antonio wasn’t going to be happy to learn that this was the last of the sausage.”

“Who’s Antonio?”

“I don’t know, but he must really like Cara Scalucci sausage,” Gabriela said.

“What else did they say?”

“The guy in the cellar said it wasn’t his bad. He was just a soldier. He didn’t make decisions.” Gabriela closed the freezer. “The leg of lamb is still here and half of the sausages.”

“Did you recognize the guy in the cellar?”

“No. And I didn’t recognize either voice. I got a pretty good look at the man in the cellar for a split second, but for the most part he had his back to us.”

Gabriela went to the garden supplies and grabbed the shovel. “Did you notice anything strange about the dirt behind the furnace?”

“Softer than the rest of the cellar floor,” Rafer said. “Slightly mounded. Doesn’t smell great either.”

“Exactly.”

He took the shovel from her. “I’ll do the digging. You can do the forensic examination.”

“Works for me.”

Fifteen minutes later they had enough exposed to make an identification.

“Not much left of him,” Gabriela said. “He’s been here awhile and there’s a lot of decay. The nails are the giveaway. The nails are intact. This is the ogre who lives here and never cuts his nails and sacrifices baby goats.”

“I don’t suppose he died of natural causes,” Rafer said.

“He has a bullet hole in his head.”

“Hard to see beyond the maggots. Now what?”

“Now we shovel the dirt back over him and walk away. We might want to come back here to take another look, so I don’t want to bring the police in just yet.”

“Okay, what’s your take on this? Do you think Antonio’s errand boys screwed the pooch and canceled their boss’s favorite sausage maker?”

“Highly possible, and I’d rather they didn’t discover that someone dug up their handiwork. I want to check into our hotel, grab a fast bite to eat, and do some research.”



Gabriela heard the special knock on her door. It was late but the knock was from Rafer, so she pushed back from the small writing desk in her hotel room and let him in.

“Pizza delivery,” he said, handing her a bottle of wine while he one-handed the pizza box. “Where do you want it?”

“Put it on the desk. Just push my laptop to the side. I’ve been downloading information from Marcella for over two hours. It’s good stuff. Where did you get the pizza?”

“There’s a pizza place down the street that sells about thirty different kinds of pizza. I was their last customer. They close at ten o’clock. Obviously, you work later than they do.”

Gabriela opened the wine and grabbed two glasses from the small hostess station.

“This is a pretty cool town,” Rafer said, helping himself to a slice of pizza. “They tell me it really rocks during ski season. And I like this hotel. Jacko did good.”

“He’s the fixer,” Gabriela said. “It’s what he does.”

“Did he send you the pictures he took of the car?”

“Yes, but they didn’t tell a lot. He had to take them on an angle, so I couldn’t see the license plate. It was a fairly new black Jeep Avenger. Google tells me it’s currently the number one SUV in Italy.” She poured two glasses of wine, handed one off to Rafer, and took a slice of pizza that was heavy on the cheese. “Marcella was able to get a history of Castello Blanco, also known as Castello Cara Scalucci. Albert Scalucci, the sausage king of Milan, built Castello Cara Scalucci in 1932. It was to be a summer retreat from his city house in Milan. It was abandoned and pretty much forgotten during World War II, sitting hidden away in the meadow, surrounded by forest. When the war was over the Scaluccis left Milan, set up housekeeping in Costello Cara Scalucci, and opened a butcher shop in Valgenico. They had one son, Albert Jr. That ends the information Marcella was able to get from public records. The only other information on the Scaluccis is from an obituary and a newspaper article dated 1971. All three were involved in a horrific car crash. The two elder Scaluccis were killed. Albert Jr. survived but was badly burned and disfigured. Marcella traced down the butcher shop and found it was sold right after the car crash. It’s since had two more owners and is now a deli that carries Scalucci sausage for a few select customers. The woman she spoke to at the deli didn’t know exactly where the sausage was made. She said it was delivered once a month by a very old man who was very strange.”

“Holy crap.”

Gabriela took a second slice. “Yeah. There’s a big gap between the car crash and now, but there’s a good chance that Albert Jr. retreated into the castle and grew old there, hiding from the world, caring for his goats, and scraping by with his sausage sales. From the facts I have available, I think Albert Jr. must have been ninety-three at time of death.”

“Not a happy story and not a happy ending,” Rafer said.

“I’m sending Jacko to the deli tomorrow morning to see if he can get a list of the sausage customers.”

“Why Jacko?”

“His Italian is better than mine, and he’s the fixer. He’s good at getting favors, special rates, privileged information.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Gabriela and Rafer were having breakfast at the café across from the hotel. They were at an outside table, finishing cappuccinos and croissants. The cloudless sky was a brilliant blue, and the temperature was inching its way up to seventy with the hopes of possibly reaching eighty sometime around noon. Traffic was minimal.

Jacko parked his wreck of a car in front of the hotel and crossed the street to join Gabriela and Rafer. He pulled a chair up, put a cotton grocery sack on the tiny table, and ordered a double espresso.

“It looks like you got more than information at the deli,” Gabriela said to Jacko.

“I had to look legitimate,” Jacko said. “I got some Asiago cheese, some speck, Gocciole cookies, and Nutella. All my favorite things. It’s a good deli.”

“And the information?” Gabriela asked. “How’d that go?”

“Good. There are five customers who buy Scalucci sausages. Three are occasional drop-ins. Two are die-hard sausage eaters. The occasional drop-ins all live in town. I have their addresses, but none of them sound like they would be involved in stolen art. The other two are interesting. Maria Kartucci stops in once a week to get sausage for her husband, Leo. He’s the mayor of Valgenico. Sixty-seven years old. The woman working at the deli isn’t a fan. She said he is politico corrotto.”

“Corrupt politician.”

“Yes. And she said he would come in without his wife and expect free mortadella panino because he was the mayor.”

“Anything else?”

“She said he would always stare at her breasts. I couldn’t blame him. They were gigantesco.”

“What about the last sausage customer?” Rafer asked.

“Antonio Tartoni,” Jacko said.

Gabriela froze with her coffee cup halfway to her mouth and looked at Rafer.

“Holy macaroni,” Rafer said.

“Do you know this name?” Jacko asked.

“Maybe,” Gabriela said. “Tell us about him.”

“He sends a manservant to pick up his sausage. I’ve never met Tartoni, but I’ve heard talk about him. Very wealthy. Very respected. Philanthropic. Offered his private helicopter to take a sick baby to the hospital in Milan. The deli woman choked up talking about him.”

“Do you know anything else about him?” Gabriela asked. “Age? Background?”

“No,” Jacko said. “That’s all I know about him. Supposedly his wife likes her cocktails and spends most of her time in Milan.”

Gabriela texted Marcella for information on Antonio Tartoni and Leo Kartucci. There was an inconvenient time difference, but Gabriela knew Marcella would get to it first thing in the morning.

“Let’s do some drive-bys,” Gabriela said. “Start with the three occasional sausage eaters and save Tartoni for last.”

Jacko drove past the three houses in town and idled in front of the mayor’s house. It was three stories with the garage on the ground floor and living space above it. It was attached to three other houses. It was painted robin’s-egg blue.

“It looks like every other house,” Rafer said.

Jacko shrugged. “Some houses are yellow.”

“Let’s see where Tartoni lives,” Gabriela said.

Jacko drove to the edge of the downtown area and took a two-lane road that led up a steep incline. After two hairpin turns, he pulled up to an elaborate black wrought iron gate. Beyond the gate, a driveway cut through the mixed pine and deciduous woods for perhaps a hundred feet before the woods disappeared and the grounds became carefully landscaped. A large tan and white house, with ornate balconies, was partially visible at the end of the long driveway.

“This is it,” Jacko said.

“I’ve got a feeling about this,” Rafer said. “It has ‘big guy’ written all over it.”

“Right under ‘wealthy, highly respected member of the community,’ ” Gabriela said, getting out of the car. “I want a closer look. Drive around a little. I’ll call you when I want to get picked up.”

“No, no, no, no, no,” Rafer said. “Not a good idea. This looks like a property with security cameras and big ferocious dogs.”

“I won’t get that close,” Gabriela said. “I just want to see the lay of the land.”

“Two words,” Rafer said. “Google Earth.”

“Good idea,” Gabriela said. “I’ll check it out when we get back to the hotel. In the meantime, maybe I’ll get lucky and the black Jeep Avenger in Jacko’s photo will be parked in the drive court.”

Jacko watched Gabriela take off into the woods. “She’s fearless,” he said to Rafer.

“Tell me about it,” Rafer said, shoving his door open and lurching out of the car. “This is the story of my life.”

Gabriela turned and faced Rafer when he caught up to her. “Go back before he drives off. I can do this better by myself. You’re like a big lumbering bear crashing through the undergrowth.”

“Yeah, I’m a diversion when the snarling, slobbering dogs come after you.”

“That could be true,” Gabriela said. “Welcome aboard.”

They reached the end of the woods and looked out over a green lawn and a house that was a combination of a Venetian palace and a Swiss chalet. The house was bordered by flowering trees and shrubs. A detached multicar garage sat to one side. A helipad with a blue and white helicopter was an appropriate distance from the house.

“Not too shabby,” Rafer said.

“I don’t see any dogs,” Gabriela said.

“No, but I’m sure there are security cameras, and Tartoni would probably love to catch you running across his lawn. He’d probably invite you in for milk and cookies.”

“The milk and cookies will have to wait. I’ve seen enough. Let’s go back to the hotel and try Google Earth.”



Rafer was stretched out on Gabriela’s bed. “Anything interesting showing up on Google Earth?”

Gabriela was at the small writing desk with her back to Rafer. “It looks like the house sits on a flat plateau that I’d guess is five to six acres. It’s surrounded by forest and sheer-faced Dolomites. There appears to be a break in the forest on the south side and the view must be spectacular. No outbuildings other than the garage. The helicopter isn’t on-site, but I can see the helipad.”

“Anything from Marcella?”

“It’s coming in now. Leo Kartucci graduated secondary school. Married Maria Maronni. Two children. Five grandchildren. He worked for the Poste Italiane for thirty years.”

“Mailman?”

“It doesn’t say what position he held. When he left the post office he became funeral director for his cousin’s mortuary. It’s not clear how long he did that. He’s in his second term as mayor.”

“I can’t get excited about him,” Rafer said.

“Next up is Antonio Tartoni. Italian citizen with a degree from Harvard. That’s a good start. Age forty-six.” Gabriela swiveled and looked over at Rafer. “I’m liking this.”

Rafer sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. “Keep reading.”

Gabriela turned back to her computer. “After Harvard he worked for two years in Boston and then returned to Italy. Got a job with Canton Lily Group.”

“I’m not familiar with that.”

“I looked it up. Canton Lily Group fabricates uniforms used in the hospitality industry worldwide. It’s owned by Maurice Canton, Tartoni’s father-in-law. Tartoni had a managerial position in their Rome office. He left the company and Rome six years ago and moved full-time into the house here in Valgenico. At the same time, he bought an art gallery in Milan.”

“And the wife?” Rafer asked.

“Gloria Canton. Gloria and Antonio met when he was working in Boston. Still married. No children.”

“Is there a connection? He went to Harvard. Did he play lacrosse?”

“He wasn’t in the team photo with Teddy Searl and Rocky Mausud, but Marcella did some digging and found out Tartoni quit the Harvard lacrosse team in his sophomore year.”

“Does he own any properties besides the big house in the woods?” Rafer asked. “Like a warehouse filled with stolen art?”

“He has an apartment in Milan and a storage facility for his art gallery,” Gabriela said. “The storage facility would be a good place to start looking for treasure. Easier than trying to get into the Valgenico house. It’s a three-hour car ride to Milan. If we leave now, we can make it a day trip.”



Rafer was in the front passenger seat of the Fiat, looking relaxed. Gabriela was cramped in the back seat wondering if her health insurance covered a car crash in Italy. Jacko was in Formula 1 mode, seemingly enjoying the challenge of surviving rush-hour traffic in Milan, where every street was one-way, going in the wrong direction, and scooter drivers were insane.

“We’re coming up to the gallery,” Jacko said. “Fortunately, it’s outside the Brera district. Brera is very beautiful and has wonderful galleries, but it’s a no-driving zone. This gallery is in a more up-and-coming design district. I’ve taken customers to this gallery on several occasions. I never realized it was owned by Tartoni.”

“I want to have a look at the gallery,” Gabriela said. “It shouldn’t take long.”

Jacko stopped in front of the gallery. “Parking is impossible here. I’ll circle around and pick you up when you’re done.”

