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TO DR. C. M. JOHNS

Curator, Roman Britain,

Department of Prehistory and Early Europe

The British Museum



Thank you, Catherine!



The facts are yours.

The fancies are mine.

The friendship is ours.
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Prologue

Sedona


Thursday, October 30


The silvery disc of a nearly full moon kept Virgil OConner awake. He liked it that way. At eighty-one, he had long since decided that watching shades of darkness twist across the Arizona night was better than being in their grip and screaming himself awake.


Im sorry I took it, he whispered to the night. Sorry, sorry, sorry, sorry ...


The darkness didnt answer. It never had.


His heart faltered, skipped, and settled down. He let out a long breath that wasnt quite relief. He wanted to die, but not yet. Not until the dead forgave him for touching their sacred gold.


Neckrings of braided gold chains, as smooth and heavy and supple as he once had been.


Armbands as wide as his spread fingers, heavy gold covered with symbols so eerie and beautiful they raised the hair on his scalp.


Cloak pins as big as his hand, pins carrying the likeness of an animal, yet frighteningly human.


A mask that was more than human.


Shapes of gods or demons or dreams long dead.


Twenty-seven pieces of gold. Beautiful gold.


Deadly gold.


A chill condensed on his skin. Automatically he reached for the lap robe, but its soft warmth couldnt heat the freezing in the marrow of his bones.


He was a dead man screaming.


No, he said hoarsely. I didnt mean it! I never sold any of it, even when I needed money. I worked two jobs. Worked hard. I could have melted it all down or ... or ...


His voice died into a whispery rasp. He knew the spirits that hounded him couldnt hear his words. He wasnt a channel. He couldnt reach his tormentors to explain his innocence.


Unless, just maybe, he held some of their gold in both hands. No gloves this time. Nothing to protect his flesh. Just his skin and potent gold.


The thought made him shudder. He had touched the gold once, long ago, with his naked fingers. He had never touched it that way again. He didnt even want to think about touching it. But he kept thinking about it just the same, reliving every black instant of the night so long ago when he had followed his dead great-uncles instructions, borrowed a metal detector from military stores, and gone digging in Britain while the death throes of World War II echoed around.


The sacred oaks where neither Romans nor Angles dared to go. Nine hills. Six groves. Three man-rocks facing in. One spring. Three times three times three of gold.


He jerked his head sharply. He didnt want to remember. It made his heart twist as it had that night, pain lancing through every cell in his body, in his soul.


Hold tight, he whispered to himself. Just till tomorrow. Midnight. Thats when theyll finally understand why I did it.


Or he would die.


He wasnt sure if he really cared which happened, life or death. He only cared that the gold stop killing him by inches.


Hold tight. Tomorrow. Midnight.






Chapter 1

Los Angeles


Friday, October 31


Morning


Even though Risa Sheridan was only an occasional consultant to the international firm of Rarities Unlimited, she didnt resent flying from Las Vegas to Los Angeles for a few hours of work. She never knew what treasures a client might have brought to the companys headquarters so that Rarities could Buy, Sell, Appraise, Protect. All she could be certain of was that whatever she would be inspecting was at least four hundred years oldand usually much olderbecause ancient jewelry was her specialty.


Risas feeling of anticipation flattened when she looked through the double glass doors that led to Rarities offices; Shane Tannahill was already on the other side of the bulletproof glass. Despite the fact that she had left Las Vegas before he did, her boss had beaten her to Los Angeles.


Shane had one of his hands tucked into a pocket of his black slacks. The other hand anchored the soft leather jacket he had slung over one shoulder. A visitors badge hung on a chain around his neck. Angular face impassive, jade green eyes narrowed, dark hair neatly trimmed, he lounged against the guard desk. Waiting for her.


He wasnt a patient man.


Bloody L.A. traffic, she said silently.


It wasnt her fault that her plane had been held on the ground in Vegas for a security check. Then in L.A. a semi truck hauling gasoline had turned over on Sepulveda, blocking the easiest exit from the airport and thoroughly screwing up the citys already overburdened surface streets.


And making her late.


Risas pulse might have kicked with more than irritation when she spotted Shane, but her steps didnt hesitate or quicken. Nor did she check that her short black hair was smoothly in place and her unstructured blue jacket was hanging straight. Other women might have licked their lips for that extra shine or sucked in their belly or stuck out their chest to look their best for Shane Tannahill.


Not Risa.


She had fought to get where she was. She loved her job as curator of gold objects for the Golden Fleece, Shanes Las Vegas entertainment complex. She wasnt going to lose everything she had worked for simply because of his handsome face and killer grin. Better that she rub her boss the wrong way than the right.


Shanes work ethic was simple and inflexible: no lying, no cheating, no stealing, and no sex. He didnt touch the female employees. End of subject. But if a woman didnt want to accept that, and he was interested in an affair, he would find her another job. Only then would a good time be had by all.


No matter how intelligent, appealing, rich, and maddening Shane might be, Risa wanted her job more than she wanted to do laps around the sex track with any man. Even one of the few who had ever really interested her.


