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Prologue




Kowloon
 Sunday, 1995


Jamie Swann really didnt want to put his daughter on the firing line. He just didnt have any other choice. Reluctantly he handed over a package and special label to the freight agent. A hundred-dollar bill went with the label.


The money vanished into the mans pocket. The label went on the box. Before Swann could change his mind, the package was on a conveyer belt, headed for an airplane. Without a word he turned and hurried toward the part of the airport which handled human cargo. He had to beat the package to California.


If he didnt


Swann didnt want to think about it.


Im sorry, baby.


But dont worry. Ill get there before they do.


The contents of the package were priceless. Yet in Swanns world, everything had a price.


Even his daughters life.
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Southern California
 Monday


When the pager on Cruz Rowans belt went off, he was waist deep in a hole the size of a grave, hacking away at debris in front of a rock wall, trying to find order at the edge of chaos.


The pager wasnt impressed by his search. It kept on beeping.


With a grunted curse Cruz stabbed at the pager button and went right on digging. Only his boss had the pager number. At the moment, he wasnt interested in talking to Cassandra Redpath. He had more important things on his mind.


He wielded the twelve-pound pickax as easily as other men would swing a hammer. Each time the pick smashed rhythmically into rock, loose soil and chips of stone flew up and stung his face like birdshot. He ignored it. When he was chasing a ground fault, trying to discover if the earth had opened up a year ago or a century or an eon, he didnt care about personal comfort. Human years and human fears meant nothing to geological time.


Cruz liked that as much as he did the workout the rock was giving him. His short dark brown hair was nearly black with sweat. His naked back dripped like hed just come from a shower.


After a time he set aside the pick, stretched, wiped sweat from his eyes, and grabbed a nearby shovel. With the easy movements of a man who was naturally coordinated and unusually fit, he attacked the rubble, clearing it away one shovelful at a time. At just under six feet, he wasnt a particularly big man, but he was solidly built. The sun was a heat lamp on his hardworking body.


While Cruz pursued the tantalizing fault, he didnt notice the heat, the clouds of grit, or the increasing fatigue of his body. He was used to ignoring comfort in favor of the hunt, whether he was chasing scientific facts or international crooks.


Despite the sun, despite the ache across his back and arms, despite the stubborn rock, he kept digging, chasing a strand of geological truth that had been ancient long before he was born. To him the fault lines in the earth were as fascinating as the flaws in human souls.


The fault that had piqued his curiosity revealed itself for just a few feet in a wall of rock before diving underground beneath a cape of debris. Though small, the fault fascinated him.


It was in the wrong place.


There were dozens of faults over on the other side of the nameless flat-floored rift valley southwest of the Salton Sea. All those faults were offshoots of the famous San Andreas. But the fault Cruz was sweating over was all alone, located in a sun-baked slot canyon that cut into the base of the Santa Rosa Mountains. The slot canyon was several miles away from any other fault lines.


Though modest to the point of invisibility, the isolated crack suggested new activity beneath the seamed surface of the land. Hed been all over the crack like a wolf on a lamb chop. His hobby and passion was to find signs of new seismic activity, tracks of weakness or stress. He believed that fault linesunlike people in general and women in particularcould be understood by anyone willing to spend enough time, sweat, and logic on the matter.


He was more than willing.


When he was out in the desert, reality changed. There were no clocks. No desperation. No split seconds to decide whether to kill and live or hold fire and die. No willfully naive media types to sell ad space with bloody pictures on the front page and antiviolence editorials on the back.


The desert didnt have any newspaper except anonymous tracks quickly scattered by the wind. The desert had no ads to sell and no editorial judgments to make. It didnt need any. The survivors left tracks and the losers left bones.


End of story.


Time in the desert wasnt a clock ticking seconds, minutes, hours. Desert time was the slow shrinking of shadows as noon approached, followed by an equally slow expansion of shadows until darkness flowed from every crack and crease to reclaim the land in a cool black tide.


Cruz loved the night as much as he loved the blazing sun itself. He loved standing in the desert, absorbing its silence into his soul, feeling peace well up inside him like a transparent spring. The desert was what had kept him sane when every institution and person hed ever believed in had turned on him and demanded that he hate himself as much as they did. They had almost succeeded.


Hed been a long time pulling himself back from the brink.


Even now there were moments when he wondered how close that brink still was. And if any of it was worth the cost. Those were the times he headed out into the desert. There he listened to the silence until there was no past, no present, no future, nothing but the desert around him like a benediction whispered by a generous god.


The beeper on Cruzs belt went off again.


With a muttered curse he jammed the shovel up to its rim in the rubble pile and stabbed the button on the pager, silencing it. Then he levered himself up out of the hole and got ready to head back to Risk Limiteds headquarters in Karroo.


Cassandra Redpath beeped once if something was important enough to disturb Cruz even if hed made it clear that he didnt want to be disturbed. If he chose to ignore the summons, fine. Redpath would look elsewhere.


Two beeps meant it was raining shit.
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Cambria, California
 Monday

Laurel Swann touched the agate with the tip of her index finger. The translucent stone was smooth, cool, and had a single band of pale amber the exact color of her eyes. And her fathers eyes. Seeing the color made her wonder where Jamie Swann was, if he was healthy or sick, thin or well fed, free or captive in some country whose name changed with every headline.


Dont think about it, Laurel told herself aloud. Living alone as she did, without even a pet, made the house pretty quiet. Sometimes she broke the quiet by talking with herself. Theres nothing you can do about your father. Hes old enough to know better. Hell, hes old enough to retire, get a cat, and write his memoirs.


The thought of it made her smile. Like her mother, Laurel couldnt stop caring about the man whose open smile and guarded eyes had shaped her life. Now that her mother was dead, there was only Laurel to care.


Slowly she turned the agate in the light from the north window of her weathered A-frame cottage. Sunlight spilled over her workbench, making the stone glow like it held all the sunshine it had gathered during countless years of being tumbled by surf on a beach.


As a professional jewelry designer, Laurel had much more valuable gems in the safe in her workshop. That just made her appreciate the agate more. This stone was different, a small treasure discovered on the beach in front of her house. A clear agate like this was a slice of time, a memento of the forces that shaped the earth, the mingling of enduring rock and restless ocean.