Galleria d’Arte Brillante was in the middle of the block, flanked by a dress shop and rare-book store. A large plate glass window showed the interior of the gallery. Bright colored paintings on the walls. Some large white sculptures freestanding in the middle of the room. No customers. A slim young man dressed in a black silk shirt and black dress pants was standing by the door.

“Benvenuti,” he said to Gabriela and Rafer when they entered the gallery.

“Ciao,” Gabriela said. “Do you speak English?”

“Yes, better than my Italian,” he said with a British accent. “My name is Phillip. Are you interested in the Klemmer paintings?”

“I might be,” Gabriela said. “The bright colors caught my eye.”

“He is an emerging master,” Phillip said. “He has bold statements that can only be captured in primary colors. And of course, also by the liberal use of orange. Can I offer you a coffee? I make excellent coffee. Cappuccino? Latte? Espresso?”

“Espresso would be lovely,” Gabriela said.

“Yeah,” Rafer said. “Make it two.”

Phillip disappeared to make the espressos and Gabriela moved around the gallery. The room was longer than it was wide. She could see Phillip in a small hospitality kitchen that was behind a partition. An antique desk was positioned toward the back of the room. There were two doors behind the desk. Security cameras in all four corners.

Gabriela stopped in front of one of the paintings. “I like this one,” she said to Rafer. “It reminds me of something.”

“It looks like a big orange penis at sunset,” Rafer said.

“Yep, that’s it,” Gabriela said.

Phillip brought the espressos on a silver tray. “I see you have discovered Ralph. This is a wonderful collection, but Ralph is my favorite.”

“In my experience, the size of Ralph seems to be a bit optimistic,” Gabriela said.

“Yes!” Phillip said. “It’s frightening! That’s what makes it so wonderful.”

Gabriela gestured to the rear of the gallery. “Are there more Klemmers back there?”

“Sadly, no. That’s just the owner’s office. We had a larger storage facility several blocks from here, but the lease ran out and it is now a day care facility.”

“Is the owner here now? I’d love to meet him and discuss Ralph,” Gabriela said.

“He’s never here,” Phillip said. “The pricing is displayed on all the paintings, and the owner’s policy is not to negotiate. I’m so sorry.”

“Not at all,” Gabriela said. “The price on Ralph seems reasonable for such a massive amount of orange.”

“Yes! Exactly,” Phillip said.

“And this is excellent espresso. Kudos.”

“It’s all about the beans. And we have a top-notch espresso machine. The owner insists on the best.”

“Obviously,” Gabriela said. “Perhaps I’ll run into him someday. I’ve just moved here. Is he local?”

“Not really. He has an apartment in Milan, but he never uses it. His wife is here quite a bit. She stops in regularly for an espresso. And I add a shot of vodka for her. She was here earlier. She has a routine when she’s in town. She stops in to say hello and look at the paintings, then she does some shopping and ends up at Coocko for more vodka and nibbles. I could add vodka to your espresso, if you wish.”

“No, this is perfect, but thank you. I might have to stop at Coocko in a bit. Are their nibbles any good? I could use nibbles while I think about owning Ralph.”

“Oh, the nibbles are fantastic. And you might run into Gloria. You can’t miss her. Red hair and eyelashes to die for.” Phillip handed Gabriela a brochure. “Gloria’s picture is on the back of the brochure. She’s standing in front of a Klemmer with Mr. Tartoni.”

Gabriela and Rafer left the gallery, walked half a block, and called Jacko for pickup.

“You aren’t really going to buy Ralph, are you?” Rafer asked Gabriela.

“No. Ralph was a nightmare. The good part about that conversation was the nibbles.”

“And Gloria,” Rafer said.

“Yes. And Gloria.”



Jacko did a slow pass in front of Coocko, and Gabriela immediately saw Gloria. She was sitting alone at a small outdoor table.

“There she is,” Gabriela said. “Drop me off. I need some girl time with Gloria.”

Gabriela crossed the street and took a moment to study Gloria. Curly red hair that Gabriela thought was flattering but not her natural color. Makeup was a little harsh. Dark red lip gloss that was in place even though she’d been eating and drinking. Fake eyelashes that were spectacular. Gucci handbag. Sleeveless Missoni dress. Toned arms. A plate with half-consumed nibbles. An empty martini glass.

Gabriela strolled through the outdoor area and stopped at Gloria’s table. “Omigosh,” Gabriela said, “are you Gloria Tartoni?”

Gloria looked up at Gabriela and blinked once with her thick black lashes. “I am,” she said. “I’m Gloria Tartoni. Do I know you?”

“No,” Gabriela said. “I recognized you from the gallery brochure.”

“An art lover,” Gloria said.

“Sometimes. I wasn’t intending to drop in at your gallery, but I saw Ralph from the window and had to get a closer look.”

“Ahhh, Rrrrrralph,” Gloria growled. “Rrrrrralph. Do you like Ralph?”

“Yes. It’s magnificent.”

“Sit down,” Gloria said. She waved at the waiter. “We need martinis and more nibbles for me and…”

“Gabriela.”

“Nibbles for me and Gabriela,” Gloria said to the waiter.

Gabriela sat down and helped herself to a tiny puff pastry. “This café is unusual for Milan,” she said. “It feels more French or American than Italian.”

“Everything is unusual in Milan,” Gloria said. “You know what isn’t unusual? Boston.”

The waiter hurried over with martinis and a plate of assorted small bites.

Gloria raised her glass. “To Boston.”

“To Boston,” Gabriela said.

“Did you notice the service here? Good, right? You know why? I’m a big tipper. I come here all the time, and I’m a big tipper. And I wear dresses that show off my boobies. I have great boobies.” She ate one of her three martini olives, leaned in to select a cheese cube, and lowered her voice. “The waiters here are all men, and they all like boobies. Doesn’t matter if a man is straight or gay… they all like boobies.”

Gabriela smiled at that. Gloria was a little drunk. Gabriela suspected that Gloria was a little drunk a lot.

“Does your husband come here for nibbles with you? Is he in Milan?”

“Him? No. He’s in the country house, eating his sausages. Even when he comes to Milan he doesn’t stay in the apartment. He doesn’t like the cats, so he stays in a hotel. Can’t remember the last time he was in the apartment. Maybe never.”

“You have cats?”

“Six. All Mommy’s adorable babies.”

“What happens to them when you aren’t in Milan?”

“I have a live-in housekeeper. It’s a really big apartment.” She took a good pull on her martini and relaxed back in her chair. “Antonio has a thing for sausages, did I already tell you that? There’s this special sausage that he gets, like it’s made by God or something. Goat sausage.” Gloria acted out gagging. “The only sausage I want to eat is Rrrrralph. You know what I mean?”

“Un-hunh.”

Gloria popped a small pastry into her mouth. “Shrimp,” she said, picking through the plate to find another one.

“It must be nice to have a country house,” Gabriela said. “Do you have it filled with art? I imagine a country house would be filled with old masters’ oil paintings.”

“Nope. None. Just a lot of white walls. Except for the wine cellar. You never know what you’re going to find in the wine cellar.”

“Really? What’s in the wine cellar?”

“Wine. Actually, it’s a wine cave. It’s massive. We drink a lot of wine. When you live in the country that’s what you do. Drink wine.”

“I live in New York, and I drink a lot of wine,” Gabriela said.

“Red or white?” Gloria asked.

“Red.”

“Hah! I knew it. White is for sissies,” Gloria said. “Real women drink red.”

“Fuckin’ A,” Gabriela said.

They clinked martini glasses.

Gabriela sipped her martini and gave Gloria her full attention. “I’m fascinated about your wine cave. You said you never knew what you’d find in it. What besides exotic, wonderful wines? Aladdin and a magic lamp? Are you keeping a genie in your wine cave?”

“Hah!” Gloria said. “I wish. It’s just stuff. It comes and goes. Usually it goes home, wherever that is.” She stared into her martini glass. “Damn. Someone drank my martini.” She did a snort laugh and waved her hand in the air, and another two martinis were delivered to the table.

Gabriela leaned forward, eyes wide, like they were college roomies sharing secrets. “What stuff comes and goes in the wine cellar?”

“All kinds of stuff. It started at Harvard. Antonio and three other morons got high and drunk one night and kidnapped a guy and held him for ransom as a prank.”

“Get out!”

“Honest to God,” Gloria said. “They got money for him and everything.”

“And they didn’t get caught?”

“No. Some dumb-ass fraternity got blamed.”

“Wow. I never did anything like that when I was in college. I was boring.”

“Yeah,” Gloria said. “Me too.”

“Did they kidnap anyone else?”

“A bunch of people. Nobody famous or anything. It was just for fun and Antonio said they used the ransom money for keggers. And then one of them saw The Thomas Crown Affair with Pierce Brosnan and they decided to be Pierce Brosnan and ransom some art. After they graduated, they all got jobs and lived all over the world, but they stayed in touch because what they really liked was being Pierce Brosnan a couple times a year.”

“I could see that,” Gabriela said. “He’s very cool in a hot way.”

“Yeah. He was James Bond, too.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Gabriela said.

Gabriela took another sip of her martini and Gloria chugged the remainder of hers.

“They even gave themselves a name,” Gloria said.

“Get out!”

“Honest to God. They called themselves the Kings, from their second-favorite movie and video game.”

“Kingsman?” Gabriela said.

“That’s it!”

“How many Kings are there?” Gabriela asked. “Are there a lot of them?”

Gloria held up three fingers. “Four. Four Kings.”

“And you said they’re all over the world. It must be hard for them to work as a kidnapping team.”

Gloria searched the nibbles for shrimp and came up empty. “Some men get together a couple times a year and go fishing or hunting or circle jerking. The Kings get together and kidnap people and steal art.”

“Even now that you’re in Italy?” Gabriela asked.

“It’s good in Italy. There’s lots of art and stuff, and we’ve got the big house in Valgenico to keep things in until they’re ransomed. We bought it when we first moved to Rome. It was like a vacation house. We moved into it full-time six years ago when Antonio retired.” She went to a slurred whisper. “Actually, he got fired when Daddy died and the company got sold. Anyway, moving full-time to Valgenico was a big mistake. Talk about boring. There’s nothing to do in Valgenico. Hiking and skiing. Do I look like a hiker or skier? No, I’m a shopper. And everyone speaks Italian in Valgenico.”

“Still, it has to be kind of exciting to have kidnapped people in your house.”

Good thing she’s drunk, Gabriela thought, because only someone high or under the influence would participate in this conversation.

“Not so much,” Gloria said. “They were always locked away in the wine cellar. And anyway, they stopped kidnapping people when one went nuts and destroyed about a million dollars’ worth of cabernet. Antonio said he was claustrophobic. Who knew. Once they ransomed a racehorse, but he pooped all over the floor.”

“I guess you have to think ahead when you’re in the business of ransoming things.”

“Fuckin’ A. That’s why art is good. It doesn’t poop or anything.”

Gabriela crammed a miniature quiche into her mouth to keep from laughing out loud. “Is there art in the wine cellar now?” she asked. “I might want to ransom some.”

“I don’t know. They were moving a lot of stuff out when I was getting ready to leave for Milan. Something crapped out in the cave’s climate control and they were afraid of mold.” Gloria pulled an e-cig out of her purse and sucked and puffed, spewing peppermint vapor.

“It’s not really any of my business, but kidnapping and art heists sound illegal,” Gabriela said. “Are you worried that you’re involved?”

“It doesn’t seem like much of a crime,” Gloria said. “Everything always gets returned. It’s more like a reality show. And in the movie Pierce Brosnan ended up at a resort with Rene Russo. Lucky Rene.” Her eyelashes were at half-mast and she had stopped smiling. “I’m getting tired,” Gloria said. “This always happens. I think it’s the nibbles.”

“No doubt,” Gabriela said.

Gloria settled the bill, hugged Gabriela, and headed home to her apartment. Gabriela looked around and spotted Rafer and Jacko parked across the street.

“How’d it go?” Rafer asked.

“Surreal,” Gabriela said. “I’m trying to decide if I cleverly extracted information out of Gloria Tartoni or if I was just totally played.”

“Let’s go with the option A,” Rafer said. “What did she tell you?”

“I’ll give you the short version. Tartoni, Bench, Rocky Mausud, and Teddy Searl are behind the thefts. They had the art stored in Tartoni’s wine cellar, but the climate control had problems and they were afraid things would mold, so they moved everything out.”

“They moved the art into Castello Blanco,” Rafer said.

“Yes. Either we missed it when we were there, or else it’s been moved again,” Gabriela said. “Probably it was moved again. There wasn’t much in the way of climate control there either.”

“Maybe it was moved into the day care facility,” Rafer said. “Maybe Phillip wasn’t being completely honest.”

Jacko drove past what had formerly been Tartoni Storage. It was painted yellow and orange and it was decorated with pictures of flowers and rainbows. There were several moms with strollers waiting outside.