Its the forbidden fruit thing, Risa told herself briskly. No man is that sexy after you wake up with him. Or without him, more likely.


The guard released the automatic locks for Risa. The door swung open.


She gave the uniformed man a bright smile. Good morning, Jersey. Hows the thumb?


Jersey, who was about seven feet of muscle and bone, blushed. Who told you?


Mmmm was all she said. She didnt want Shane to know how often she and S. K. Niall chatted. Shane was friendly with the two heads of Rarities, but that friendship didnt slop over into business. Shane wouldnt be pleased knowing that his curator talked several times a week with NiallRhymes with kneel, boyo. Im not a bloody river. At the moment the Golden Fleece didnt have enough business with Rarities to justify such frequent communications. But Risa was lonely, and Niall was safely involved with Dana Gaynor, the other head of Rarities.


I cant believe I slammed my thumb in the desk drawer, Jersey muttered.


Yeah, Dana really ought to wear a warning bell when she walks around, Risa sympathized, fighting a smile.


Shane didnt bother to fight it. He flashed the kind of grin that made men and women alike blink and draw closer, as though to a fire.


Jerseys blush deepened.


Youll get used to Danas walk, Risa said. She tossed her purse on a moving belt like those at an airport checkpoint and strolled through the metal detectors field without setting off a single buzz. All the men do. Eventually.


Uh, yesm. But Jersey was shaking his head while he watched the screen that displayed the contents of Risas purse. Nothing but the usual. The metal alarm didnt quiver. The nitrate alarm didnt go off. Neither did any of the other chemical alarms. Not that he expected anything like that to happennot with a consultant. But he wasnt paid to make personal judgments. He was paid to put everyone who walked in those doors through the scanners, and that included Dana Gaynor and S. K. Niall.


Shane took Risas purse as it popped out the other end of the scanner. He tossed it to her with a quickness that had caught more than one person off guard.


She snagged her purse with a deceptively lazy movement of her arm. He wasnt the only one with good reflexes. Thanks. She turned to Jersey. Anything else?


Just this. He handed her a staff pass dangling on a long neck chain. New rules.


She put on the chain and the colorful bit of plastic that stated she was a consultant. Since when?


Shane answered before Jersey could. Since someone threatened half of Rarities Unlimited.


Dana was threatened? Risa asked, startled.


No. Niall.


Whew, Risa said, blowing out a breath. Besides being a friend, Niall was half owner and head of security for Rarities Unlimited. Dana owned the other half and ran the Fuzzy or Fine Arts side of Rarities. Remarkably stupid of whoever made the threat. She gave her boss a speculative glance out of eyes that were a clear, dark blue. When?


Three days ago. Shane started toward the elevator at the end of a wide, short hallway. Theyre waiting in the number-two clean room.


Without missing a beat, Risa matched her bosss long-legged stride. If it strained the hem of her knee-length fitted skirt, too bad. No way a man was going to have her at a disadvantage. What was the guy mad about?


He had a tray of Roman cameos he wanted appraised, Shane said. Turned out most were pretty good forgeries. He didnt like it, so he started yelling and cursing. Niall showed up real fast and escorted the client out. The client didnt like that either. Said he was going to send someone to teach Niall some manners.


Dumb, dumber, dumbest. She shook her head at the clients lack of insight. Not to mention simple smarts. Niall isnt as big as Jersey, but hes a lot tougher.


The corner of Shanes mouth kicked up, and his eyes gleamed with sardonic humor. Meaner, too. And Ill bet on mean every time.


No argument here. Risa knew better than most people just how far mean could go. Growing up cockroach poor taught you all about the difference between mean, tough, and merely big. You learned to size up men and situations fastand accuratelyor you paid in pain.


Shane slanted a speculative glance at his curator. She was very businesslike in her dark tailored skirt and loose, jewel blue jacket, her hair a sleek black cap, her makeup understated, her curvy figure all but hidden, and the kind of mouth that could make a man forget all the reasons he shouldnt bite it. He almost hadnt hired Risa because of her body and those sin-with-me lips. Then he had measured the unflinching intelligence in her eyes and remembered the ambition that had fairly radiated from her rsum.


Risa was everything he had wanted and more than he had bargained on getting when he asked Niall to help him find a trustworthy gold curator who would agree to live in Las Vegas. Niall had sent Risa.


Knowing that he would probably regret it, Shane had hired her. Then he had kept as much distance as possible from his new curator.


Given the nature of her work, it wasnt enough space for comfort. Getting ready for his upcoming Druid Gold show had had them stepping on each others shadows for months. More than once he had thought about finding another curator so he could have sex with this one. But he needed Risas expertise and her fierce intelligence more than he needed an affair, so they just kept circling each other like strange dogs that didnt know whether to bite or lick.


Most of the time Shane was thankful that Risa put up as many go away signs as he did. The rest of the time it irritated him that she was every bit as wary of him as he was of her. He couldnt help wondering why she kept backing up. Certainly not out of fear of losing the only good job around. In the past year a well-known private museum and two wealthy collectors had offered Risa employment. He knew because he had bettered their offers in order to keep her.