There were tiny specks scattered through the agate, dark bits of the stones history preserved in a crystalline frame. The flaws made the agate more interesting to Laurel than perfection would have been. As she turned the stone in the light, she began creating a design in her mind. A simple setting of flowing gold would bring out the best in the agate. A geometrical silver setting would kill the stones beauty.


That was the endless fascination of making jewelry. Each stone challenged her to create a setting that was as unusual and enduring as the gemstone itself.


The rattle of a truck turning into Laurels steep driveway broke her concentration. Frowning, she set aside the agate and looked out the ground-floor window of her small house. A delivery van was idling just outside. The driver had driven down to the garage level, saving her a trip upstairs to the street.


Even so, she wasnt happy to see the truck. She hadnt ordered anything, which meant that someone was sending something back to her. Not good news. Selling jewelry on consignment was a chancy way to make a living.


Damn. There go the new tires for my car.


Mentally rebalancing her checkbook, Laurel headed from her workroom and opened the small door that connected to the garage. The living area of the house was overhead, on the same level as the street. It was an odd, cramped arrangement common to Cambria houses that had begun life as weekend beach cabins but had been transformed into full-time residences when land prices soared.


Outside, the driver hopped down from the van and headed toward the open garage door. He carried a clipboard in his right hand. Hed stuffed a rectangular box under his left arm. The box was big enough to be awkward, but obviously it wasnt very heavy.


Hi, Tom, Laurel said. She received and sent parcels often enough to be on a first-name basis with several delivery agents.


Hello, Ms. Swann.


Tom tried to be casual, but he spent too long looking at her. He started at her cap of black hair, took in the loose mans shirt she wore knotted to one side, and lingered on jeans whose snug fit came from countless washings. Though she spent no time trying to catch a mans eye, there was an offhand sensuality to her that was more attractive than the overproduced blondes that California turned out with numbing regularity. Those blondes were spectacular, but not for the likes of a deliveryman. Laurel Swann, on the other hand, was a real woman.


Guiltily, Tom switched his attention back to his job. Is it your birthday? he asked.


Nope.


This week, maybe?


Nope. Though she smiled pleasantly enough, she didnt say anything more.


He sighed, accepting that this contact was going to be like all the rest had been. Business, plain and simple. He began flipping slowly through papers, finding the one for her to sign.


Laurel kept her professional manner in place. She was so accustomed to holding men well beyond arms length that she hardly noticed any longer that she was doing it. Watching her parents cope with love, anger, regret, rage, despair, and finally divorce had taught her that diamonds might be forever, but a relationship wasnt.


And if it wasnt forever, it wasnt worth the pain.


Well, Tom said, this must be your lucky day. Somebodys sending you a big present.


She made a sound that could have meant anything. Like most jewelry makers, she shipped her work materials without fanfare. She hid gold and even parcels of precious stones in plain sight beneath brown wrapping paper and ordinary packing tape.


But shed just gotten a shipment of gold from her Armenian metals broker on Hill Street in Los Angeles. She wasnt expecting anything interesting to come her wayunless finding new ways to stretch a dollar qualified as interesting.


Here you go, Tom said.


Laurel took the box in both hands. Ten pounds. Perhaps more. Certainly not much less. She gave a mental sigh of relief.


I havent mailed out pounds of jewelry to anyone, so they cant be returning it to me.


Need any help? Tom asked.


No, thanks. I handle heavier stuff all the time. She looked at the label. There wasnt a return address on the waybill. Well, I hope no ones made a mistake.


What do you mean?


Im not expecting anything and theres no return address on this. Can you tell me where it came from?



Eagerly the man leaned forward, happy to have an excuse to prolong the contact with her. He inspected the waybill on the box, saw that she was right, and muttered beneath his breath about hiring part-time help for full-time jobs.


Back in a sec, he said.


Laurel watched as he went to the van, grabbed a handheld scanner from the dashboard, and waved it across the bar-code sticker that was attached to one corner of the box.


Huh, he said.


Something wrong?


The waybill is domestic, but the bar code gives me an international routing number, like the shipment originated overseas. Who do you know in Tokyo?


No one.


The response was automatic and probably untrue. Her fathers last letter had come from Tokyo.


Laurel discussed Jamie Swann with no one.


Part of it was her natural sense of privacy. Most of it was because as a child shed had it drilled into her that no oneand that included her motherknew where Jamie Swann was or wasnt. All questions about Laurels father were to be ducked, ignored, or answered with bland lies. If the questioner became too persistent, her mother called an unlisted number.


End of questions.


It must have come through a customs broker, the driver said slowly. It was shipped out of Los Angeles International Airport late yesterday.


Laurel searched her memory once more for an international shipment she might have coming.


There wasnt one.


Silently she wondered if her father was on his way to her home once more, turning her life upside down with his easy charm and bleak eyes. Sometimes she was curious about what Swann saw and did during his long absences.


Most of the time she was glad she didnt know.


Thanks, Laurel said to the driver. Im sure theres a packing list inside.


If not, give me a call.


Mmm, was all she said.


With a final impersonal smile, she went back into her house and shouldered the door shut behind her. She glanced again at the package.


Nothing had changed. It was still a shipping label with no return address.


Suddenly the packages weight triggered a memory of her mothers funeral urn filled with cremated remains. A ripple of gooseflesh went down Laurels arms.


Quickly she walked to what once had been the main room of the cottage and now was her studio. Shed been working on a large, elegant brooch of bent gold wire for a clients wife. Actually, Laurel suspected it was for the clients mistress.


Just one more reason not to put up with a man, Laurel thought with grim humor. You cant trust them even when their work keeps them close to home.


She cleared away the bending jig to make room for the unexpected package. Casually she cut the shipping tape with the wickedly curved knife she used for cutting paper templates. As she peeled away layers of reinforced cardboard and bubble paper, a wooden box slowly appeared. Her breath came in with a rushing sound.


This was no ordinary shipping container.