“Now what?” Jacko said.

“Now we go back to Valgenico, and tomorrow we do a better search of the castle,” Gabriela said. “If we don’t find anything there, we’re going after Tartoni.”

“That might be above my pay grade,” Jacko said.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Gabriela’s hotel room in Valgenico was small but comfortable. A bed, a desk with an armchair, a bathroom en suite, a view of the street. The sky was light, and the sun had just eased out from behind the jagged Dolomites when Gabriela stepped out of the shower. She towel-dried her hair, combed it out, and left it long to dry. Her clothes choices were minimal. T-shirt, stretchy black pants, jean jacket, sneakers.

She said a short prayer that they’d stumble onto the art at the castle, because capturing and interrogating Tartoni wasn’t high on her list of favorite potential activities. She exited the hotel, crossed the street to the café, and joined Rafer and Jacko at an outdoor table. She ordered a double espresso and a chocolate croissant, and she relaxed back in her chair, tilting her face up to the morning sun. She thought it was going to be a glorious day in Valgenico, and it was a real bummer that she was going to spend the better part of it in a musty, guano-encrusted second-rate castle.

“Gabs,” Rafer said. “You look like you’re communing with the sun god.”

“I’m thinking about the castle.”

“She’s on the job,” Rafer said to Jacko. “She’s always on the job. You should see her in the jungle, fighting off snakes and maniacs.”

“I’ve never been to a jungle,” Jacko said. “I didn’t realize they were filled with maniacs. They don’t show that on the Travel Channel.”

“There are maniacs everywhere,” Gabriela said. “Even in Valgenico. We’re going to try to avoid running into them today while we’re searching the castle.”

“We already went through the castle,” Rafer said. “Are you sure you don’t want to go straight to roughing up Tartoni?”

“We’re going to be more thorough this time,” Gabriela said. “We’re looking for a secret room that’s filled with stolen art treasures. And if we don’t find a room, I’m hoping we’ll find something that will lead us to the art. They’ve got it stashed somewhere. These guys are good at planning and executing a crime, but they’re sloppy about everything else. They had to get the art out of the wine cellar, so they moved it into the castle. It was close. It had lots of room. It was secluded. No one ever came near it. Scalucci got in the way, so they got rid of him.”

“Okay, I get all that, but this isn’t going to help us rescue Harley,” Rafer said. “Ahmed wants the golden coffin.”

“True, but it will help in the long run because our goal was to retrieve everything that had been insured and then stolen. Right now, I’m at a dead end with the coffin, so I’m going to follow the lead we have and go after the rest of the artwork.”

And I’m going to text Marcella, Gabriela thought. I’ll have her snoop around to see if any of the museums have received ransom requests on their stolen pieces.



The Fiat was stashed in the garage next to Albert Scalucci’s truck, and Gabriela, Rafer, and Jacko were standing in the castle’s large central reception room. A goat had found its way into the room and was aimlessly wandering, nibbling on upholstery.

“I’d like to take the kitchen and the upstairs this time,” Gabriela said. “I don’t think it’s necessary to revisit the towers.”

“Works for me,” Rafer said. “Jacko and I will look for secret passages and revolving bookcases on the first floor, and we’ll keep a watch for a car on the driveway.”

“And take another look in the cellar,” Gabriela said. “I’m sure they wouldn’t put the art there, but they might have stored something or thrown something away that has an address on it. There was a stack of broken-down cardboard by the garden tools. I know it’s a long shot, but search through it. And maybe one of you could help the goat find its way out.”

Gabriela opened every drawer, looked in every cupboard, picked through the trash in the kitchen, and came up empty. There were no hastily scribbled notes to self, no grocery lists, no receipts for items bought or sold. She climbed the stairs and methodically examined every room on the second floor, leaving Albert’s bedroom for last.

His bedroom was small, with a double bed that had been slept in and straightened. Nothing fancy. Plain white sheets and a faded comforter. A single pillow. There was a wooden bench at the foot of the bed and a lone nightstand holding an art deco milk glass lamp. A five-drawer chest was positioned against one wall. A small maple writing desk and straight chair under a window. The floor was cluttered with stacks of books and magazines. They all looked very old and very well read. A dog-eared National Geographic with an African elephant on its cover was on the bed.

Gabriela felt like she was intruding. The rest of the castle was impersonal, but she could feel Albert’s presence here. The clothes in the chest were clean but tired and awkwardly folded. The small closet held workman’s shirts and a single wool suit that Gabriela thought probably hadn’t been worn since Albert’s parents’ funeral. She sat at the desk and immediately noticed the absence of a computer. Not much of a surprise. Also, no phone. It was hard to imagine someone not having a phone. She should have been more thorough about examining the body when she was in the cellar. She should at least have looked for a phone.

There was a monthly calendar on the desktop. It advertised an insurance agency and had photographs of the Dolomites. The day-of-the-week squares were filled with carefully printed notations about Albert’s sausages and goats. Slaughtered old Henry, filled 42 links with spicy goat mix, delivered Elsie’s two kids. Every Thursday he went to town. Gabriela thought he must have appeared old but not frighteningly outlandish because as far as she could tell, no one in town seemed to recognize him as the ogre who sacrificed goats. Reading glasses and a ballpoint pen were next to the calendar. The only other item on the desk was a faded, sweat-stained ball cap. There was one drawer in the writing desk. Gabriela opened it and found a diary. The date of the last entry coincided with Bench’s email to Searl about moving the art. It was a brief mention that two men had come to his door, asking about his sausage operation. Other entries were just as brief and devoid of emotion. Simply a short recording of the day’s events. Her Italian was good enough to read most.

She closed the diary, placed it back in the drawer, and called Rafer.

“How’s it going?” she asked him.

“We’ve been all through the ground floor and didn’t come up with anything. We’re in the cellar now, going through the cardboard stash. Where are you?”

“I’m still upstairs,” Gabriela said. “All I have to do is look under his bed and I’m done.”

“Are you sure you’re upstairs?”

“Yes.”

“Crap. Someone’s walking around above us. They’re at the cellar door.”

“What? You were supposed to be watching for a car on the driveway.”

“We were… until we went into the cellar.”

There was the sound of people moving, hurried footsteps on stairs, loud, angry shouting in Italian. Gabriela was having a hard time translating.

“We’re here to fix the furnace,” Jacko said in Italian.

Gabriela got that much. The response to him came too fast for her to understand, but she assumed the man was calling bullshit. She heard a second voice. A lot of shuffling and grunting. A gunshot and all went silent. She closed her eyes and swallowed hard. Rafer and Jacko didn’t have weapons. She was terrified that one of them had just gotten shot. And she couldn’t help. She had a slim knife on her and that was it. If she could get to the kitchen, she could get a larger knife, but she couldn’t compete with a gun. Maybe if it was just one person. Truth is, she was pretty good with a knife. She was an expert at slicing a mango and not bad with an underhand throw at a moving target.

Rafer’s phone was still transmitting and Gabriela heard someone order Rafer and Jacko to go hands-on-heads up the stairs.

“What about the sausages?” one of the men asked.

His partner answered, “Get the sausages. Take what’s left. Fill the grocery bag. There’ll be hell to pay if we come back with no sausages. His associates are here. They have to have sausages.”

Their words were muffled after that as Rafer moved up the stairs.

He’s left the phone on, and he’s got it in his pocket, Gabriela thought. It seems like they’re both moving, so if one of them is shot it must not be bad. She looked around the room. If they searched for her, she’d hide in the closet, and when the door was opened, she’d go for the jugular. That way she’d still have her knife to take care of the second person. If she knifed the first person in the heart, she’d have to pull her knife out before finishing off number two.

The sound of men walking stopped, and Rafer asked the men if they spoke English. Gabriela couldn’t hear the reply. The men must not be standing close enough to Rafer’s pocket, she thought.

There was a lot of rustling. Over the rustling she could hear Rafer ask why they were being taken outside. Smart guy, she thought. He was helping her. He was telling her they were leaving. She went to the window and peeked out. Jacko and Rafer were walking with their hands over their heads. Rafer looked okay. Jacko was limping. His trouser leg was soaked in blood. The men holding them at gunpoint were dressed in black slacks and black T-shirts and appeared fit. Lots of muscle. One of them held the bag filled with sausage. He dropped the sausage bag, shoved Rafer and Jacko against a black Jeep Avenger, and searched them.

“No weapons,” he said in Italian. “Just phones.”

The phones were tossed into some shrubs near the castle entrance, everyone got into the Jeep, and the Jeep drove off.

Gabriela raced down the stairs and ran to the front door. The Jeep was gone. There was the faint sound of traffic in the distance. She went back into the house, hurried to the garage, and was relieved to see that Jacko had left the keys in the Fiat’s ignition.

Forty-five minutes later, Gabriela drove fifty feet past Tartoni’s gated driveway and pulled onto a patch of hardscrabble dirt and grass that was backed up by woods. She left the car at the roadside, entered the woods, and bushwhacked her way to the wood’s edge, where she had a clear view of the house and drive court. There was no activity, but the black Jeep Avenger was parked in front of one of the garage bays.

Gabriela stared at the house for several minutes, thinking that since the Avenger was here, there was a good chance that Rafer and Jacko were inside.

A man in a black T-shirt and black slacks stepped out of the house from a side door and walked to the car. He took a grocery bag out of the car and carried it into the house. Sausages, Gabriela thought. God forbid they would forget the sausages.

She checked her watch. She’d give Rafer and Jacko an hour to save themselves and then she’d go to plan B. Plan B wasn’t totally thought through. She couldn’t bluff her way into the house to scope things out because there was a good chance Tartoni would recognize her. Even though she was presumed dead, her photo might have been circulated among the Kings. And she couldn’t go in like Attila the Hun because she didn’t have any weapons or Huns.

She picked up the sound of a car moving through the forested part of the driveway. Not yet visible from her vantage point. She crouched down so she was better hidden in the undergrowth, and she waited for the car to appear. In moments a black Mercedes sedan drove out of the woods and into the sunshine. It continued on, and it stopped at the mansion’s front door. A man got out of the passenger side. He turned, and Gabriela was able to see his face. It was Teddy Searl. A second man got out of the back seat. Harry Bench. Of course, Gabriela thought. The associates that were mentioned in the cellar. Rocky was probably also in Italy. A meeting of the minds.

This was bad. Rafer would have ID on him. Harry Bench would discover it and assume Rafer somehow was on the trail of the rest of the art treasures. And he’d probably remove Rafer’s fingers and toes, one by one, until he told him the golden coffin’s location.

Gabriela took her phone out of her pocket. Harry Bench was about to get a call from the dead. She gave everyone fifteen minutes to make introductions and then she tapped in Bench’s number and waited.

“Yes?” Harry answered.

“Ciao,” Gabriela said. “Are you enjoying Italy?”

“Who is this?”

“It’s Gabriela Rose. And I have many things to do today, so let’s dispense with the pleasantries. I have something you want, and you now have something that I want.”

There were several beats of silence during which Gabriela thought Bench was collecting himself, facing the realization that she wasn’t an unrecognizable pile of ashes.

“Go on,” Bench finally said.

“I need forty-eight hours to get in touch with my colleague. When I locate him and the object of your desire, I’ll be back in touch. In the meantime, I expect you to take very good care of the men you have in your possession. If anything unpleasant happens to either of them, you can kiss the golden coffin goodbye.”

“Understood,” Bench said. “Forty-eight hours.”



Bench closed his eyes for a moment, regaining his composure. If Gabriela Rose had delivered that message to him in person, he would have killed her on the spot, with his bare hands.

He saw the house in Selpan go up in flames. He heard the explosion and saw the results. He couldn’t imagine what went wrong. How had she survived that inferno? Was she even human? And now her ex-husband was here in Valgenico. In the castle! No doubt looking for the rest of the haul.

Tartoni was standing next to Bench. “What was that about? What’s happening in forty-eight hours?”

“Nothing,” Bench said. “Unhappy employee.”

Bench wasn’t going to share this news with anyone. His partners were already spooked that they’d caught the two men in the castle. And in the basement no less. Rafer Jones and Jackson Bartolli. Rafer Jones was a prize catch. Bartolli was new to Bench. His driver’s license said he was Italian. Possibly just a local hire.

Bench had intended to take his man, Marko, with him to the wine cellar and have a discussion with Rafer Jones. Marko’s English wasn’t perfect, but his skills of persuasion were top-shelf. Now the plan would have to change. He couldn’t risk something going wrong with the wine cellar interrogation and ending up with a useless, dead hostage.

Tomorrow they were supposed to meet with the buyer, Vladimir Alexi Oleski. It was the culmination of years of planning. There was a fortune at stake, and it was already compromised by the loss of the Rosetta Stone.