And his common sense told him that he should have let her go. She was the kind of trouble he really didnt need.


Risa tapped on the door of the number-two clean room, so called because it was a safe, neutral territory where buyer could meet seller and not fear fraud or outright robbery. In this case Shane was the designated buyer. At least that was what Rarities client hoped.


Sorry Im late, Risa said to Dana and Niall, who were going over some papers on the long metal table that ran down the center of the room. Security hold in Vegas, and then a gas tanker truck flipped on Sepulveda.


You two should be honored, Shane said.


Why? Dana asked, looking up.


Im her boss, and she didnt apologize to me.


Risas eyes narrowed. She didnt say a word.


Niall cleared his throat. Shane and Risa had been at sixes and sevens from the first day they met, but lately the air was beginning to smoke whenever they were in the same room. With a mental sigh he decided to start looking for a new opening for Risa; if she didnt quit pretty soon, Shane would fire her. On the plus side, Shane was noted for his generous severance packages. Maybe she was holding out for that.


Why should she apologize to you? Dana asked, stacking the papers with brisk motions. Rarities is paying for her time at the moment, not you.


Ouch, Shane said.


One day youll learn, boyo, Niall said, grinning. The lady could teach cutting to a sword.


Shane cocked a dark brown eyebrow at Niall, who was kicked back in his chair as though he didnt have a worry in the world. Voice of experience, I presume.


Bloody right. His low-voiced growl was at odds with his amused blue-green eyes and clipped brown hair. He shifted his broad shoulders and reached for his shirt buttons. Want to see my scars?


I dont think his heart could stand it, Dana said. And Risa is far too young for such a manly display.


Hey, yall, Im thirty-one, Risa drawled, letting her Arkansas upbringing pour through her smoky voice. Thats old enough to know better than to let some male show me his, um, scars.


Danas laugh made her look much younger than Risa suspected she was.


Right, Niall said. If youre not interested in a manly striptease, how about a look at some old gold jewelry?


Without waiting for an answer, he pushed back and walked to a long, spun-aluminum case at the far end of the table. The box was about the size that a professional pool player might use to protect his favorite cue. There was a similar, smaller box on the opposite end of the table.


Recorders on, Dana said to no one in particular.


Running, answered a disembodied voice from a ceiling grille.


Is that Factoid? Shane asked, gesturing toward the grille.


No, Niall said. Our research guru is off today.


With Gretchen? Shane asked, smiling. Joe-Bob McCoy, aka Factoid, had a permanent lech for his boss, the head of research. Gretchen Miller was twice his age and half again his weight. A real Valkyrie.


At the moment shes working with Ian Lapstrake and Lawe Donovan, Dana said. The Rutherby inheritance.


Too bad, Shane said. Ive got a great menu for Factoid to try out on his next date with Gretchen, assuming he ever talks her into another one. Food guaranteed to make the woman of his dreams lust for him.


Niall snickered. What is itoysters twelve ways?


Dana rolled her dark eyes. When it came to matters biological, men were such simple creatures.


A bit more elaborate, Shane said. First, a bunch of candles surrounded by agates.


Why? Niall asked.


Guaranteed, time-tested aphrodisiac.


Dana snorted softly.


Shane kept talking. Shrimp cocktail, celery soup, endive salad, halibut with paprika and juniper. Wine, of course. Benedictine and chocolate for dessert. Then the night of your dreams awaits.


For that Id even eat endive, Niall said.


Dana cut him a glance that said she would remember his words and use them against him. He hated endive.


Without realizing it, Risa let out a soft moan at the thought of Benedictine and chocolate. Youre killing me. All I get for lunch is carrots and celery.


Why? Shane asked, startled.


The usual reason. I cant afford new clothes if I eat my way out of these.


Are you hinting for another raise after the one that I was forced to give you to


Argue on your own time, Dana cut in. Then she said to Risa, The clients request is that you do a cold appraisal. Visual inspection only.


Cold appraisal for hot goods? Shane suggested.


Dana gave him a look that could have frozen fire. The provenance on these goods is above reproach. The collector is merely reluctant to invest in a full appraisal if, after a quick look, the goods seem to be less than they were advertised to him.


Shane smiled and tugged on his forelock like a peasant standing before his lord.


Dana ignored him, though her lips twitched around what might have been an answering smile. She had a weakness for men who were smart, easy on the eyes, and hard on the opposition.


Niall opened the first aluminum box and lifted the lid. Inside, each within its own individually cut nest, pieces of gold jewelry gleamed.


Instantly Risa forgot everything else in the room. She went to the open case and simply stared at the contents. After a long, silent minute, she began talking.


First impression. Celtic, of course. Styles and techniques range from La Tne to Mediterranean. Age could be anywhere from fifth century b.c. to fifth century a.d. If you need dates on individual pieces, it will take several days for detailed stylistic comparisons with artifacts in museums, published papers, auction catalogs, online collections, that sort of thing. Most of my references are in Las Vegas, because you said you only needed a fast look.