The box was a work of art. Heavily lacquered, unmarked, it had been created from a pale blond wood whose grain was finer than any furniture Laurel had ever seen.


Can it be birch? she asked softly. Lord, its nearly as fine as ivory. It reminds me of something I saw once. Was it in a museum?


She couldnt remember. With an impatient sound she examined the boxs construction. The corners were mitered and reinforced. Though the box had a seam down the longer axis, the position of the latch told her that the box was meant to stand on end.


After setting the box upright, she undid the small brass latch. The front half of the box divided and swung open like the doors of a well-made cabinet.


My. God.


She blinked, shook her head, and blinked again.


A jeweled egg winked back at her.


Even though she was shocked, she couldnt help smiling at the eggs sheer beauty. It was nested in pale, creamy satin that set off the intense scarlet of the eggs lacquer work. A net of gemstone-studded gold flowed over the egg in a pattern subtly enhanced by the shape of the egg itself.


The objet dart was almost the size of an ostrich egg, yet it was so exquisitely made that Laurel had a hard time believing it was real. Wonderingly she touched the egg with her fingertip, as she had the beach agate. Like the agate, the egg was cool, solid, real.


For a time she simply stared at the unexpected piece of art. Then reason took over, prodding her out of her bemusement.


She looked critically at the box. There wasnt a makers mark. Bending over the box, she inhaled deeply. There was no faint savor of wood or glue telling her that the box had been recently made in a nameless Third World sweatshop. In fact, the more closely she inspected the box, the more clear it became that the box was the result of a long tradition of craftsmanship that was as exacting as that of the egg itself.


And like the egg, the box did its job perfectly.



Laurel knew her first feelings of surprise and pleasure at the eggs beauty were exactly what the artist had intended. As a designer, shed learned that a good piece of decorative art was much more than a handful of expensive metals and flashing gems. A good objet dart should make viewers catch their breath and then smile with pleasure.


The egg was a spectacularly successful piece, as close to flawless on first sight as anything shed ever seen. She wondered how many people had reacted to this egg in the way she had.


And how many years it had been hidden away in the private safe of a collectoror a Soviet commissar.


But it cant be what I think it is, she said in a raw whisper. He never made one like this.


She bent down to see what she could of the egg without touching it. The gold scrollwork was finely made. If there were flaws in the design or execution, she couldnt spot them without a magnifying glass. The red enamel of the shell was as perfect as a human hand could make it. The small gems set in colorful precision were clear and so clean she could hardly believe they were natural.


Automatically she reached for her jewelers loupe. She examined stone after stone under the loupes ten-power magnification. A few tiny feathers and dark specks, invisible to the naked eye, convinced her that the stones were imperfect enough to have been created by nature.


Under magnification the stones confirmed something else. The facets were just irregular enough to suggest that they had been cut before computers took over and created the monotonously regular, sterile gemstones that she so disliked.


Faberg. It has to be.


The scarlet egg had been created in the workshop of the most famous craftsman Europe had ever produced.



But that cant be. It must be a fraud.


She frowned and examined the egg again. After a long time she straightened, sighed, and set aside the loupe. If the egg was a fraud, it was a fraud so meticulously created that it was a masterpiece in its own right.


Again Laurel looked at the label on the wrapper. Again she saw her own name and address.


A chill rippled down her spine.


In the past, Jamie Swann had sent her bright stones from various parts of the world, silent apologies from an absent father. Yet even taken all together, the stones hed sent wouldnt come close to touching the worth of a Faberg egg.


A million bucks at least, she said in a low voice. Probably a lot more, if it can be authenticated and sold openly.


But she wasnt naive enough to believe that a national treasure could be bought and sold on the open market like oil futures.


Her father wasnt that naive either.


Daddy, where the hell are you when I need you? she said loudly, then grimaced as her own words echoed in the empty room. Dumb question. Youre exactly where you always were when Mom or I needed you. Somewhere else.


Laurel began to think about all the unhappy reasons why her father might have sent her a million-dollar gift with no warning and no return address. The longer she thought, the more certain she became. Somewhere on the violent face of the earth, Jamie Swann was in trouble.


And now, so was she.
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Southern California
 Monday

A shiny Grumman Gulfstream executive jet flashed low over Cruz Rowans head and turned onto final approach. There was only one runway within reach, the six-thousand-foot private landing strip owned and maintained by Risk Ltd., Cassandra Redpaths international security firm. The cryptic design on the Gulfstreams fuselage was the Risk Ltd. logo, which meant that a new client was on the way to Karroo.


A client who was the source of the two-beep summons.


After a last regretful look at the fascinating crack in the bedrock, Cruz picked up his day pack, climbed aboard a battered ATV, and kicked its engine to life. Once he left the jumbled rock floor of the slot canyon behind, he twisted the throttle hard and headed back across the slope toward Karroo at forty miles an hour.


And with every bump, he wondered what had blown up, and where.


The last time Redpath had beeped him twice, hed ended up negotiating at gunpoint for the release of an Italian businessmans son. The boy had survived with no more than rope burns on his wrists to show for the experience.


Cruz hadnt been as lucky. Hed recovered enough to run and walk without a limp, but his left knee still ached with every change in the weather.


When he pulled up to the main house in a cloud of grit, Cassandra Redpath was waiting in the shade of the ramada shed built with her own hands. The structure was open on all sides to the wind and thatched on top to provide shade. Shed been so intrigued by the native structure that shed done a short monograph on the ramadas name. She postulated that the Soboba Indians had adopted the name from the Spanish ramada, which in turn sprang from Ramadan, Arabic for the hot month. The Spanish had taken the name from the Moors and then traveled halfway around the world to give it to a prehistoric Native American invention that was both ceremonial and practical.


Redpath savored those kinds of unlikely historical linkages. They strengthened her conviction that mankind was connected by language and human need, even as it was separated by politics and greed.


Wheres the fire? Cruz asked as he walked into the ramadas ragged shade.


Redpath squinted up at him. He was still a black shadow silhouetted against the burning light of day.


He had no such disadvantage in watching her. The subdued light beneath the ramada revealed a lean, sun-weathered woman in cotton slacks and shirt, short red hair shot through with gray, and green eyes. Redpath was in her fifties or early sixties. Cruz had never been sure which, and it hadnt ever mattered enough to ask.