After leaving London, Bench had made a quick trip to Milan to personally break the news to Oleski that the Rosetta Stone had been returned to the British Museum. Oleski had been apoplectic, throwing a two-hour fit of slobbering, murderous rage. Bench had heard rumors of Oleski’s temper, but he hadn’t witnessed it firsthand until the Rosetta Stone visit. Bench had managed to eventually calm Oleski down and even shared a glass of wine with him before leaving for New York. Nonetheless, it was an experience he didn’t want to repeat.

So, now there was some bad news and some good news, Bench thought. The bad news was that he didn’t have the golden coffin that had been promised to Oleski. The good news was that he had Rafer Jones in his possession and hopefully that was enough incentive for Gabriela Rose to finally give up the coffin.

Bench dialed Oleski and got his personal assistant. After the usual pleasantries, Bench explained that the meeting was going to have to be postponed.

“Perhaps one day next week,” Bench suggested.

“Impossible,” the PA said. “Everything is in place for the transaction. It will need to go ahead as planned. And Mr. Oleski expects all the principals to be present as requested.”

The line went dead, and Bench swore in three languages. The last language was English. Shit, shit, shit!

He was now forced to return to Milan, and what should have been a mutually joyous occasion would be marred with a tense explanation that the golden coffin was delayed in transit. The prized coffin would be delivered to Oleski’s warehouse in just a couple more days, he’d tell Oleski, and he hoped to God that was true.



Gabriela hung up on Bench and returned to the Fiat. She was living a bad dream. Not the least of which was a car that might fall apart at any moment. She rattled and chugged back to the hotel, gathered up everyone’s things, and checked out. Too easy to find her if she stayed in Valgenico. She drove south to the small town of Stella Gardo and registered in a budget hotel under one of her assumed names.

She needed help. This wasn’t something she could accomplish on her own. Marcella could arrange for whatever weapons were necessary, but Gabriela needed more than guns. She needed Attila and a couple Huns.

The most obvious answer was to go to the police. No chance in hell would that work, she thought. Tartoni was a wealthy, respected, generous member of the community. She was an American who spoke sketchy Italian. Even worse, she was trying to rescue two men who may or may not even have been in Tartoni’s wine cellar. And she really didn’t want to explain why they were in the castle and dug up Scalucci’s body.

The remaining option she had was even more complicated than working with the police. She could make a deal with the devil. She could ask Ahmed for help. She knew in her gut that he had skills and resources that were terrifying but necessary to getting the job done. And he had skin in the game. He wanted the golden coffin.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Gabriela eased out of restless sleep, knowing something was wrong. Instinct, radar, supersenses, intuition, psychic adrenaline response. Whatever you called it… Gabriela had it. She lay perfectly still in the dark, unfamiliar room, listening for the soft rustle of cloth, a barely heard sigh, a footfall. Someone was moving near the door. She could feel the presence. She could feel her heart beating in her throat. Breathe, she told herself. Focus. Wait for your moment to strike.

The light flashed on, and Gabriela was instantly on her feet. She was wearing black La Perla bikini undies and a gray Vuori tank top. Her mahogany hair was loose around her face, and she was looking fully awake in hand-to-hand combat striking stance.

“Apologies for the stealth entrance,” Ahmed said. “You weren’t answering your phone, and I thought you would want an early start.”

“The alerts were turned off on my phone so I could get some sleep. Fortunately for you, I wasn’t able to smuggle a gun into Italy,” Gabriela said, “because you’d be dead now.”

He smiled at that. He liked her. She was able to stay calm under pressure. Or at least give the impression of calmness. He also liked her sleepwear. Practical under the circumstances and curiously sexy.

“What time is it?” Gabriela asked.

“Not quite five,” he answered. “I flew in last night.”

“You have a plane,” she said.

He gave a slight nod. “When I need one.”

Gabriela had more questions, but she didn’t ask them because she thought she might not want to know the answers.

“See if you can find coffee for me while I get dressed,” she said. “American or double espresso. Whatever is available.”

Fifteen minutes later, Ahmed returned with two large American coffees, croissants, and some yogurt with fruit.

“Starbucks?” she asked him.

“That would have been nice,” he said, “but I would have had to drive to Milan for it.”

They ate breakfast while Gabriela showed Ahmed pictures she’d taken of Tartoni’s house. When she was done with her photos she pulled up overhead satellite views from the internet.

“He lives well,” Ahmed said.

Gabriela had shared everything she knew about Gloria Tartoni and the Kings. She’d told Ahmed about the Kings’ beginnings in college, about their ransom successes, about the moldering paintings and the transfer to the castle. She told him about finding the Avenger at Tartoni’s house after Rafer and Jacko had been kidnapped. She told him about the arrival of Bench and Searl. She told him everything except the troubling fact that the golden coffin was lost. No need to muddy the waters with that horrible detail, she told herself. One thing at a time. Get Rafer and Jacko back and then address the golden coffin. And maybe Ahmed would be happy with a couple of priceless paintings instead of the coffin. She was hoping to find them in the repaired wine cellar with Rafer and Jacko.

“I have some skilled men with me,” Ahmed said. “And I have whatever firepower we might need. We could lay siege to the house and everyone in it, but I’m not comfortable with that. It would be messy. This is a man with wealth and prestige and a security force. There are sure to be exterior cameras. We could disable them but not in the time available.”

“They don’t know you,” Gabriela said. “You could talk your way in and look around. I can stay hidden with your crew, ready to rush the house if you need us.”

Ahmed wasn’t new to gaining information under false pretext. He was comfortable with the role. It was adding Gabriela Rose to his team that gave him pause. He wasn’t sure she could be trusted alone with them. He was afraid she might reduce them to fawning minions.

“I’m sure I can gain entrance,” he said, “but I’d like to get on-site and do some surveillance first. I have a room down the hall with a cache of weapons. You can choose your weapon, and we’ll head out.”

Gabriela followed Ahmed to his room and burst out laughing when she saw the artillery display.

“This is an arsenal,” she said. “You could take over a small country with less.”

Ahmed smiled. “My man Zuma in Milan works on the concept that more is always better. Sometimes his more is excessive.”

“I’m going to pass on the missile launcher,” Gabriela said. “And I’m having a hard time walking away from the Heckler & Koch MP5, but I think I’ll save it for another day.” She buckled herself into a gun belt and chose a Glock 19 for her sidearm. She took a small olive drab canvas knapsack off the bed and filled it with a few flash-bang grenades, extra ammo for the Glock, and a handful of zip tie handcuffs. She attached a collapsible baton to her gun belt.

“No knife?” Ahmed asked.

“I’m already carrying a knife,” Gabriela said.

Ahmed studied her for a moment, not able to discern the knife’s location. Wondering what else she had hidden on her. Taking some comfort in the fact that she at least didn’t sleep with the knife. There had been nothing hidden in her sleepwear this morning.

Gabriela was wearing skinny-leg jeans, sneakers, a gray T-shirt, and a black hoodie. She tied the hoodie around her waist to hide the Glock, and she followed Ahmed out of the hotel. There were two Range Rover SUVs waiting at the curb. She counted four men in one of the cars. The other car was empty.

Ahmed got behind the wheel of the empty Range Rover and Gabriela got in beside him, thinking that the SUV was pristine, looking fresh off the showroom floor.

“I’m guessing this isn’t a rental,” Gabriela said.

“A rental would be unlikely. Zuma arranged transportation and he’s not fond of rentals. He has standards.”

“I could use Zuma’s phone number,” Gabriela said.

Ahmed glanced at her. “You have my phone number. It’s all you will ever need.”

Whoa, Gabriela thought. Probably he was just referring to vehicle procurement, but it sent a zinger through her all the same. She was happy for the distraction because she was finding it difficult to ignore the panic that was burning in her chest. She had no clue as to the condition of Jacko and Rafer. Jacko was a good friend, and she’d put him in harm’s way. She couldn’t find words to describe her relationship with Rafer. As much as she hated to admit it, they were a team. They’d been a team since kindergarten. Even when she disliked him and he annoyed her, she knew he was there for her. She couldn’t imagine him not being there. It was horrible to consider the possibility.

Ahmed drove through the town and briefly got on a highway before reaching Valgenico and taking the mountain road that would lead to Tartoni’s property.

“Do you have any information on the interior of the house?” Ahmed asked Gabriela.

“Not much. My office manager wasn’t able to get anything. I only know that there’s a large wine cellar. Gloria said it was huge. She called it a wine cave. According to Gloria, the Kings used it to hold whatever they were ransoming. People, a racehorse, paintings.”

“They sound like a fun group.”

“Did I mention that they kill people when they become a liability?”

“I would expect no less,” Ahmed said.

“The driveway to Tartoni’s estate is gated,” Gabriela said. “Parking leading up to the driveway is difficult. Two Range Rovers parked on the side of the road might look suspicious.”

“I’ll turn this car over to Serge. He can coordinate parking with Zac. Jamal and Homus will go with us. I want Jamal to send a drone up before I attempt entry. Now that you’re on my team, the chances of the drone getting shot down are greatly reduced.”

Forty minutes later, Gabriela, Ahmed, Jamal, and Homus were at the edge of the woods, watching the drone’s monitor. There was no activity on the grounds. The helicopter was sitting on the pad behind the house. An SUV was parked in front of the garage.

A man walked out a back door and went to the helicopter. He was wearing a dark blue uniform.

“Copter pilot,” Jamal said, speaking English without an accent for Gabriela’s benefit.

Jamal pulled the drone back while the man walked around the helicopter, checking it out. He got into the chopper and, minutes later, started the engine, and the blades began a slow rotation. The helicopter noise drowned out the insect hum of the drone and Jamal moved it back into place. The back door to the house opened again and four men walked out.

“Antonio Tartoni, Harry Bench, Rocky Mausud, Teddy Searl,” Gabriela said. “The so-called Kings. Bench is the one carrying a briefcase.”

They watched the men get into the helicopter, the bird lifted off and flew southeast.

“They aren’t going to the castle,” Gabriela said. “The castle is slightly to the north.”

Ahmed called Serge and Zac and told them to bring the cars to the gate. Jamal packed up the drone and they all walked back to the driveway, where the cars were waiting.

“I’m going in,” Ahmed said to Gabriela. “I’m wearing an earbud. I’ll call if I need backup.”

“I’m going with you,” Gabriela said. “I no longer need to worry about being recognized. The Kings aren’t on the premises.”

“You still run the risk of getting caught on video,” Ahmed said.

Gabriela removed her gun belt, stuffed her gun and the collapsible baton into the knapsack, borrowed Serge’s ball cap, and tucked her hair up into it. “Now I’m just one of the guys.”

Ahmed did a head-to-toe body scan. “It’s going to take more than a ball cap to accomplish that.” He turned to his crew. “Stop anyone who tries to leave the estate. Try not to kill or permanently maim them.”

Ahmed and Gabriela got into Serge’s Range Rover. Ahmed drove up to the closed gate and pressed the button on the intercom. Someone answered in Italian and Ahmed answered in Slovak. More Italian and more Slovak and finally Ahmed changed to very bad, broken Italian, saying that he was delivering a package. No one said anything for a full thirty seconds. The person inside the house called Ahmed “stupido balordo” and opened the gate.

“Nicely done,” Gabriela said to Ahmed. “I’m impressed that you can be a stupido balordo speaking Slovak.”

“I’m impressed that you knew it was Slovak,” Ahmed said.

“I took a guess. I knew it was either Slovak or Czech. I spent a month looking for a stolen icon in Bratislava. I picked up some of the language.”

“Did you find the icon?”

“Yes. I’d almost given up when I stumbled across it.”

It had been a good experience, she thought. She liked Slovakia. She was paid handsomely for her success. And it was satisfying to know that the sixteenth-century icon was safely returned to its Byzantine chapel.

They parked in front of the garage, entered through the side door, and walked through a small foyer into the kitchen. A large woman with badly dyed red hair pulled back into a bun was stirring something in a pot on the stove. She was wearing poison-green Crocs and a white chef’s apron over a print dress, and she was smoking a hand-rolled joint.

“Hey, Frankie,” she yelled in Italian. “You got visitors.”

Frankie rushed in from another part of the house. He was a five-foot-six-inch fireplug. He was wearing black slacks and a white dress shirt that was open at the neck. Gabriela had him in his late forties.

“Stupido,” Frankie said. “Basta.”

Ahmed said something in Slovak and the man threw his hands into the air. “Idiot!”

“You speak English?” Ahmed said.

“Yes,” he answered. “Everyone speaks English. Where is the package?”

“It’s in the car,” Ahmed said. “It’s very big and heavy. Do you have help here to carry it?”