If a more detailed appraisal is required, would you need the actual artifacts, or would the virtual ones do? Dana asked.


With intent, narrowed eyes, Risa looked through the collection again. Did you search for modern machining marks when you had these under the scope?


The client assured me there were none, Dana said. We checked, of course. Nothing caught our experts eye.


Right. Risa let out a breath. Then Id start with the virtual and go to the real only if I ran into problems.


Dana nodded. So noted.


For now, Risa said, of the nine real objects in this case, one shows obvious signs of recent repairthe gold alloys simply dont match. Two of the pieces have repairs that appear much older, but thats only a preliminary visual examination. Some of the rest certainly could use repair, but thats to be expected. In all probability theyre two thousand years old.


You think theyre genuine? Dana asked. Again, this is a nonbinding verbal opinion based solely on a limited visual examination.


Risa waited while the legal niceties were recorded before she said, I havent seen anything to put me off. Yet.


Nor had she seen anything that made her heart kick with excitement at being in the presence of a truly fine artifact. A showstopper, as her boss would say.


That was what Shane needed to launch his new gallery on New Years Eve. That was what she hadnt found yeta centerpiece for his Druid Gold show. She couldnt help wondering how much more time he would give her. And who else he had looking.


Shane might have made his fortune gambling, but he never left anything to chance.







Chapter 2

Los Angeles


Friday, October 31


Morning


Did the client agree to having these objects manually inspected? Risa asked, frowning.


Dana nodded. Yes, but weve already photographed, x-rayed, and otherwise electronically scanned the pieces, including XRF and SEM.


Without waiting for Shane to ask, Risa translated. X-ray fluorescence to determine the composition of the metal alloy and scanning electron microscope for all the fiddly little details.


The results are digitized, Dana continued, and can be reproduced in three dimensions, so if you would rather not take the risk of handling the objects yourself


Risas laugh drowned out the rest of Danas words. I live to handle ancient jewelry, gold in particular. High-quality gold doesnt respond easily to the acids on human skin, which means I dont have to wear surgical gloves to handle gold for a brief inspection.


Why would handling gold matter to you, other than pleasure? Niall asked.


No photo, no computer reproduction in 3-D, no hologram, no electronic scanning, no graphs or reports, nothing works for me like actual touch. In humans the only thing more sensitive than the fingertips is the tongue. The delicacy of the work on some of the objects Ive handled is so fine it defeats human eyes and fingertips.


So you lick it? Niall asked in disbelief.


An amused, sideways glance was her only reply.


Shanes eyelids lowered almost lazily. It was his only visible reaction to the thought of something being explored by Risas sensitive tongue. Certainly the idea was more interesting than any of the gold pieces on the table in front of him. While they had historic value, they left a lot to be desired in terms of pizzazz.


And that was what he needed. Impact. The kind of gold artifacts that could reach through ignorance and twenty-first-century smugness and shake the viewers to the soles of their casually shod feet. It might last only a few moments, but for that time the viewers would know that people just like them had lived for thousands of yearslaughing, yearning, loving, crying, dying, and creating, always creating.


The fact that such an exhibit would also increase traffic through Tannahill Inc.s resort casinos was nice, but it wasnt the reason he was pursuing all that was good and enduring in gold artifacts. Quite simply, he despised the looters and scavengers of ancient cultures. It was a passion and a pursuit that only two other people were aware ofDana and Niall. Shane worked hard to keep it that way.


The less people thought of him, the easier it was to catch them off guard.


Did you have anything else to show me? he asked. These arent what I need. When I open the Druid Gold show, there will be press, media, and cameras until hell wont have them. Celebrities. Politicians. Socialites. The whole tacky tortilla.


What Shane is trying to say, Risa offered, is that in Las Vegas theres downtown, downscale, tasteless, and then theres uptown, upscale, ostentasteless. Nothing in this lot will make a jaded tourist blink.


Yet even as she spoke, her fingertips reverently brushed the cool, damaged surface of what could have been a privileged childs torc or a votive offering to one of the four hundred named deities the Celts had worshipped. To her, even the most awkward artifact deserved respect simply for having survived when so much else had been lost.


Dana waved off the explanation and looked at Shane. She had expected his impatience. That was why she had insisted that Rarities pay for Risas time and travel. Down, boy. Shes here for us, not you. To Niall she said, Why dont you take him to the basement and play with guns or something.


It was an order, not a question.


Shane laughed and held up his hands in mock surrender to the small brunette. You rise to the bait so beautifully, Dana. Hard to resist.


Fight it, Niall suggested, but the lines at the corners of his eyes gave away his silent laughter.


Dana said something that was either men or merde. No one asked for clarification.


Smiling, Risa picked up the small torc. From its weight, its hollow. This torcneckringis most probably grave goods or perhaps an offering to the spirit of a special spring or a marsh or a river. From the color, I might guess that the torc was made from a gold-silver alloy similar to the hoard found in Snettisham, England, which has been dated to mid-first century b.c. Even if that is the case, it wouldnt be definitive proof of origin for this object, because graves and treasure troves have been dug up and melted down and reworked for as long as people have been burying gold in the ground in the first place.