He knew that Redpath had started out in life as an academic historian, specifically a student of everyday life in other eras. But shed an unusual turn of mind that allowed her to see patterns in contemporary life that others missed. As a result, shed spent thirty years as an analyst and then as a senior executive with the Central Intelligence Agency. Shed resigned from the CIA to become U.S. ambassador to the United Nations. Shed held that post for four years.


Then shed resigned in disgust and formed Risk Ltd.


Youre blocking my view of the fire, she said.


He stepped aside, turned, and followed her glance. Heat shimmered up off the blacktop runway where the company Mercedes waited, distorting the shape of the Grumman until it looked like something from a horror show. The airplanes door opened. A staircase emerged like a rumpled steel tongue.


After a few moments, a figure appeared in the doorway of the aircraft. He seemed to hesitate.


Redpath smiled. Some people are intimidated by the Mojave Desert.


Good. Too many people out here as it is.


Redpath ignored Cruz.


A man descended the stairway to the hot tarmac. Two steps behind, like a well-trained hound, came another man. The second man was taller and dressed all in black. Even at this distance, he looked stooped but powerful, a strong man who had to lean down to fit into the ordinary world.


Cruz didnt identify Redpaths welcoming committee until he moved toward the plane. Sergeant-Major Ranulph Gillespie was a big man who didnt bend knee or neck for much on earth. He was also a former operator and instructor in the British Armys Twenty-second Special Air Services Regiment, a professional soldier, and one of the most deadly counterterrorists in the world.


The sergeant-major briskly stowed his passengers in the backseat of the Mercedes, climbed aboard, and headed at a crawl down the shimmering runway toward Karroos headquarters. The passengers would get a good long up-close look at the ageless crucible of the desert.


With a catlike sound of satisfaction, Redpath turned to Cruz. Her generous mouth turned down as she looked at him. In his dirty jeans and sweat-darkened, unbuttoned blue work shirt, he looked like a hard-rock miner at the end of his shift rather than the highly educated, thoroughly trained operative he was. His hair was streaked with grit, he hadnt shaved for several days, and he needed a bath.


The pale, glittering slits of blue that were his eyes warned that he was not a happy camper.


That made two of them.


Cruz noted the thinning of Redpaths mouth and the narrowing of her eyes. He didnt need a road map to know where she was going. She required a minimum level of personal cleanliness in her employees. At the moment, he was well below her standard.


Im off duty, he said. Remember?


I could have called Bob Williams, I suppose, Redpath said.


But you want your best, right? So youll have to take me the way you find me. And so will our client.


She shrugged. Even if you were willing


Im not.


to clean up, its too late, she finished, ignoring the interruption.


Cruz glanced toward the Mercedes. It was still too far away to make out the sex, much less the faces, of the passengers. Gillespie still hadnt kicked up the speed, which told Cruz that Redpath wasnt thrilled with the client.



Who is it this time? he asked. Not the government of the Philippines again?


They can afford us.


I know the president is a powerful personage, and I know theyre still trying to recover the fortune a previous first lady invested in Italian footwear, but the woman is a major pain in the ass.


How do you think women get to be president? Redpath retorted. Or ambassador, for that matter. I made a lot of people unhappy along the way.


You still do.


Thank you. She bared her teeth in a smile. But the specimen coming closer with each breath isnt a female politician. Hes from the artistic side of the political spectrum.


Bloody wonderful, Cruz said under his breath. Theyre the worst. What is he, a ballerina?


Our potential client is a curator of art for Russia.


Does he have a name?


Though Redpath didnt move, Cruz sensed that she was bracing herself.


Aleksy Novikov, she said with outward calm.


Christ.


She waited for the rest of the explosion.


Silence.


The kind of silence where you could hear yourself sweat.


Finally Cruz asked softly, Are you aware that Novikov and I have what is politely called a history?


Your paths crossed while you were with the FBI, she said. Her tone said that it didnt matter.


Paths crossed, he said as if tasting the words. Thats one way of putting it. I spent six months chasing Novikovs charismatic ass all over Silicon Valley.



Your approach was very creative.


Not enough to get the job done.


I disagree. Novikov was sent back home.


Id rather have given him a permanent home in a federal pen, Cruz said grimly. Novikovs passport said he was a cultural attach with the consulate in San Francisco, but we caught him with all kinds of classified material, as well as a basket of trade secrets from a company that was working on laser information retrieval technology for the Pentagon.


In other words, Redpath said, Novikov was an intelligence operative. Quite a good one, actually. If I could trust him, I would hire him myself. But She shrugged. She was too smart to trust Novikov.


As far as the FBI was concerned, every Soviet diplomat was an intelligence operative, Cruz said. Novikov had a real appetite for it. He just loved getting in a closet with that Cal Tech engineer. Wonder if the poor fool was tested for AIDS before he killed himself.


Redpath shrugged. Novikovs sexual preferences are well known.


It came as news to the engineer Novikov seduced, especially when the flashbulbs went off.


Ancient history. Novikov is no longer a Soviet diplomat. Hes a Russian, and the Russians are our friends.


Cruz smiled thinly. If I thought you believed that, Id quit. Nobody has friends in this brave new world.


Redpaths smile was feline, predatory. Thats why Risk Limited is doing so well.


What does Novikov want with us?


I dont know.


Good. Keep it that way. There are some things that dont come off with soap and water. Novikov is one of them.



Risk Limited is a private agency. We dont have to take clients if what they want offends us.


Im offended just knowing that bastard is alive.


Its time for you to get past what happened and get on with the rest of your life.


At first Cruz couldnt believe hed heard Redpath correctly. In the years hed worked for her, shed never once mentioned the incident that had stripped him of everything that mattered to him in the world. Now she was talking about his humiliation with the offhand manner of a woman ordering a salad with dressing on the side.


Before Cruz could say anything, the Mercedes braked to a halt in a small swirl of dust. With military precision Sergeant-Major Gillespie slid out from behind the wheel, popped open the back door smartly, and stood aside to allow the prospective clients to step out.