“It’s me and Mario and Anna. Everyone else is gone for the day.”

Anna stopped her stirring and turned to look at them. “I’m a cook, not a mule,” she said. “Get Mario.”

The man phoned Mario and told him to meet him in the kitchen.

“What is this package that is so heavy?” he asked Ahmed.

“I don’t know,” Ahmed said. “I just deliver. I would help move it, but I have a bad back.”

Anna made a derisive sound from the stove. She wasn’t buying it.

Mario came in through the side door. He was in his twenties. Wearing a T-shirt and sweatpants. He had bodybuilder muscles and his nose looked like he’d also tried his hand at boxing.

“What’s up?” Mario said, looking from Ahmed to Gabriela.

“Heavy package to get moved,” Frankie said. “It’s in the car by the door.”

“I just walked past the car,” Mario said. “There’s no package in it. Just a couple rifles and ammo.”

Frankie and Anna went silent and stared at Ahmed.

“I need some information,” Ahmed said, drawing his gun.

“Screw you,” Anna said, and she heaved the soup pot at Ahmed.

The pot missed Ahmed, crashed onto the floor, and splashed soup on Frankie.

“What the hell,” Frankie said, soaked in minestrone. “What the hell.”

Mario pulled a gun out of his sweatpants pocket and Gabriela swatted it out of his hand with her baton. The gun flew through the air and landed at Ahmed’s feet. Ahmed picked it up and looked at Gabriela.

“Not your first time with a baton,” he said.

Gabriela smiled. “I was very briefly a majorette in high school.”

“You can twirl as well as slap away guns,” Ahmed said.

“Yes, and I can strut.”

“I’d like to see that someday,” Ahmed said. He turned his attention to Frankie and Mario. “Now that we have the soup throwing out of the way, some calm cooperation would be appreciated. And purely as a precautionary measure, my associate is going to cuff you.”

Gabriela removed three zip-tie cuffs from her knapsack and cuffed Anna. She moved on to Mario and Frankie. She stepped away after cuffing everyone and drew her own gun.

“I have a few questions,” Ahmed said. “Question number one is about the two men who were brought to this house yesterday. Where are they?”

No one answered.

Ahmed touched his earbud and told his crew to come to the house. Gabriela went to the keypad by the side door, tapped the button that opened the gate.

“Once again,” Ahmed said. “I would like to know where those two men are being held.”

“Bugger off,” Anna said. “You don’t scare us.”

Ahmed fired a shot at her foot. The bullet ripped off a chunk of her Crocs and a single drop of blood oozed onto the floor.

“You shot my pinky toe!” Anna said. “And you ruined my shoe.”

“I just scratched your toe,” Ahmed said. “Next time you’ll lose the toe. And I wouldn’t categorize a rubber Croc as a shoe.”

“I’ll lose more than my toe if Mr. T. finds out I told secrets,” Anna said. “You might as well go ahead and shoot all of me.”

Gabriela heard the side door open, and Ahmed’s men walked in.

“I’m thirsty,” Gabriela said to Anna. “Where does Mr. Tartoni keep his wine?”

“There’s a wine fridge in the butler’s pantry,” Anna said.

“Yes, but where’s the good wine?”

“There’s a larger wine room attached to the pantry.”

Gabriela walked through the kitchen to the butler’s pantry. “This is a wine closet,” she said to Anna. “Where’s the wine cellar?”

“It’s all I know,” Anna said.

Ahmed gave instructions to his men in Arabic. Gabriela understood enough to know that one would stand guard outside, two would keep watch over the people in the kitchen, and Serge would help search the house.

Gabriela moved through the house with Ahmed and Serge, checking every door. They searched the ground floor, the second floor, the mechanical room in the cellar, and the attic. Ahmed sent Serge to investigate the rooms above the garage.

“This is frustrating,” Gabriela said to Ahmed. “I know they’re here. Every instinct I have tells me they’re here.”

“Tartoni’s wife told you the wine cellar was large. A wine cave. The mechanical room in the basement was small for the size of the house. We must be missing a hidden door or an outside entrance to the rest of the basement.”

They went out the side door and walked around the house to the landscaped backyard. The land sloped down away from the building, exposing part of the foundation and an ornately carved cellar door. There was a patio with bistro tables and chairs in front of the door.

“This looks promising,” Ahmed said, trying the door, finding it locked.

Gabriela took a slim case from an inside pocket in her hoodie, removed a lock pick, and went to work on the door.

She opened the door, and they walked into a teak-paneled wine-tasting room that was the size of a small bedroom. The room was cool and dimly lit, with bottles of wine stacked in racks lining the walls. There was a rustic wood table in the middle of the room and a copper sink against one wall. A wood hutch held a variety of glasses and wine-tasting tools. A door beside the hutch opened to a powder room. A second door toward the back of the room was locked. Gabriela unlocked the door, but it didn’t open.

“There’s a one-sided dead bolt on the other side of this door,” she said. “And it’s locked.”

“We missed the entrance to the wine cellar when we searched the house,” Ahmed said.

They left the wine tasting room, stood on the patio, and looked up at the house. There were two triple windows above the wine room.

“Tartoni’s office,” Gabriela said.

Ahmed nodded.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

It was a short flight from Valgenico to Milan. Bench, Rocky Mausud, and Tartoni were relaxed in their seats. Teddy Searl’s hands were clenched on his armrests, and his butt muscles were so tight he could have cracked a walnut between his cheeks. Teddy wasn’t a good flyer, and he especially hated the helicopter.

“Relax,” Bench said to him. “Enjoy the scenery.”

“We could have driven,” Teddy said.

“This is faster,” Bench said. “It takes three hours to get from Valgenico to Milan and then three hours back. I don’t want to spend that much time away from our houseguests.”

“I thought they were safe in the vault,” Teddy said. “And you’ve got Frankie and Mario babysitting.”

Nothing will be safe until I get my hands on the coffin, and Gabriela Rose and her buddies are buried alongside Scalucci, Bench thought. Not that he wanted to share that with Teddy. Teddy was already a basket case.

“We’re here,” Bench said. “You can stop holding your breath. We’ll be on the ground in two minutes.”

Teddy squeezed his eyes shut tight. This was the part he hated most.

The helicopter set down in a parking lot that was surrounded by a nine-foot chain-link fence on three sides and a high-security warehouse on the fourth side. There were no windows or doors on the exterior of the concrete warehouse. There were three loading docks and a single door on the side of the warehouse that opened to the parking lot that contained the helipad.

The four men disembarked and went to the loading dock.

“I have a nervous stomach,” Teddy said, watching the copter lift off. “This feels like a prison. If things don’t go right, we’re trapped here. I don’t like it.”

“Nothing is going to go wrong,” Bench said. “We’ve dealt with Oleski before. This is part of the deal. He has certain requirements when it comes to the handoff of goods for payment. This in-person meeting in the warehouse is one of them. When you put out the kind of money we demand, you’re allowed to be a little eccentric.”

“He’s not eccentric,” Teddy said. “He’s insane.”

“I can handle him,” Bench said.

He had his speech prepared. It would be reassuring. He would congratulate Oleski on his purchases and gloss over the missing piece. He’d sold items to Oleski before, when a ransom wasn’t paid and they needed a buyer. Those transactions were clean. No problems. If Oleski made a fuss over the missing coffin, Bench would remind him of their flawless history. He’d been able to talk Oleski off a ledge over the Rosetta Stone, he could persuade him to wait a few more days for the golden coffin.

“It’s gotten out of hand,” Teddy said. “No one was hurt when we were ransoming stuff.”

No one that you knew about, Bench thought. For years, he was the one who did the messy cleanup while the rest of the Kings went about their cushy lifestyles. And he was good at it until Gabriela Rose got involved. He was still finding it hard to believe she was alive.

“If we ransomed what we stole on this heist the items would go back to the original owners and the bank wouldn’t go under,” Bench said. “If Searl and Junkett doesn’t go under, your daddy doesn’t get to buy it out, and you don’t get to take over when your daddy succumbs to his very bad heart condition,” Bench said.

“I don’t know,” Teddy said. “His heart’s been looking pretty good lately.”

It’s going to take a fatal turn for the worse in the very near future, Bench thought. He’d started planning this mega heist six years ago. He wasn’t going to let it tank now. Not only would this go down in history as the heist to end all heists, but he’d be richly rewarded for his brilliance. He’d get his split of the Kings’ heist money, and when the Searl and Junkett customers were folded into Beckett Searl Investment, he’d be on his way to being a billionaire. He’d bought shares when Beckett Searl Investment was a startup and needed investors. He’d cleaned out his bank account and gone in as HBSmart LLC. Plus, he’d step in as chairman of the board and have all the perks and prestige.

He had a few loose ends to tidy up, and life would be golden. Gabriela Rose and her crew needed to be eliminated. And he would finally be able to get rid of Tartoni’s drunken cow of a wife. She was a liability. Her only redeeming quality was that she was such a sloppy drunk no one believed anything she said.

Tartoni was never the smart King. He was the fun King and the good-looking King. Fun enough and good-looking enough to marry into money. Unfortunately, he wasn’t smart enough to get his name on some of his wife’s assets. All of Tartoni’s niceties were in the cow’s name. What was worse, when she went to the big stockyard in the sky her money was destined for charitable causes.

Since none of the Kings, including Antonio Tartoni, especially liked the cow, Bench had taken on the task of helping Tartoni improve on his financial future. Bench helped Tartoni drain his wife’s bank accounts and move the money into untraceable LLCs. This required patience and finesse, but the bulk of her fortune was finally safe and sound in Beckett Searl Investment’s portfolio. Kudos to me, Bench thought. Win-win.

The chain-link gate rattled open and two Mercedes sedans drove in. The gate closed behind them. The sedans came to a stop in front of the men and idled. The windows were tinted. The cars were angled so that it was impossible for any of the Kings to see inside.

“I hate this,” Teddy whispered to Bench.

Teddy’s hands were clammy, and his nuts had abandoned his nut sack and retreated to somewhere high in his intestines. His feet were sweating in his Guccis.

“This guy is psycho,” Teddy said.

“Shut up,” Bench said. “It’s his process.”

“He’s going to kill us,” Teddy said. “He’s got what he wants, and now he’s going to kill us, so he doesn’t have to pay. He’s got us trapped. This isn’t a warehouse. It’s a slaughterhouse.”

“He doesn’t have everything he wants,” Bench said. “He doesn’t have the golden coffin. He’s not going to kill us and jeopardize his only chance to get the coffin.”






CHAPTER THIRTY

Gabriela and Ahmed stood in the middle of Tartoni’s office and scanned the room.

“It has to be the built-in bookcase,” Gabriela said. “It’s always the bookcase.”

“That’s a terrible cliché,” Ahmed said.

“Everything they do is a cliché,” Gabriela said. “They get all their ideas from the classic movie channel.

“Pierce Brosnan had a button on his desk in The Thomas Crown Affair. He pressed the button, and a painting slid up into the wall and left a niche where he briefly displayed the painting that he stole from the Met. San Giorgio Maggiore at Dusk by Claude Monet.” She went to the desk and ran her hand under the edge of the walnut and leather top. A section of the bookcase gave a slight shudder and rotated to reveal a spiral staircase. Gabriela flipped a light switch and led the way down. She was working hard to stay calm, concentrating on steady breaths and steady steps on the pie-slice-shaped stair treads. She was refusing to give way to scary thoughts of what she might find. They’re okay, she told herself. Everything is okay.

The room at the bottom was cavernous. The barrel-vault ceiling was brick with massive stone arches. The floor was limestone tile. Wood crates of wine were parked on the floor in front of racks of wine.

At the very end of the room Gabriela could see Rafer and Jacko sitting, chained to the wall. Her heart skipped a beat. She’d found them and they were alive.

Gabriela thought Rafer looked good. A little bedhead and a day-old beard, but that wasn’t so far from normal for him. Jacko was pale under his Mediterranean coloring. His slacks and shirt were bloodstained. The right pants leg had been cut off midthigh and the bullet wound just above his knee was wrapped in blood-soaked gauze.

Gabriela crossed the room at a run and knelt to look at Jacko’s leg.

“How bad is this?” she asked Jacko.

“I don’t know,” he said. “They told me the bullet went through and didn’t splinter any bones. They looked at it and then they left. It’s mostly stopped bleeding, unless I move around too much.”

“He’s in a lot of pain,” Rafer said. “We need to get him to a doctor.”

“How about you?” she asked Rafer. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, and I have to say, I’m happy to see you and whoever that guy is with you.”

“Ahmed.”

Rafer cut his eyes to Ahmed and back to Gabriela. “Are you serious?”

“I needed help.”