But you would be comfortable with labeling that torc as British Celtic, approximately first century b.c.? Dana asked.


If that is consistent with your XRF results


It is, Dana cut in. None of the pieces match XRF graphs of modern nine-, fourteen-, or eighteen-karat-gold alloys.


Risa nodded without glancing away from the torc. The technique isnt up to the standards of what has been published from the Snettisham hoards of the first century b.c. These terminals arent even engraved. Maybe the torc wasnt finished. Maybe it was. Well never know. We can only judge what we have in our hands, not what might have been.


But the torc is similar to the Snettisham goods? Dana pressed.


Apparently this torc is made of electrum. So were some of the Snettisham goods. Thats all Im willing to say at this point.


Risa held the torc out and turned it so that the overhead camera would have a clear view. The awkwardness of the object leaped into high relief.


This is a single hollow tube of gold shapedinelegantlyinto a small neckring, Risa said. As a golden survivor of the centuries, it has both extrinsic and intrinsic value. As an example of the jewelers art of Iron Age Britain ... She shrugged. Ordinary. Very ordinary. Any good museum has something like it in storage in the basement, waiting for a scholar to care.


Danas nod made light shimmer over her short dark hair. The client had doubtless hoped for more, but that was his problem. Her problem was to buy, sell, appraise, and protect the constant stream of cultural artifacts that came through the door of Rarities Unlimited.


The other pieces are of similar artistic quality. Deftly Risa replaced the torc in its nest and picked another piece of jewelry at random. This penannular broochthink of it as a broken circlewas used to keep robes, cloaks, and the like from falling off your shoulders. Many such brooches were made of iron or bronze. The Vikings preferred silver, because thats what they had the most of to work with. The Celtic tradition in earlier times and other places is rich in gold.


Niall looked at the brooch. There wasnt any way to fasten the piece to cloth. There wasnt even a sharp point to pierce fabric before coming to rest in the rudely formed clasp. Dont see how it could hold up anything.


Thats because the pin part of the brooch was broken, Risa said, replacing it. The destruction was probably deliberate and happened when the brooch originally was buried or thrown into water.


Niall opened his mouth to ask why something should be broken before it was buried or offered to a god. Then he caught Danas slicing, impatient look and shut his mouth. There was no need to know. Not for him. It was enough that Risa knew.


Besides, he could always ask her later.


Two of the remaining brooches are similarly broken. Risa skimmed three pieces with her fingertips. These small armlets are from a later time, after the Romans began to influence British Celtic styles. They appear to be solid gold. She picked them up one after another and weighed them in her palm. Not hollow. Again, the technique is frankly crude. It lacks the polish of the Mediterranean goldsmiths who came with the Romans to Britain. Nor do the pieces have the sheer ... well, presence that the best of the Celtic goldsmiths gave their work.


Define presence,  Shane said.


Her first thought was that he should know all about presence. He certainly had more than his share of it. It isnt definable. If its there, you feel it. If it isnt ... She shrugged.


He started to ask another question, only to be cut off by his employee.


Ill discuss it with you later if you wish, Risa said, but until then, try looking in the mirror. At Shanes surprised expression, her chin came up defiantly. Men. Merde.


Danas laugh was as smoothly tenor as her voice. Anything else you want to add for the recorders?


Red flared briefly on Risas wide-set cheekbones as she remembered that every word and gesture was going into digital storage. The overall crudeness, simplicity, and fragmentary condition of the pieces make me inclined to say that they arent forgeries. Theyre just not good enough to generate the kind of interest and money that pay forgers for their skill, time, and materials.


Would you be willing to put a verbal, nonbinding value on the collection if sold as a whole?


Are these being represented as a single trove found at the same place and time?


No, Dana said.


In that case the value is considerably less.


My client is aware of that.


At this point, and assuming that the provenance is very good, I dont see more than seventy-five to a hundred and fifty thousand dollars in the whole lot. Theres little in these pieces to lure a major museum. If you find a jewelry collector whose interest lies exclusively in Celtic gold work, you might get more money. Her vivid, dark blue gaze pinned Shane. Collectors are an unpredictable lot. They pay whatever its worth to them.


Shanes smile was all hard, gleaming teeth.


Niall coughed as he closed the case, exchanged it for the other spun-aluminum box and returned to the group at the table. The new box was half the size of the first. He opened the lid and turned the case toward Risa.


She sensed the stillness that came over Shane. She glanced at him and saw nothing different in his expression.


Yet she knew he had decided to buy the piece even before he heard his own experts opinion of it.


Merde.


She really hated when that happened.


At least this was an artifact she would be proud to have in the Golden Fleeces collection of gold objects. Always assuming the artifact wasnt a fraud or had the kind of cobbled-together provenance that screamed of blood and theft. If the provenance was suspect, she and her boss would be in for some yelling matches. Her idea of solid provenance was too rigid, according to Shane. A lot of auction houses would agree with him.