Aleksy Novikov had straw-colored hair and androgynous features that were both handsome and beautiful. He was small and very well made, like a gymnast or a professional dancer. He moved with a grace that was fascinating, for it was neither male nor female but simply animal. Every eye was drawn to him. Every eye followed him.


Cruz had often thought that standing next to Novikov would be as close to being invisible as it got in this life.


Behind Novikov, a thickset man emerged from the car. He had haunted dark eyes, pallid skin, and a ragged black beard. The black suit he wore was made of dense felt. It was the wrong choice for the desert.


Novikovs suit was made of pale gray silk, Italian cut, understated and elegant. If the heat bothered him, it didnt show in his movements. His clear skin was only faintly flushed. His widely spaced gray eyes took in the clever desert landscaping in front of the headquarters building before pausing on the Joshua tree supports and Washingtonia palm-frond roof of the ramada.


Surely you havent gone native, luv? Novikov asked, looking at Redpath.


She laughed and stepped forward, offering her hand. You havent changed, Aleksy.


Nor have you, Ambassador, except to grow even more formidable. Smiling, he raised her hand to his lips, keeping a fingertip on her pulse point. But your fingers still are soft and scented with roses.


Sourly Cruz noted that Novikov pulled off the hand-kissing and the compliment with his usual flawless grace. A glance at Gillespie told Cruz that he wasnt alone in his irritation.


Thank you for coming out to the desert, Redpath said. I know its not to your taste.


Novikovs shrug was as elegant as his clothes. It was a small test, no? If the mountain will not come to Muhammad, then Muhammad must care enough to undertake the journey.


Im surprised you cared enough, she said.


The Russian smiled thinly. In my government, Risk Limited has many fans in high places.


Redpaths arched eyebrows were as measured as Novikovs smile.


How odd, she said. We certainly havent done much business with the new Russia.


No, agreed Novikov, but you made enemies under the old regime. They still speak of you with great, ah, fervor.


How very flattering. Redpath made no move to withdraw her hand from Novikovs. He could pull a gun on her and her pulse wouldnt jump. He was a very attractive man who didnt appeal to her at all. But we arent interested in fighting old wars. Risk Limited is a private security firm. Nothing more. Nothing less.


This time Novikovs smile was full and apparently spontaneous. It transformed his face the way sunrise transformed night.


Direct. Succinct. Delightfully American. Novikovs lips brushed over Redpaths fingers again. Do you always greet your new clients with that speech?


Cruz had had enough of the hand-kissing and lethal charisma. He stepped out of the shadows into the pitiless light. No. We save the speech for potential clients who think they can hire us to do illegal work.


The incandescent smile vanished from Novikovs face. He stared at Cruz for several long seconds before he turned back to Redpath.


With men like Cruz Rowan on your staff, Novikov said, I understand why you think a warning might be necessary. Truly, Ambassador, would it not be easier simply to avoid employing known criminals?


Redpath withdrew her hand from Novikovs and said calmly, Cruz is one of my most valued operatives.


A pity, the Russian said in a neutral tone. He tried to embarrass the Soviet government by planting evidence on me several years ago in San Francisco. He did such an inferior job that nothing came of it. Surely you can hire more adept operatives?


All that saved your slick ass was a diplomatic passport, Cruz said.


Novikovs tall, thickset companion stepped forward in a way that was meant to intimidate.


Cruz looked at the second Russian with a complete lack of interest. Hed taken down bigger men. It was the small ones you had to watch.




Gapan, Novikov said softly.


The man called Gapan stepped back.


I see youre still hiring out your muscle jobs, Cruz said. Be a man, Aleksy. Tell the ambassador the whole truth, just for the novelty of it. What can it hurt? The game has been over for years, the score totaled, and the dead buried.


It always was a game for you, wasnt it? Novikov asked gently. What a shame your government decided not to let you play anymore. Do you miss your toys?


Cruzs eyes narrowed in the instant before he controlled his reaction.


The curve of Novikovs mouth was too cold to be called a smile. I was in London for two years after I left San Francisco. My dear boy, how those British tabloids loved to hate you.


Im a regular prince, but Im not your dear boy, now or ever.


I have a confession, Novikov said, turning to Redpath. I took an almost orgasmic pleasure in watching the FBI snip off Cruz Rowans buttons and drum him out of the service.


Redpath shook her head and said something that sounded like, Testosterone. Then she looked at Novikov and said clearly, Cruz quit the FBI because I made him a better offer. I suspect you know that as well as I do.


Novikov flicked a spot of dust off his coat, dismissing the subject. And Cruz. I can understand why Rowan would leap at the chance to work with your organization. Risk Limited is widely regarded as the most effective private security firm in the world.


Redpath smiled politely.


What surprises me, luv, the Russian added, is that you would have him.


Nearly everyone involved in Risk Limited was once part of one government agency or other, she said. But all of us, myself included, left government service because we ran up against something we couldnt accept.


Novikov sent a cool glance in Cruzs direction.


Cruz gave it back with interest. He knew that Novikov was baiting him. What he didnt know was why. In the past, before his own private world came crashing down, Cruz wouldnt have cared about an enemys motivation. He would have thrashed it out with Novikov one-on-one, and to hell with what or why.


But the past was dead, and Cruz had nearly died with it. Hed learned to get answers before he acted.


Most of the time.


Redpath looked from Cruz to Novikov. Her green eyes were shrewd, penetrating, and missed nothing. Like Cruz, she wondered why Novikov would bait a man whose services he required.


In my case, she said, I left government work because of a set of policies that paid more attention to the interests of banks and multinational corporations than it did to human needs.


Very American of you, Novikov said.


Redpath gave him a sweet, gentle Mona Lisa smile that would have melted the heart of a marble statue. Cruz Rowan has my complete confidence.


Cruz hid his own smile. When Redpath wanted to, she could make a man feel ten feet tall and handsome as Michelangelos David.


She was also good at making men feel lower than a snakes ass.


Novikov didnt say a word.


Being in the private sector has some disadvantages, Redpath said calmly. We cant act as policemen or operatives.