“Did you think about the police?”

“I wasn’t sure they would be entirely sympathetic. Do you know where the key is for these chains?”

“I think it was pocketed and taken upstairs,” Rafer said.

Ahmed called Serge and told him to bring the three employees down the spiral staircase in Tartoni’s office.

“I’m sorry I got you into this mess,” Gabriela said to Jacko.

“It was good up until getting shot,” Jacko said.

Rafer got to his feet. “So, what did I miss upstairs? Did you and Ahmed lay waste to the household staff? Are there a bunch of dead bodies in the basketball court, AKA the foyer?”

“No dead bodies, but one of Tartoni’s associates got soup splashed on him,” Gabriela said.

“Wow. That’s impressive. Who needs guns when you’ve got soup,” Rafer said.

“There weren’t a lot of people left on the property when we talked our way in,” Gabriela said. “Two men and a cook. Teddy Searl, Rocky Mausud, Tartoni, and Bench took off in a helicopter shortly after we set up surveillance. Do you know where they went?”

“No,” Rafer said. “We were stun gunned when we got to the house and next thing, we were in chains in this wine cellar. I didn’t know Searl, Mausud, Tartoni, and Bench were here. This place is like a bomb bunker. You can’t hear anything going on outside of it.”

Anna and Frankie managed to get down the staircase in cuffs. Mario stumbled halfway down and faceplanted at the bottom. Serge grabbed Mario by his shirt, dragged him to his feet, and shoved him to the end of the room where Ahmed was standing.

“We need the key to these chains,” Ahmed said.

Anna snorted. Mario and Frankie just stood there, dumbly staring at Jacko and the bandaged leg with the dried blood.

“The key,” Ahmed said.

Nothing.

Ahmed nodded to Serge and Serge sucker punched Mario in the face. Blood gushed out of Mario’s nose, and he staggered back a couple feet. Serge grabbed him before he fell to the floor.

“It’s in my pocket,” Frankie said.

“And the key to the lock on the outside door?”

“Also in my pocket.”

Ahmed got the keys, released Jacko and Rafer, and locked Anna and Mario up in the chains. He told Serge to send one of the men down with real cuffs to secure Frankie to one of the chains and to bring one of the cars around to the back and park it on the terrace with the high-top tables.

“Where did they go?” Ahmed asked Frankie. “Where did the helicopter take Tartoni and his friends?”

“Milan.”

“Where in Milan?”

“That I don’t know,” Frankie said. “Business meeting.”

Jamal came down the stairs and cuffed Frankie to Anna’s chain. Rafer and Ahmed got Jacko on his feet and managed to walk him to the Range Rover.

“It’s time to get the authorities involved, and we need to get medical help for Jacko,” Ahmed said. “None of the men who boarded the helicopter had any sort of luggage. I’m hoping that means they’ll be back tonight. I don’t want a lot of flashing lights and obvious police presence to scare them off.”

“Not a problem,” Jacko said. “My uncle is the chief of police in Valgenico, and my cousin is a doctor. I’ll take care of everything.”

“He’s the fixer,” Gabriela said.

Rafer maneuvered Jacko into the Range Rover. Jamal got behind the wheel. Homus and Zac joined them.

“Stay with Jacko for as long as he needs you, and then return to the hotel,” Ahmed said to Jamal.

“What’s the plan now?” Rafer asked. “Are we going to stay here and wait for the four men to show up?”

“I haven’t decided,” Gabriela said. “Obviously the art wasn’t returned to the wine cellar. I’m hoping it’s in storage in Milan. If it’s been passed on to a third-party buyer, things become much more complicated.”

“I thought they always ransomed whatever they stole back to the original owners,” Rafer said.

“This appears to be different,” Gabriela said. “To my knowledge, none of the parties involved have received any ransom requests.”

Rafer had his thumbs hooked into his pants pockets. “What’s your stake in this?” he asked Ahmed. “Are you still in it for the golden coffin?”

Ahmed nodded. “I’m still in it for the golden coffin.”

“Nothing else?”

“Nothing else.”

“What’s so special about the golden coffin?” Rafer asked him.

“For starters, it’s golden,” Ahmed said.

“I’m surprised you want the police brought in,” Rafer said.

“I find it’s often easier to delegate and pass responsibility on to legitimate law enforcement. They can secure this house and detain the people in the wine cellar. And I can move forward with locating the coffin. At the very least, Tartoni and his associates are responsible for kidnapping you and Jacko. And as it turns out, someone in Tartoni’s employ made the embarrassing error of shooting the chief of police’s nephew. That was a nice surprise. That will keep the police focused.”

“Tartoni isn’t the only one guilty of kidnapping,” Rafer said.

“Yes,” Ahmed said, “but I’m much better at it than these amateurs. And truth is, I will be delighted to be relieved of entertaining your cousin.”

“When will he be released?”

“When I have my golden coffin.”

“That’s harsh,” Rafer said.

Ahmed shrugged. “I’ve partnered with the premier finder of lost treasures. I’m sure she’ll deliver on the coffin. And Harley will be free to eat his peanut butter sandwiches wherever he chooses.

“My current plan is to remove my men from the scene and wait for Gabriela to figure this out. It’s in our best interest for the police to detain Tartoni’s people. It would be inconvenient for them to want to keep me close as well.”

“It would be equally inconvenient for me,” Gabriela said. “Leave a car. I need fifteen minutes to go through Tartoni’s office and then we’re out of here.”

“You have fifteen minutes,” Ahmed said. “I’ll set some cameras. If the Kings return, I don’t want to be the last to know.”

Gabriela wasn’t sure about delivering the coffin. She was halfway confident that she would find the paintings. The coffin was a whole other deal. No one seemed to know the location of the coffin.

She ran through the wine cellar up the spiral stairs and went straight to Tartoni’s desk.

“Jackpot,” she said to Rafer. “He left his MacBook Air here.” She unplugged the computer and handed it to Rafer. “This goes with us.”

She went through the two file drawers and found a jar of pretzel bites, Twizzlers, some porn magazines, and a bottle of vodka in one drawer. The other drawer contained files on household furnishings and medical records. Nothing recent.

“He keeps everything on his computer,” she said to Rafer. “His file drawers don’t contain any financials.” He had a yellow pad and several sticky notes on his desktop. She gathered up all the sticky notes and gave them to Rafer. “I’m done here. Let’s go.”

“Are you going to leave the Twizzlers?”

“You’re kidding. You want the Twizzlers?”

“I don’t kid about Twizzlers,” Rafer said.

Gabriela grabbed the pack of Twizzlers, and they left the office and went out the side door. Ahmed and Serge exited the building a few minutes later and found Gabriela was already behind the wheel.

Ahmed looked in at her. “Really? You’re driving?”

“You snooze, you lose,” Gabriela said. “Are we going back to the hotel or do you want to hang closer to Tartoni’s house?”

“The hotel,” Ahmed said. “You can use their Wi-Fi to muck through the computer you borrowed.”



Rafer gave the secret knock and opened the door to Gabriela’s hotel room.

“Thanks for the knock first,” Gabriela said.

“Yeah, I was afraid if I just walked in you might shoot me.” He put a bag of burgers and two sodas on the desk. “I don’t know what kind of soda this is. It looks like Coke, but it’s in Italian. How’s it going?”

“It took me a while to get into his computer, but I finally was able to access his emails. I pulled up all emails between Tartoni, Bench, Teddy Searl, and Rocky Mausud. He doesn’t have a lot to say to Rocky. He talks to Teddy about sports. He bitches to Bench about his wife and money. Calls her ‘the cow.’ The most recent emails with Bench were about flight times and today’s meeting. In one of the emails, he tells Bench that he had a call from Teddy and that Teddy is freaked out over meeting with Oleski. He’s afraid Teddy is going to bail.”

“Who’s Oleski?”

“Don’t know. I have Marcella working on it.”

Rafer pulled the burgers out of the bag, gave one to Gabriela, and unwrapped his. “Did Tartoni say anything else about the meeting?”

“He said he’d be happy to get the money and move on with his life. Then he asked about Harley’s bank, Searl and Junkett. Wanted to know if it was in trouble yet. Bench said it was under investigation, and he expected something to break in a week or two.” Gabriela unwrapped her burger. She lifted the top half of the roll and looked at the patty. “There’s a fried egg on it.”

“And?” Rafer said.

“Just sayin’.”

“About the meeting,” Rafer said.

“No more info in any of the emails but one of the sticky notes I took off his desk was a reminder of a ten o’clock meeting in Milan. So, unless they have further business in Milan, they should be back in Valgenico this afternoon. Ahmed is watching the cameras. The police arrived an hour after we left. They hauled Frankie, Mario, and Anna off to wherever and left two officers in the house. They have their cars stashed somewhere. Ahmed said the outdoor camera saw them leave.”

“Have you heard anything from Jacko?”

“No. I imagine he’s getting patched up.”

Information on Oleski started coming in from Marcella while Gabriela was eating her burger.

“Not a lot of men named Oleski in Milan,” Gabriela said, reading from her computer. “Actually, only one. Vladimir Alexi Oleski. Seventy-two years old. Born in Estonia. Migrated to Amsterdam when he was in his twenties. Landed in the US in his thirties. Diamond merchant. Crypto billionaire. Accused of wire fraud and tax evasion in the US eleven years ago. Charges were dismissed. Marcella calls the case murky. Now living in Milan and Monaco. He has a website. Oleski Trading Company, dealing in antiquities and objets d’art. Looks like it’s only online sales. He has a Milan address in the Lombardy region.”

“Home address or business?”

“Both,” Gabriela said. She gave the business address to Google Earth and enlarged the satellite picture. “Looks like a warehouse. It has a parking area surrounded by chain-link fence.”

“A warehouse that could hold a lot of hot art,” Rafer said.

Gabriela called Ahmed and told him she had a name and an address in Milan.

“Text it to me and I’ll check it out,” he said.

“I’ll meet you in the parking lot and we’ll check it out. It’s about a two-hour drive.”

“Roger that.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

It was late afternoon when they reached the front of Oleski Trading Company’s warehouse.

“What the hell is this?” Rafer asked. “There are no doors or windows. It’s just a big concrete chunk.”

Gabriela liked it. It reminded her of Scrooge McDuck’s money vault in Duckburg.

Ahmed drove around the block and pulled up to the chain-link gate for the parking lot at the back of the building.

“The parking lot is empty, and the building has four loading dock bays. One door,” Ahmed said.

“We should take a look,” Gabriela said, getting out of the car.

Rafer and Ahmed followed her and the three of them stood at the gate.

“I don’t see any cameras,” Gabriela said. “This guy thinks he has the ultimate vault, and he doesn’t need cameras.”

“Probably doesn’t need cameras because he has a mercenary army inside,” Rafer said.

Gabriela went back to the Range Rover and got her gun belt and knapsack. She buckled herself into the gun belt and put a couple flash-bangs in her sweatshirt pocket. The second Range Rover was parked behind Ahmed’s car. The men in the Range Rover were looking wide-eyed at Gabriela and shaking their heads.

“I don’t suppose you brought bolt cutters?” Gabriela said to Ahmed.

Ahmed smiled. “You need bolt cutters?”

“No,” Gabriela said, “but we could have driven the cars in if you had bolt cutters.”

She ran at the twelve-foot chain link, jumped at it, and went up it like Spider-Man. She went over the top, dropped to the ground, and jogged to the warehouse door.

Ahmed and Rafer were still standing outside the fence.

“I can see why you married her and why you divorced her,” Ahmed said to Rafer.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Rafer said. “This is the tip of the iceberg.”

Ahmed got an assault rifle out of the Ranger Rover. He motioned to his men to stand down, slung the rifle over his shoulder, and gave his handgun to Rafer.

They ran at the fence, went up and over, and followed Gabriela. She unlocked the door and eased it open. Lights were on inside. The building was square. Two stories tall. Metal stairs led to a catwalk that surrounded the interior.

Wood crates of varying sizes were stacked in rows six and seven feet tall. They were labeled with numbers. Could have been gold, Snickers bars, or drugs. A forklift was parked by one of the loading dock doors. Empty pallets were stacked next to the forklift. Gabriela silently moved through the maze of crates. She stopped when she heard something that sounded like a very soft moan. Ahmed was behind her. He put his hand on her shoulder and moved her aside so he could take the lead.

They reached the end of one of the rows of crates. Ahmed stepped out from behind the crates and there was a series of rapid-fire gunshots that tore into the wood and ricocheted off a metal hand truck. Ahmed ducked back, the gunfire stopped, and Ahmed leaned around the corner, fired two shots, and took out the gunman. A second man appeared and shot two rounds at Ahmed, and Ahmed dropped him.