Risas childhood and youth were so spotted she required the cleanest of artifacts. Shanes background was of the driven-snow variety, which made him more tolerant.


He had never been caught red-handed with something he didnt legally own.


She shoved aside the unhappy memories of her childhood as an Arkansas orphan and concentrated on the artifact in front of her. There was an integrity to the piece that transcended whatever guilty or greedy souls might have owned it in the past.


Visual only, or may I handle this? she asked.


Same as the other lot, Dana said.


Risa smiled even as she shook her head slowly. No, this is very different from the other lot. This has presence.


Shane gave her a sideways look.


She ignored him and concentrated on the torc. To her relief the object felt only of cool gold and weight, none of the disturbing power that she sometimes felt with an artifactand never more unnervingly than she had in Wales, amid standing stones, even though no artifacts had been there. But she didnt like thinking about that and the currents of awareness that sometimes reached out to her, telling her she was different.


With a long breath she forced herself to concentrate on the here and now rather than a lost childhood and an eerie oak grove in Wales.


The torcs circle was divided into three equal arcs. The outer curve of each arc was decorated by a spoked wheel balanced on the center of the arc. Each wheel was itself divided into thirds by three equally spaced gold knobs.


Classic three-part design, Risa said. The Celts loved their trinity long before Christian times. Carefully she lifted the torc from its nest. From the weight, its solid. Whether this is pure gold or sheet gold wrapped over iron, I cant tell visually. If its a wrap, its a thick one. I see nothing but gold.


Dana spoke softly into the microphone buttoned to her collar. Research?


Iron core, said the ceiling grille. Verified by Rarities.


Excellent. Risa all but purred.


Wouldnt it be more valuable as pure gold? Niall asked.


As metals go, pure gold is very soft, she said absently. You can shape it any way you want without much trouble, but it gets out of shape just as easily. Worse, it might not stop a surprise sword blow from the back, which was probably the original reason torcs were worn. The fact that this is gold wrapped around iron makes it more likely that the torc was a badge of royalty or very high status that was actually worn by a woman or a pencil-necked man. Beautiful. Just beautiful. With sensitive fingertips she traced the whole of the circle. Mmm. Yes. Here it is. And here.


Shane watched her fingertips and thought of her tongue. Irritably he pulled his mind back to the gold object instead of his increasing, damned inconvenient lust for his curator.


Risa looked at Dana. I will assume a mortise-and-tenon joint at each end of this arc.


English, please, Shane said.


The edge to his voice made Risas eyes narrow. Think of it as innie meets outie.


Niall snickered.


Risa turned back to Dana. That kind of joint was known and used in the Iron Age. It would allow one arc in this torc to be removed so that the remaining two-thirds of the ring could slipor be pushedaround the neck. Then the arc would be replaced, the torc squeezed shut at the joints, and God help whoever wanted to take it off.


Sounds uncomfortable, Shane said.


Status usually is.


He gave Risa an amused, approving look. Her combination of pragmatism and razor intelligence interested him as much as anything else about her, including her lush body.


And that worried him. Affairs werent based on intelligence and pragmatism. They were fast, greedy, and hot. Anything where intelligence crept in was a relationship.


Bad idea.


He wasnt any good at relationships. The only ones he had were with family, and they could best be described as mutual combat in his fathers case, mutual sadness in his mothers case, and mutual frustration all around.


If only you would try, you and your father could get along. Just try, Shane. Try. Please. For me.


His mothers often-repeated plea echoed like an unhappy ghost through Shanes memories. He ignored it with the ease of a lifetimes practice. Not even for his mother would he put up with his fathers corrosive arrogance. End of argument. End of family life.


Beginning of Shanes true education.


There was nothing like being broke on the streets to teach a man all the things he hadnt learned while getting a masters degree in business at Stanford University.


As for age, Risa continued, running her fingertips lightly along the cool, ancient gold, I know of at least one torc that is similar in execution and style to this. It came from Marne, France, and dates back to the fourth century b.c.


Provisional estimate of worth? Dana asked.


With goodvery goodprovenance, I would start asking at three hundred thousand dollars and hope to make considerably more. Up to five hundred thousand. Maybe even higher. Depends on whether its a public auction, which tends to drive up prices just by the competitive nature of collectors, or a private sale to an interested individual.


Is it for sale? Shane asked bluntly.


Yes. Dana said.


May I? he said, but he was already holding out his hand in silent demand.


Risa gave him the torc.


For a moment he simply closed his eyes and absorbed the weight, texture, and feel of the ancient jewelry. He couldnt have said why he approached collecting gold artifacts this way; he knew only that he always had. No matter how spectacular a piece might appear, if it didnt feel right, he didnt buy it.


When his eyes opened they were the clear, bottomless green of imperial jade. And he was looking at Risa, into her.


The hair at the nape of her neck prickled. She turned away from him so quickly she nearly stumbled. Tell your client that, subject to verification of provenance, he has an offer of three hundred


Four, Shane interrupted curtly.