The Russian didnt look convinced.


Weve lost our access to the old boy network of government agents that some of our competitors utilize so cleverly, she said. Were on our own. On the other hand, we can take cases or turn them down as we see fit. And we do.


You are free to employ whom you wish, of course, Novikov said. So, of course, am I. As you pointed out, you have competitors.


You appear to require that I disqualify Cruz for this job even before I know what you need from Risk Limited, Redpath said. If you insist on that, I will decline your retainer. I assign operators. The client does not.


A flush showed briefly on Novikovs pale skin. He started to reply, then bit back the words before they were spoken.


Of course, he said softly. You are the professional. I am not.


There are other professionals, she said. If we make you uncomfortable, go to them.


You are the organization that tracked down Marcoss billions, Novikov said. You orchestrated the rescue of three Anglican priests in East Beirut. You rescued a CNN correspondent from headhunters in Borneo. You are, unfortunately, the best there is.


Redpath nodded. She knew even better than Novikov just how capable her organization was.


I need the best, the Russian said simply.


Why?


Novikov looked at Cruz one final time, shrugged, and gave in. One of Russias greatest art treasures has gone missing.


Which one? Redpath asked.


The Ruby Surprise.


Redpath looked blank. Im not familiar with it.




The Ruby Surprise is the most important artifact to survive the Bolshevik era, Novikov explained. It was only recently recovered by true Russian patriots.


Cruz and Gillespie looked at each other. Neither of them knew what Novikov was talking about. Even though Russia was selling off assets right and left in order to survive, there hadnt been any rumors of a high-level art theft.


What, precisely, is the Ruby Surprise? Redpath asked.


Novikov hesitated, then said the easiest part of the truth. Its the last imperial egg made by Peter Carl Faberg.
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Above Colorado
 Monday

Flying gave Damon Hudson a sexual thrill. No matter how often he climbed aboard the Hi-Flyer One, Hudson Internationals executive flagship, he felt a tingle somewhere below his belt, like a beautiful woman had just given him a lazy, sultry smile.


Perhaps it was the phallic look of the plane itself. The long, tapering fuselage of the Boeing 757 had glistened in the hazy sunlight that fell on the La Guardia Airport tarmac. In his mind Hudson could see the plane taking off, then thrusting through the air to thirty-five thousand feet, heading back to Los Angeles.


Or perhaps the sexual thrill was in the ostentation, the sultan like opulence of the aircraft itself. A plane this large usually carried one hundred and eighty passengers, which meant that maintenance and upkeep were much too expensive for normal executive service.


Hi-Flyer One was Hudsons private plane partly because he knew the importance of a grand public presence. But most of it was simply that he liked doing things in an imperial manner. Hed ordered the plane directly from Boeing. Then hed furnished it with Middle Eastern carpets, Chinese silk wall coverings, and antiques from all over the world.


The aircrafts cost had been charged off against Hudson International, a public company with thousands of stockholders. Yet Damon Hudson regarded the plane as his personal property, regardless of what a few unhappy investors and narrow-minded busybodies from the Securities and Exchange Commission had to say.


There was plenty for small minds to complain about. Hi-Flyer One was among the most grandiose executive aircraft in the world. The forward portion of the plane was given over to staff and guests. They flew in comfort, but hardly in style. The back half of the plane was Hudsons very own pleasure dome. It was equipped with the latest in communications gear, a discriminating collection of erotic art, and often the most alluring sex workers in the world.


Though Hudson was a man of relentless sexual appetite, he was far too shrewd to seek release in circumstances where his control wasnt absolute. He hadnt become grossly rich by being stupid about his pleasures.


Hudson International was the third time up the ladder of success for him. Two of his previous business concerns had ballooned and then collapsed. Each time hed escaped with his personal fortune intact. And each time hed left behind wreckage that would have destroyed the reputation of a lesser man or a man with a lesser public relations staff. Now in his seventh decade and his third career, Hudson was a master of corporate and human manipulation.


The president and CEO of Hudson International drew a deep breath of the planes carefully purified air. He breathed clean air as much as he could, and bottled oxygen when he had to. He also was extremely finicky about water and food. He intended to live to be at least one hundred.


More important, he was going to stay virile every minute of that life.


With crisp movements, he shed his coat, pulled off his tie, and rolled up the sleeves of his white broadcloth cotton shirt. Then he put on a loosely woven cotton sweater. It was tight enough to show the world that while his chest had thickened with the years, he had a flatter and harder belly than most men three decades younger.


For a moment he stood in front of the full-length mirror that hung on one bulkhead wall between original Vargas nudes. He inspected himself the same way he would have inspected a prospective whorecarefully, critically, almost clinically. He was still handsome, with a full head of steel-colored hair and a smooth, unwrinkled face that glowed with pink-cheeked English health. He looked forty. Hed achieved this effect as he had his other successes.


Pure illusion.


At the age of sixty-five, when most men began the descent to sickness and oblivion, hed undergone a complete make-over by a famed French plastic surgeon. The treatment had involved nips, tucks, liposuction, and implants. The recuperation had taken three months, but the result was just short of miraculous. The photo his public relations staff had planted in People magazine showed a man whose appearance most men over forty would envy.


It had been almost eight years since that transformation. Hed gone through several tucks and lifts since then. The black eyes and the ugly bruising took weeks to heal, but they kept his face taut.


There were other therapies, too, ones that were less well known and far more intimate. These treatments were intensely painful, but they were effective, the equivalent of putting a new ink cartridge in a well-used yet still useful Mont Blanc.


Hudson was convinced that hed mastered the process of physical aging. Hed locked himself in an expensive time capsule, remaining stationary while those around him got older or less virile, which in his mind was the same thing. He relished every moment of his surgical rejuvenation, especially when he came into contact with men of his own generation.


Satisfied by his daily ritual of inspection, he went to the burnished cherry Federal Period writing table at one end of the suite. He would rather have called for the two women who were waiting for him in the forward cabin, but he had business to take care of first. As much as he was driven by his own sexuality, hed learned that delay only made the climax better.