“Enter with caution,” Ahmed said into his earbud. “Two shooters down.”

Teddy Searl and Rocky Mausud were on the floor not far from the first gunman. They were bound hand and foot and soaked in sweat. Searl’s eye was swollen and bruising. His lip was cut. Tartoni was on the floor, not moving, in a pool of blood. His hand wasn’t attached to his body.

Ahmed went down on one knee beside Tartoni and put his hand to Tartoni’s neck. “He has a pulse,” Ahmed said.

“After they cut his hand off, he kept fainting,” Mausud said. “They cauterized the stump, and it didn’t bleed so much. It looked like they knew what they were doing. Like they cut hands off all the time.”

“I knew this was bad,” Searl said. “No one would listen to me.” His voice was shaking, and his drool was tinged with blood. “I told them not to trust Oleski.”

“Take it easy, Teddy,” Mausud said. “The worst is over.”

“It isn’t over,” Searl said. “She’s the fortune hunter. She’s the one working with Harley Patch.”

“We’ll make a deal,” Mausud said to Searl. “We’re all businessmen.”

“Oleski is a businessman,” Searl said.

“Oleski is a psychopath,” Mausud said.

Ahmed turned to Mausud. “Where are the stolen paintings and artifacts?”

“Oleski has them,” Mausud said. “He moved them out before we got here. We were supposed to make the deal here like last time, but Oleski got pissed off because pieces were missing. He wasn’t going to pay us until he got all the pieces he ordered. Harry tried to reason with him but that just made him crazier. He thought he could beat it out of us. We probably would have all been beaten to death, but Oleski got hungry. Said he wasn’t going to miss lunch on our account. Have you ever seen Oleski? He looks like he never missed lunch in his life. Like he eats half a soccer team for lunch.”

“He’s an ogre,” Searl said.

“Where’s Bench?” Gabriela asked.

“They took Harry with them,” Mausud said. “They went to lunch, and we haven’t seen them since.”

Serge, Jamal, Homus, and Zac walked in.

“Did you come over the gate or through the gate?” Rafer asked.

“Through the gate,” Serge said.

“Nice,” Rafer said.

Ahmed told Jamal and Homus to put Searl, Mausud, and Tartoni in their Range Rover.

“This town doesn’t have a hospital, but there’s a clinic not far from here,” Ahmed said. “We passed it on the way. Take Tartoni to the clinic. We can collect him later if he lives. And don’t forget to give them his hand. After you drop Tartoni at the clinic you can drive the other two back to Valgenico and turn them over to the police.”

“What about the guards?” Rafer asked.

Everyone looked over at the guards, who were clearly dead.

“They’re not my problem,” Ahmed said. “We need to pay Mr. Oleski a visit.”



Oleski lived in a wealthy enclave that was a half hour from his warehouse. The entrance to his property was gated and lushly landscaped. Beyond the gate, the driveway, bordered by terraced gardens, sloped up to the Tuscan-style mansion.

Serge and Zac stayed with the Range Rover that was blocking the driveway. Ahmed, Rafer, and Gabriela went on foot, around the gate and through the densely packed flowering shrubs. They each had a rifle and a sidearm, extra ammo, and a variety of fun accessories like stun guns, zip ties, and flash-bangs.

An armed man stood watch in the house’s porte cochere. His attention was focused on the driveway.

“Hey, Gabs,” Rafer whispered. “They have valet parking.”

“And he’s armed with a submachine gun to make sure your car is secure,” Gabriela said.

“What’s the plan?” Rafer asked. “Are we going in like gangbusters? Just mow down everyone and rush the fat psycho?”

“That wouldn’t be my first choice,” Ahmed said.

“Would it be your second choice?” Rafer asked.

“Yes,” Ahmed said. “Definitely my second choice.” Ahmed looked at Gabriela. “I need you to neutralize the guard.”

“You want me to shoot him?”

“No. That would be too noisy. I want you to distract him. Pop out of the bushes and get his attention while I come in from behind.”

Gabriela removed her gun belt and handed it over to Rafer, along with her rifle. She looked down at herself and took stock. Skinny jeans, T-shirt, black sweatshirt. Not exactly alluring. She shrugged out of her sweatshirt and stripped off her T-shirt, leaving her in her lacy La Perla bra. She put the sweatshirt back on but didn’t zip it. She unleashed her hair from its ponytail and fluffed it out.

Rafer and Ahmed were looking at her and smiling.

“What?” she asked. “Too much?”

“Not for me,” Rafer said.

“I’m distracted,” Ahmed said.

All this and she can shoot and climb a chain-link fence, Ahmed thought. He’d have a hard time sleeping tonight.

Gabriela bushwhacked through some azaleas and staggered onto the driveway just in front of the porte cochere. “S’il vous plaît!” she said. “S’il vous plaît! Aidez-moi! Au secours.”

“Halt,” the man said.

Gabriela kept moving forward. “S’il vous plaît!” Her voice caught in a sob. She was holding her sweatshirt together with one hand. She let go of the sweatshirt and reached out to him. “Aidez-moi!”

His eyes went to her lace bra and then to her anguished face. She stumbled in front of him, he reached out to grab her, and Ahmed hit him in the head with his rifle butt. The man went down to the ground and Ahmed dragged him into the bushes and zip-tied his hands and ankles. Gabriela traded her sweatshirt for her T-shirt, buckled herself into her gun belt, and took her rifle from Rafer.

“I had to think about dead kittens to keep from getting a boner watching you,” Rafer said. “You could have a good second career as a porn star.”

“I’m going to assume that’s a compliment.”

“Fuckin’ A,” Rafer said.

Ahmed returned and opened the front door. They stepped in and took the temperature of the house. They were in a large formal foyer with a center hall table and a fresh flower display. They could hear voices somewhere in the distance. Ahmed took point and they silently moved toward the voices. They crept through the formal dining room and stopped at the open door that led to the kitchen. Bench was strapped to a kitchen chair. He was slumped over. There was blood on the arm of his white dress shirt. An overweight, jowled, red-faced, balding older man stood over Bench.

Oleski, Gabriela thought. And two henchmen beside him. A third thug was leaning against an oversized marble island. Knives, a stainless-steel meat tenderizer, and pliers were casually laid out on the counter.

Oleski hit Bench in the knee with the tenderizer and Bench groaned. One of the henchmen filled a pot with water. He splashed the water in Bench’s face and Bench sat up a little.

“Where is it?” Oleski shouted at Bench. “I know you have it.”

“I don’t have it,” Bench said. “She has it.”

“Liar,” Oleski said. “You think I’m a fool!” Oleski tossed the heavy metal tenderizer to one of the henchmen. “Hit him. Hit him until he’s hamburger, and then pull out the rest of his fingernails,” Oleski said. “And gouge out an eye. Use the pliers.”

Ahmed shouldered his rifle and stepped into the kitchen. “Everyone, hands on your head.”

The henchman threw the tenderizer at Ahmed, Ahmed dodged it, and everyone scattered. There was a lot of gunfire and when the gunfire stopped, the two henchmen were writhing on the kitchen floor, Bench was awake but dazed, and Oleski and his second-in-command could be heard running through the house. Ahmed was running after them. Gabriela was right behind Ahmed. Oleski was breathing like a freight train, but he kept going, pushed by the gunman behind him. The gunman turned and took a shot at Ahmed. Ahmed and Gabriela both fired at the same time and the gunman went down.

Oleski stopped and turned, facing Ahmed and Gabriela. He had a gun in his hand and his piggy eyes were narrowed, his face red and sweaty, his mouth open with his tongue stuck out, sucking in air.

“You!” he said. And he crashed to the floor.

Ahmed and Gabriela walked up to the gunman. He had a hole in his forehead and one in his chest over his heart.

“I’m the hole in his head,” Gabriela said.

“I’m a chest man,” Ahmed said.

Oleski was on his back with his eyes fixed and bulging. Not breathing. Ahmed toed him.

“It looks like we finally found the big guy,” Gabriela said.

“I’m thinking heart attack,” Ahmed said. “Overdue.”

Gabriela looked up at the painting on the wall. “And right in front of the Cézanne. I’m glad we didn’t have to take a shot at him in front of the painting. I’d have hated to have missed and damaged the art.”

Gabriela was looking calm and exuding bravado, but her heart was beating hard in her chest, and she was feeling nauseous. Her chosen profession was finding lost objects. Killing people wasn’t anything she ever aspired to. She took a deep breath and looked around. Oleski’s house was filled with art. She was guessing they were originals and many of them stolen. Maybe all of them were stolen. Purchased on the black market.

The nausea was replaced with a sense of satisfaction. She was sure Harley’s insured art pieces were here in this house. Harley was saved. Her job was done. Almost. She glanced over at Ahmed. He was watching her. No emotion was showing on his face, but she knew he had to be thinking of the prize. The golden coffin. So, now comes the ugly part, Gabriela thought.

“About the golden coffin,” she said. “I have a feeling it’s not here.”

There was a pause and then the slight narrowing of his eyes. If he was a fox and I was a rabbit, I’d be running in panic, Gabriela thought.

“Where is it?” Ahmed asked.

“I don’t know,” Gabriela said. “No one knows.” She stepped back from him, thinking a little distance might be prudent. “It’s lost.”

“Excuse me?”

“Lost.” She looked around. “How about a Van Gogh and a Miró? You can take your pick.”

“I don’t want a Van Gogh. Explain ‘lost’ to me.”

“There’s no way to explain it. It’s just lost. It’s been lost from the beginning. Bench was sure I had it, but he was wrong. I never had it. It was last seen when it was delivered to the Mausud warehouse in Cairo. And then it disappeared. No one knows how or exactly when or where it is.”

Ahmed stared at her for a long moment. “I underestimated you.”

“I needed help, and you were my best resource.”

“If I was in your position I would have done the same.”

“So, you aren’t angry.”

His posture was relaxed but his eyes were intense, and his words were measured. “Let’s just say that I’m not happy. And I would advise you to not underestimate me. Brendan’s coffin is out there somewhere, and I expect you to find it.”

“About Harley. Do we get him back?”

“I will be overjoyed to give Harley back to you.”



It was past midnight when Gabriela said good night to Rafer and shuffled into her hotel room. It had been a long day and an even longer night. They’d been able to account for all of Harley’s insured paintings, plus Etruscan vases, Ming dynasty horses, a Dalí folio of Alice in Wonderland, and a diamond-dust Mickey Mouse Warhol. They’d found them scattered throughout Oleski’s mansion, along with a treasure trove of art and artifacts stolen from museums and private collectors worldwide.

She’d returned the Rosetta Stone to the British Museum. The only outstanding item was the Egyptian coffin. Given the circumstances, she was sure Harley wouldn’t be held responsible for the loss.

She’d spent hours talking to the local police and finally to Interpol. Her reputation had helped to facilitate the interviews. Ahmed’s credentials, it turned out, were even more helpful, going so far as to give him diplomatic immunity.

Gabriela stepped out of the steaming-hot shower and thought it was going to be wonderful to get into bed and be stress free. Harley was no longer being held by Ahmed, and the bad guys were all in police custody. She wrapped a towel around herself, padded out of the bathroom, and poured herself a celebratory glass of wine. She was on her way back to the bathroom to dry her hair when she heard the secret knock on her door.

She opened the door and looked out at Rafer. “What?” she said.

“Harley is in my room. I don’t want to sleep with Harley.”

“And?”

“And I want to sleep with you. Harley snores.”

“I find that hard to believe. Harley is perfect.” She looked Rafer up and down. “Where are your pajamas?”

“I wasn’t planning on wearing pajamas.”

“And I wasn’t planning on letting you in my bed… ever again.”

And this was true, but she’d been doing a little fantasizing about Rafer when she was soaping up in the shower, and now that he was standing in front of her, she was thinking he was looking damn good. Even better in real life than in the shower. And honestly, he’d been really hot in the shower.

“Okay then,” Rafer said. “Not a problem.” He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “Good night.”

“Good night,” she said.

He kissed her on the cheek again. “Good night.”

She kissed him back on the cheek. “Good night.”

“I guess I’ll be going now,” he said.

“Uh-hunh.”

Time stood still for a couple beats, and what followed was a five-alarm fire. Rafer pulled her close and kissed her. She curled her fingers into his shirt, pressed herself against him, and returned the kiss. Tongues touched, hands were everywhere, her towel dropped to the floor, and she stripped the T-shirt off him. He turned and closed and locked the door.

“Condoms,” Gabriela said.

Rafer pulled a wad of them out of his pants pocket.

“That might not be enough,” Gabriela said, working with his zipper.

“I have more in my other pocket.”



Gabriela woke up in a tangle of sheets and rumpled comforter. She was naked, and there was a man’s arm draped over her. Rafer’s arm.