Four hundred thousand dollars, she said between her teeth. If he is uneasy that I would be both appraiser and acquirer, Tannahill Inc. will pay for a neutral appraisal.


Right, Dana said. Mentally she toted up the commission to Rarities and smiled. He wont kick. He requested you by name.


Probably because he wanted Shanes attention, Risa said with faint bitterness. On her own she wasnt well known enough to attract artifacts of the quality Shane was holding now.


Doubtless, Dana agreed. Anyone with a fine gold artifact to sell anywhere in the world has heard of Shane Tannahill and the Golden Fleece.


It certainly makes my life interesting, Risa muttered.


Buying all that lovely stuff, eh? Niall asked.


No. Dealing with all the lovely stuff that elbows its way out of the worlds sewers holding gold in both fists.







Chapter 3

Sedona


Halloween night


The book in Virgils lap was heavy, scholarly, and filled with beautiful drawings and color photos of Celtic art. He didnt need to look at the pages to know what was there. They filled his memory. The book was just one of many he had collected to educate himself about the nature of the gold artifacts that were packed in three World War II ammunition boxes under his bed. All of his past addresses were neatly stenciled on each box, a ritual recitation of all the places he had fled.


But no more. He finally understood that he couldnt outrun the unthinkable.


He had chosen the spirit-infused Southwest for his last stand. He had hoped that putting the boxes of gold in the center of the three leaning stones he had found at the base of the nearby cliff would somehow ... return the gold.


And free him.


When that plan had failed, he stuck the boxes under his bed and read books in hope of finding knowledge that would allow him to control whatever lived in the gold. That hadnt worked either, but hope was as persistent as breath. And as necessary.


He had kept on reading and hoping to find the key that would set him free from the curse of Druid gold.


Once he had even tried to go back to the Welsh autumn, to the place where he had dug out the treasure more than half a century ago. Gold, sacred gold, three times three times three artifacts that were the core of Druid ritualsrituals where life ended and began again, where kings waited while Druids spoke to gods, where the very course of the sun and moon were assured. Beltane in May, when the time of warmth and hope returned to the land, and Samhain in November when the time of cold and desperation began once more.


Samhain, when what was real and what wasnt flowed together and created an eerie whole.


It had been Samhain when he returned to Wales to find again the nine hills, six oak trees, three leaning stones, one tiny spring. He hadnt taken a metal detector that second time. He wasnt after gold. He was after absolution.


He hadnt found it, nor the black spring in the center of the stones. The very place that he had discovered so easily in time of war eluded him in peace.


Defeated, still cursed, he had fled back to America. Here he remained, older and no wiser for all the books he had read. Nowhere in those books had he discovered anything to equal the twenty-seven objects he had found in the Druid grove. Nowhere in any of the modern fancies about white-robed Druids had he found anything to equal the power of the ancients whose minds had held the entire reality of a culture. Druids who cured the sick or made the healthy ill. Druids who talked with gods and held power greater than kings. Druids who knew no difference between themselves and a river or an oak or a stag; everything all of one piece, seamless, sacred.


And all that power was summed up and contained in the ritual artifacts he had stolen.


He was doomed.


Setting the book aside, he stared uneasily at the heavy gold torc whose circle of twisted gold chains gleamed coldly in the moonlight pouring through his open window. There was enough light to read by if you had young eyes, but not enough to bring out the red color in the huge rock faces that loomed just beyond his run-down little house.


Tourists paid big bucks to be hauled over the rugged land in pink jeeps or dusty open vans. He had never understood why. The sun was just as pretty lots of other places. The sky was just as blue. Yet visitors came here to Sedona to stand cheek by jowl with other visitors and shuffle along crowded vortex trails that already had been beaten hard by thousands of aging New Agers.


Virgil had even tried walking the vortex trails himself, back when he thought he could bleed off some of the bad luck that had hounded him since he went AWOL for a two-day trip to Wales. But no matter how many vortex sites he went to, no matter how hard he tried to open himself to that other reality, he always came back down the trail with the same old reality he had hauled up it in the first place.


In time he had discovered channeling. A one-hour session cost more than a trip to a fancy cathouse, but he hadnt had much use for whores after he turned seventy-six. Besides, using a channel was a lot easier than clawing his way alone to the most remote and powerful vortex sitesthe ones that werent listed in the flashy four-color pamphlets that sold for ten bucks apiece and werent worth the paper they were printed on. Using a channel was a lot easier on him than touching the damned gold itself and hearing hell beckoning in his own screams.


The clocks hands stuttered and snapped together like the ends of a fan.


Midnight. Halloween.


Samhain, when all boundaries blurred.


It had to be now.


After two tries he forced himself to grab the torc. His skin rippled violently as it tried to crawl away from the cold gold. He was certain he heard thunder way far off, hell and gone to Wales, lightning pouring through his clenched hand, searing, burning, destroying ... 


The sound of his own screams shook Virgil out of whatever he had fallen into. Hell, as near as he could tell. He had seen it, touched it, and was terrified he would spend eternity with it.