With a throttled, impatient sound, he picked up the cell phone. He disliked using the cellular because it made eavesdropping easier for his enemies. Encoding the calls made it more difficult for spies to pick information out of the air, but nothing was wholly secure. An encoded conversation could be recorded and decoded at leisure. While he regularly recorded his own conversations, he hated having others record him. But when he was flying, he hadnt any choice except the cell phone or the even more public radio.


The first and most important call Hudson made was to his Los Angeles office.


Hudson Museum, the woman at the other end of the line said. How may I help you?


This is Hudson. Is Aleksy around?


Oh, Mr. Hudson, good afternoon.


The voice belonged to his personal secretary. Knowing his habits with employees, she didnt wait for a polite greeting from him. Hudson had no patience for little social rituals.


Mr. Novikov isnt here right now, she said quickly.


Hudson grunted. Where is he?


He didnt say where he was going.


When will he be back?


He didnt say.


What did he say? Hudson asked impatiently.


Nothing, sir. He seemed rather upset about something, but he didnt say what it was.


Uneasiness slithered through Hudson. Hed invested an extravagant amount of money in the Hudson Museums new building. Hed spent almost as much simply to bring The Splendors of Russia show to Los Angeles for his museums first exhibit. That exhibit opened on Friday.


It had to be a success.


The money for building the museum and securing the exhibit had come from the operating funds of Hudson International. He must have a very good museum opening on Friday to offset complaints from stockholders who felt it was more important to pay dividends than to construct museums for Hudson Internationals extensive art collections. Hudsons collections, actually.


Find the effete little bastard and find him fast, Hudson said.


Yes, sir.


Were paying his government a hell of a lot of money for this show, yet that catamite acts like hes in charge.


Yes, sir.


Hudson had complained about Novikov to everyone from the Russian minister of culture to his closest allies in the presidents office, but the complaints had been turned away with surprising coolness. Everyone said the same thing: Mr. Novikov has our fullest support. You would do well to follow his aesthetic advice.


He better be back in time for the press briefing, Hudson said harshly. The media is the most important part of the show.


Yes, sir.


Im not some dumb podiatrist from Wichita. Ive been supporting Russian art and culture longer than that little faggot has been alive.


Yes, sir.


What about the displays? Are they in place?


Shall I check, sir?


No. Get me Novikovs assistant.


I believe Mr. Gapan went with Mr. Novikov.


Hudson began cursing with complete disregard for federal regulations regarding profanity, obscenity, and the airwaves.


I pay the Russians a fortune for the exhibit, and the only cocksucker the Russians will allow to touch their precious art is off buggering some steroid queen on Muscle Beach!


Er


Call me the second he gets back.


Yes, sir.


Hudson slammed the phone back in its cradle and glared at the Vargas nude. He knew he had an unreasonable phobia of homosexuals. He suspected that Novikov knew it and was taunting him. Without the Russian, there was no exhibit. And without the exhibit, Hudson was in trouble.


Big trouble.


With a muttered oath, he got up from behind his desk and paced. Hed already promised private previews of the Russian exhibit to the principal culture writers for the Los Angeles Times and the Washington Post. Hed even sent a private jet to bring the chief art critic for the New York Times to preview the event on Wednesday, two days before the public opening.


The right kind of coverage in those three papers was essential. Without it the American arts community might not acknowledge Hudson Museums artistic coup. Then the stockholders would get restless about the cost of what had turned out to be just one more show, rather than the art exhibit of the decade.


Philanthropic work was as political as running for public office. It was entirely a matter of knowing which buttons to push. But Aleksy Novikov had his hand firmly in place above the power buttons, not Damon Hudson.


He doubted that the Russian knew enough to use the power wisely, much less profitably.


Damn all fairies, he said loudly. Theyre worse than women.


He paced a while longer, examining his options. Reluctantly he decided it was time to play his hole card, the interview hed hoped he wouldnt need. He picked up the intercom phone.


Tell Bill Cahill to update Toths file one more time and bring it to me ASAP.
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Cambria
 Monday

Sammy, are you sure? Laurel asked. Her voice wasnt tense, but the hand holding the phone was.


I couldnt be more sure if you asked me whether I can fly without drugs, Adams said.


But she began.


My dear child, Adams cut in impatiently. The raw, unvarnished truth is that you couldnt buy an imperial Faberg egg for one million or ten million American dollars. There simply arent any eggs of that quality running around loose in the world to be bought.


I see.


But what she saw was a red-and-gold lacquered masterwork on the workbench in front of her. The sunlight flooding through the glass wall of her work area gave the egg a brilliant, unearthly glow.


For a crazy instant she almost laughed out loud. Samuel Adams was chief curator of Eastern European and Central Asian art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. He was an old family friend, a protg of her mother, but hed decided he was better at acquiring art than creating it.


Most of the time Laurel loved Adams like the elegant, carnivorous little flower he was. Most of the time. But not when he was condescending to her.


How can you be so certain? she asked.


My darling baby girl, Adams said, sighing. Hasnt anyone ever told you the facts of artistic life?


You have. Many times.


Then you havent listened very well, have you? he retorted. Your own work is beginning to attract attention from collectors. Youd better learn, really learn, how the acquisition game is played.


She wanted to groan out loud. He was right, and she knew it. Unfortunately, he knew it too.


Private collectors and curators are like spiders, he said. Each builds his web with great care, trying to catch all the good pieces that come along. My web happens to be the best in the world. Believe me, if a good Faberg piecemuch less an imperial eggshould become available, I would know.


Yes, but


He talked right over her. Eastern Europe is hot right now. In fact, theres a fabulous Russian show, just fabulous, opening in your part of the world.


Really? Where?


Damon Hudsons horrid new museum. Everybody who was anybody wanted The Splendors of Russia. We bid a pot of gold for it, but Damon bid more.


Why?


Wed have made three pots of gold, thats why. People havent seen good Russian art since their tedious little revolution. Patrons would have been fighting for a place in line at thirty bucks apiece.


Laurel made an unconvinced sound.


Baby girl, Adams said, you really should pull your head off your workbench and take a look at the business of museums and art. The crown jewels of England are damned mundane as art goes, but people line up to see them all day, every day, day after day. The same is true of the Mona Lisa. Its the hold on the popular imagination that brings in the crowds, not the intrinsic quality of the art itself.