Oh, dear God, she thought. What the hell! The night was an all-too-clear memory. Sweaty and spectacular and wrong, wrong, wrong. She couldn’t even blame it on alcohol. She’d been stone-cold sober. Now, in the bright light of day, she thought this was one of those moments when a girl just wants to snatch her undies up off the floor, stuff them into her purse, and sneak out of the room. That wasn’t going to work because this was her room.

Rafer opened his eyes and looked at Gabriela. “G’morning.”

“G’morning,” Gabriela said. “About last night…”

Rafer smiled. “Yeah, it was great.”

“The thing is…”

Rafer got out of bed and kicked through the clothes on the floor, looking for his underwear. “It’s a shame the marriage didn’t work out.”

Omigod, Gabriela thought. What bad idea was this leading to! “I agree, but you don’t think we should get married again, do you?”

“Hell no,” Rafer said. “Do you?”

“Hell no!”

He stepped into his underwear, leaned over Gabriela, and kissed her on the top of her head. “Love you, Gabs.”

“Love you too,” Gabriela said.

He picked his pants up. “Hey, look at this. I still have a couple condoms.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Gabriela strolled down a tree-lined street and stopped when she came to the antique bookstore next to Tartoni’s art gallery. She was in the market for something to read on a plane, and she remembered this little shop. She was leaving Milan tomorrow morning, flying back to New York with Rafer and Harley. Rafer would continue on to St. Vincent and she wasn’t sure what Harley had planned. He’d declined the offer to return to Searl and Junkett as president. Been there, done that, he’d said to Gabriela.

Searl and Junkett had wired a generous finder’s fee into her account, and Marcella had several clients for her to consider. The clients would most likely have to wait, Gabriela thought. She had an outstanding obligation. More than that, she wasn’t a quitter. She was going to find Brendan’s golden coffin.

She entered the store and smiled at an elderly man who was arranging a display of books on Athens. They didn’t look like antiques, but they didn’t look new, either. The man’s English was fractured but his smile and love of his books was genuine.

“This one, very good,” he said, handing Gabriela a small leather-bound book in English on Athena, the revered warrior goddess and patron of the city bearing her name. “Very wise lady,” the man said.

Gabriela bought the book, left the store, and paused to look in Galleria d’Arte Brilliante’s window. She didn’t see big orange Ralph hanging on the wall. Someone bought Ralph, she thought. There’s a lid for every pot and Ralph found his pot.

Phillip stepped out from behind the coffee bar, spotted Gabriela, and ran to the door. “Come in!” he said. “I’ll make you a coffee.”

“I was just passing by,” Gabriela said. “I bought a book next door.”

“It’s a wonderful shop,” Phillip said. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like a coffee? Did you hear the terrible news about Mr. Tartoni? Mysteriously dropped off at a clinic with his hand chopped off. Bled to death.”

“I heard,” Gabriela said.

“Shocking,” Phillip said. “Just shocking. And poor Gloria. I’m worried about her. She hasn’t been in since the tragedy. Three days now, and she hasn’t had her vodka coffee.”

“I see someone bought Ralph.”

“Gloria wanted Ralph. We hung him in her apartment in the morning, and that evening she was told about Mr. Tartoni. The one bright note. At least she has Ralph.”

Gabriela nodded in agreement, at a loss for words, trying to look sympathetic. “Ralph is a blessing.”

“You should visit her,” Phillip said. “She would like that. She told me how much she loved meeting you. She said you were her new best friend.”

Oh, dear God, Gabriela thought, the last thing she wanted was a condolence visit with Gloria.

“You could take some Coocko nibbles to her,” Phillip said. “I’ll call and order them and all you have to do is pick them up. I’ll put them on the gallery bill. And I’ll call Gloria and let her know you’re on your way to cheer her up. You can walk to Coocko and then Gloria is just a block further.”

“I barely know her,” Gabriela said. “I’m afraid I would be intruding.”

“Not at all. It would be good. And you will love her apartment. She has all kinds of strange things. Very eclectic and retro. And you will love the kitties. At least she has the kitties to keep her company now that Mr. Tartoni is gone.”

Phillip scribbled an address on the back of his business card, handed the card to Gabriela, and dialed Gloria.

“How are you, dear?” he asked. “Such a brave soul,” he said. “I have Gabriela Rose here, and she’s going to come visit you and bring some nibbles.”

Silence.

“Gabriela Rose. You had cocktails and nibbles with her several days ago. She’s an American. She was interested in Ralph, and I told her you have him hung.”

Twenty minutes later, Gabriela rang the bell to Gloria’s apartment building. A uniformed doorman answered and walked her through the wood-paneled foyer to the elevator. He pressed the fourth-floor button and wished Gabriela a good day.

The fourth floor was the top floor in the building, and Gloria’s apartment took up the entire floor.

Gloria opened the door and gave Gabriela the required double kiss.

“Phillip ordered some nibbles for you,” Gabriela said, handing her the box.

“He’s such a sweetie,” Gloria said. “He knows this is my nibble time of the day. I’m going to give him a raise.”

“He was worried about you because you haven’t been stopping in to see him.”

“One of my kitties was sick. Poor thing. Barfing up all over the place. I was afraid to leave her alone.”

“Is she okay now?”

“Yes. She barfed up a giant hairball last night, and now she’s fine. Come in and look at my Klemmer. I know it was selfish of me to take it, but I couldn’t help myself. It brightens up my whole apartment.”

Klemmer’s Ralph was on display in the foyer. Sultry orange against a white wall. Definitely a penis. Circumcised.

“Wow,” Gabriela said.

“No shit,” Gloria said. “I wet my pants every time I walk past it. I have a lot of other good stuff here too. Not as good as Ralph, but pretty good. I have a Chinese horse in my living room. Do you like horses?”

“Sure,” Gabriela said. “Who doesn’t like horses?”

“My husband didn’t like horses. He’s dead. Did you know he’s dead?”

“I know. I’m so sorry.”

“No biggie,” Gloria said. “I never saw him anyway. He’s never even been in this apartment. Do you want a drink? I made a pitcher of vodka martinis to go with the nibbles.”

“A drink would be great.”

Gabriela followed Gloria into the living room. The furnishings were a mix of softly modern, with white couches and club chairs set on a large teardrop-medallion Tabriz rug with Chinese Chippendale mahogany side tables. Walls were white. Two large Miró lithographs gave color to the room. The Chinese horse was painted wood and very handsome, but it was the coffee table in front of the oversized couch that caught Gabriela’s attention. The six-foot base was gold and resembled Tut’s inner coffin, which was shaped like his mummy. Two gold rods had been drilled into the shoulders, and a large piece of tempered glass rested on the rods and the mummy coffin’s feet. Gabriela thought it was bizarrely unique and slightly grotesque. It was the Egyptian equivalent to a painting of Elvis on velvet. Two martini glasses, the pitcher of chilled martinis, and some cocktail napkins had been placed on the coffee table. There also were two cats on the coffee table. There was a cat in one of the chairs, a cat curled on an end table, two cats following Gloria around.

Gabriela sat on the couch and took a closer look at the table base. The workmanship was good. It was hammered gold, inlaid with semiprecious stones and enamel tiles. It wasn’t a replica of Tut’s. The symbols were different. The death mask was different. The size was about right.

“Do you like my coffee table?” Gloria asked. “It’s new. I had it made. Sort of. When it was delivered it was just the bottom piece. I added the glass. Without the glass I had no place to set my martini.”

“Where did you find this? Did you get it online? eBay? Etsy? Amazon?”

“Khal Aman. It’s a store in Cairo but you can order online. I ordered an inlaid coffee table with gold leaf. Six feet so it would fit this couch. This is what I got instead. I got in touch with them, and they swore they delivered the table to the Mausud warehouse to ship.”

Gabriela felt the skin prickle on the back of her neck.

“It’s that stupid Mausud warehouse,” Gloria said. “They get stuff wrong all the time. We used them because we got a good rate on shipping, but they’re the worst. Rocky is supposed to be in charge. I don’t know how Rocky ever got through Harvard.”

“When did you get this piece?”

“A couple months ago.”

Omigod, Gabriela thought. Holy crap. Is it possible?

“Anyway, the thing was uncrated and sitting here in my living room,” Gloria said. “No one seemed to want it. And it weighs a ton.”

“Two hundred and forty-one pounds,” Gabriela said.

“At least,” Gloria said. “The building handyman, Ari, and his helper almost ruptured stuff getting it up here. Anyway, the more I looked at it, the better I liked it. It’s kind of funky, right?”

“Right,” Gabriela said.

“So, I got the idea to turn it into my coffee table.”

“It’s spectacular,” Gabriela said.

“You don’t think it’s cheesy? I was afraid it was trying too hard.”

Gabriela was smiling so wide her cheeks hurt. “Not at all. It’s fun,” she said. “I have a friend who would love to see this. Do you mind if I invite him over?”

“Is he hot?”

“He makes Ralph look like dog food.”

“Bring him on,” Gloria said, knocking back a martini.

Gabriela took a sip of her drink and called Ahmed. “Are you still in Milan?” she asked him.

“Yes,” he said. “I have some business to finish here. Unrelated to missing artifacts.”

“I have something you might like to see.”

“Where are you?”

Gabriela gave him the address. “Are you very far away?”

“About ten minutes in traffic.”

Gloria poured herself another martini and picked through the nibbles. “I like the shrimp,” she said. “They never give me enough shrimp.”

“Will you stay in Italy now that Antonio is gone?” Gabriela asked her.

“Hell no. I’m selling everything and going back to Boston. Except I’m taking my coffee table with me. It’s my art project. Maybe I’ll take Phillip with me, too. He makes excellent coffee.”

Gloria was on her second pitcher of martinis when Ahmed stepped out of the elevator and into the foyer.

“Whoa,” Gloria said. “You were right about him being hot.”

Ahmed looked at Gabriela. “You said I was hot?”

“I had to say something to get you an invitation.”

Ahmed smiled ever so slightly.

Gloria leaned forward to get a closer look at Ahmed and spilled some of her drink on her foot.

Ahmed turned his attention to Ralph. “Is this what you wanted me to see?”

“No. It’s in the living room.”

“And we have drinks and nibbles,” Gloria said.

Everyone moved into the living room, and Ahmed walked over to the coffee table. “Is this it?”

“Yes,” Gabriela said. “I think this might be it.”

He squatted down to take a closer look. He ran his hand over the gold and touched one of the gemstones. “How did it get here?”

“By accident,” Gabriela said. “Apparently this isn’t the first time Mausud has shipped to the wrong address.”

“You added the glass?” he asked Gloria.

“Yeah. Ari, the handyman, did it. He figured it all out. He knows how to do everything.”

“Could you excuse us for a moment?” Ahmed said to Gloria. “I need to talk to Gabriela.

“No problem,” Gloria said. “I’ll make us more martinis. You can never have too many martinis.”

Ahmed watched her waddle off to the kitchen. “Does she really not know this is possibly the missing coffin?” Ahmed asked Gabriela.

“I don’t think she knows that a coffin was missing. There wasn’t a lot of communication between her and Antonio. And it’s not like the theft was advertised.”

“I need some alone time with the coffin to make sure it’s genuine. The fake that was made in New York was so good it made it all the way to the GEM.”

“From my limited exposure to her, the routine is that she eats a lot of nibbles and drinks a lot of vodka and falls asleep. I can’t see her lasting much longer.”

They stood still and listened. No sounds coming from the kitchen. They went in search of Gloria and found her asleep in a kitchen chair with her head on the table.

Ahmed went to the knife block on the counter, selected a paring knife, and returned to the coffee table. He knelt down and carefully worked the knife around the base of one of the gemstones.

“Is this your test for authenticity?” Gabriela asked.

“In a manner,” he said. “This would be easier if I didn’t have the glass to contend with.”

“We can probably get it off,” Gabriela said.

“Gloria has enough problems without me ruining her coffee table. I’ve almost got it. I just needed to break the seal.”

He set the knife aside and removed the gemstone from Brendan’s coffin. A silver disc the size of a nickel was left in the shallow cavity under the gemstone. Ahmed pried it out with the knife and examined it.

“Perfect,” he said.

“What is it?”

“It’s a treasure map. The story is too long to tell now, but maybe someday soon, over drinks, I might interest you in an adventure.”

“And what about Gloria’s coffee table?”

Ahmed put the gemstone back in place. “She can keep her one-of-a-kind coffee table for a while longer. I’ll have the proper authorities see that it eventually gets returned to Brendan.”

Gabriela went into the kitchen and wrote a note on Gloria’s kitchen pad.


It was lovely. Thank you for the martinis and good company. I hope our paths cross again sometime.

Gabriela Rose
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