Does Faberg have that kind of hold on the popular mind? she asked.


You can bet your last machine-cut diamond on it.


The long-distance line hummed with silence as Laurel thought quickly, trying to reconcile Adamss blunt truth with the equally blunt truth of the egg on the bench in front of her.


Hello? Adams said after a time. Are you still there?


Yes.


At the other end of the line, Adams felt a tingle down his spine. The aggressive curators mind shifted into high gear. When he spoke again, there was no more haughtiness in his voice. Laurel, sweet baby child, do you know something youre not sharing with Uncle Sammy?


When she heard his words, a faint flush spread across her face. She didnt know how shed given the game away, but somehow she had. Probably because she was a lousy liar, especially when it came to friends and family. Though Adams wasnt a blood relation, hed shared much of her childhood. Hed loved Ariel Swann as much as Laurel had.


But hed hated Jamie Swann.


That was why Laurel was being cautious about the egg. Adams would enjoy skewering the man who had made Ariel cry. It was a familiar problem to Laurel, so familiar that she picked her way through the minefield of conflicting loyalties without even being conscious of what she was doing.


As always, Jamie Swann won.


Deep down inside, buried far beneath the sophisticated jewelry designer, lived a little girl who believed that if she was just good enough, long enough, Daddy would approve of her and come home to stay.


What would I know about Faberg that you dont? Laurel asked. I didnt even know there was a show coming. Im stuck out here in the tules trying to make a living. I havent been in the city for weeks.


Spare me the shit-kicking hick act, Adams said. You have a telephone, dont you? The one in your hand right now, for instance.


Ill spare you my act if youll spare me yours.


What act?


Bitch queen, Manhattan-style.


He gave a hoot of delight. She was one of the few people in the world who could stand up to his sarcasm.


Ah, baby girl, he said. What a pity you werent born a baby boy. Wed have been fabulous together.


Laughing, Laurel shook her head. Adamss razor intellect and equally slicing honesty were two of the reasons she loved him. The other reasons were more complex, linked with her childhood and her mother, the woman both Laurel and Adams had loved.


And lost.


So tell Uncle Sammy what youve heard about a loose imperial egg, Adams coaxed.


Thats easy. Nothing.


Think. Maybe its something that somebody else picked up from the people around the Hudson show. Last year when I toured the Hermitage, I met the curator, a truly fabulous beauty called Novikov. Now, there is a work of art. Nasty piece of business too, I understand.


Never heard of him.


Just as well. Hes out of your league. But theres always the possibility that the Russians are willing to put art like that on the block.


Sell Novikov? she asked in disbelief.


No. Faberg eggs. Though Id certainly bid my bank account if they did auction him off.


Laurel blinked, trying to follow the zigzag thread of Adamss conversation.


Yessss, he said, dragging out the word. Its quite possible. Quite, quite possible. The whole Eastern Bloc is absolutely desperate for cash. Everything is for sale. Even Siberia, if the price is right, though why anyone would want a freezer five times the size of Texas is beyond me.


She made a sound that said she was listening. She could sense his mind picking up speed as he speculated aloud.


A few weeks ago there was a rumor that a Japanese collector had picked up a Faberg of some sort, Adams said. Of course, it was of very dubious provenance.


An imperial egg?


Bite your tongue. If it was an imperial egg, Id have known. It could have been one of the smaller ones, though. There are hundreds of them, he said almost dismissively.


Making small sounds from time to time, Laurel let Adams think aloud, grateful that he was no longer pursuing her for information she didnt want to give. Not until she knew what, if anything, her father had to do with the mysterious appearance of the egg on her doorstep.


As Laurel listened, she slid off the high work stool and stretched her back, trying to drive out the tension that had gathered in her shoulders. Lifting the long phone cord so it didnt knock over any of the jeweled, oversized chess pieces shed been testing for loose stones, she went closer to the window and watched the brilliant western sky.


Yet when she closed her eyes, it was the mysterious scarlet egg she saw, not the sun.


She stretched again. Shed been on the phone too long, calling everyone she could think of, trying to discover if there was any buzz in the art and collecting world about a missing, previously unknown imperial Faberg egg.


Adams had been her first call, but he hadnt been available right away. While she waited for him to call back, shed talked to several dealers and to a cultural historian. Actually, theyd done the talking. Shed listened.


And shed said not one word about the jeweled egg sitting on her worktable.


All the experts shed talked to agreed that imperial Faberg eggs were very, very valuable. They were also exceedingly rare.


The cultural historian from Laurels alma mater, Pratt Institute, had been more precise. And more unsettling. It was his voice ringing in her ears right now, not Adamss.


Miss Swann, if someone is offering an imperial Faberg egg for sale, the piece is counterfeit or stolen. Either way, I would keep my distance. Art is like every other human endeavor. It can be beautiful, but it can also be very, very dangerous.


Calling Adams had reinforced the warning. Hed come to quivering alert at the very mention of an imperial egg. The truth, much less the egg on the workbench, would bring out every bit of the predator in Adams.


Even so, Laurel wished she could tell him about the egg. But if knowledge was truly dangerousand if her father was involved, so was dangereveryone would be better off if she didnt draw Adams into the mess.


Swann returned Adamss hatred, with interest.


In any case, Laurel felt she owed her father the silence hed always expected and received from her.


On the whole, any rumors of eggs must have come from The Splendors of Russia, Adams concluded.


Mmm, she said.


So is it something to do with the Hudson show?


She turned her back on the worktable. The sight of the egg made it more difficult for her to lie, even by omission.


I havent had a single contact with the show, she said honestly. I was just playing with a lacquer design in my head. I wanted a jeweled effect without the jewels. Everyone is trying to be less ostentatious


Cheaper, Adams interrupted dryly.


now, so Im trying to do a vanity case that looks completely jeweled but isnt.


That, at least, was the truth.


The Chinese lacquers I saw werent quite the effect I wanted, she added. Then I remembered the Faberg eggs. I thought maybe you knew where there was one I
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