Cant do it alone, he said to the darkness. Need the channel. Need her now.


For a few minutes he put his head in his hands, pushed trembling fingers through thick white hair, and gathered his strength to face the darkness again.


At least Lady Faulkner would be with him this time.


The thought gave him enough courage to call the number he remembered even when he forgot other things. But not everything. No matter how hard he tried, he couldnt forget the hell he would have sold his soul to forget.


If he still had a soul.


Motionless but for the tremor in his hands that never stopped these days, he waited for his channel to pick up the phone and answer questions about the state of his soul.







Chapter 4

Camp Verde, Arizona


Halloween night


The telephones relentless ringing finally dragged Cherelle Faulkner from a drugged sleep. Naked, she sat up and peered groggily through eyelashes clogged with mascara. Outside the window whose only curtain was dust, the motels faded neon sign blinked on and off, on and off, a slow heart beating in the darkness advertising rooms by the night or the week or the month.


The phone kept ringing.


She shoved her hands through the bleached length of her hair and kicked the man sleeping beside her. Chrissake, Tim! Get the fucking phone!


Shit, mumbled Tim Seton. Listen to you. And here youre always telling me to watch my mouth around the dumbs.


The only dumb in this bed is you, and we all know that assholes dont have ears, so I dont have to watch my fucking mouth, do I?


Tim turned his beautiful profile away from her and fell back asleep.


The phone kept ringing.


With a hissing curse Cherelle clawed her way across Tim until she could see the Caller ID readout.


Virgil, she muttered. Shit.


Virgil OConner was one of their best dumbsclients, she corrected herself silently. Paid cash. Up front. No hassle, no bouncing checks, no credit card trail. She wished they had fifty more like him. Hell, even five. With that and a little luck in Vegas, a girl could do as well as her childhood pal Risa already had.


Thinking of Risa made Cherelle slide back toward the good old days, when two smart Arkansas orphans had stuck it to the


The phone was still ringing.


She shook off the last of her half-sleeping memories, pulled her vortex persona around her like invisible robes, and picked up the receiver. When she spoke, her voice was hushed and gentle.


Good morning, Virgil. I sense that youre having a difficult time.


Gotta see you.


Let me check my


No, he interrupted. Now, Lady Faulkner. Its gotta be now. While its still dark. That gold is killing me.


She barely bit back the gutter words that were doing back flips on her tongue. Gold, hmmm? Did you fall asleep over the pictures in one of your old books again?


Got things better than any damn book. You come quick. Youll see.


Virgil ... Its the middle of the fucking night, you moron. She clenched her jaw, swiped hair out of her eyes, and said carefully, All right, Ill come, but Ill have to ask for double the usual fee. Im sorry, but thats the


If you get here before dawn, Ill give you four hundred, he cut in.


Cash?


Yeah. It was all the money he had left, but he wasnt worried. If this appointment didnt do the trick, he didnt think there would be any others. But you gotta get here fast.


Cherelle swallowed. Ill be with you before dawn. Peace and prosperity, Virgil.


Before the client could answer, she dumped the phone in its cradle and shook her partner hard enough to make his blond-streaked hair fly. Up and at em, pretty boy. Virgil has four big ol bills waiting for us.


Tim opened one beautiful blue eye. Who do we have to kill?


Ha, ha. You cant even step on a cockroach. You have to have your jailhouse buddy do it for you.


The other blue eye opened. He smiled like a china angel. It gets done, dont it?


With a sound of disgust she dropped his shoulders and finished crawling over him to get out of bed. Haul that sexy butt out of the sheets. We have to be at Virgils before dawn.


Socks wont like it if we arent here when


Socks can fuck himself.


Hey, youre always down on my buddy.


I never went down on him, not even when he offered me a hundred.


Snickering, Tim stretched. He liked jabbing at his lover. It was his way of getting even for not being half as smart as she was. Neither was Socks, for all his bragging. Next to Cherelle, they were both stupid. But that was okay.


Thinking was a pain in the ass.


So he left thinking to Cherelle unless it was more up his buddys alley, like fencing the occasional TV or DVD player. He didnt tell Cherelle about that part of it. She would shit a brick if she knew Socks was burgling some of their clients. Not all of them. Hell, even he could figure out that would be stupid. Just a few of them when they left for the winter, the ones that had so many TVs they wouldnt miss one or two.


Anyway, it was Cherelles fault. If she wasnt so tight with cash, he wouldnt have to moonlight with Socks. But she had a bug up her ass about saving enough money to get a place somewhere that nobody knew them and they wouldnt have to be looking over their shoulder all the time. That took money, and that meant he was lucky to see a fifty from her once a week so that he could have a few beers with Socks and


Timothy Seton, get your ass out of that bed!


Bitch, bitch, bitch, he said, but he made sure she didnt hear. Im up, Im up! Then he looked down at his early-morning woody and laughed. Sure enough, I am. How about it?


She gave him a look that took the lead right out of his pencil.


Rather wistfully he glanced down at his deflating glory. Oh, well. There was more where that came from. And if she didnt want it when it came around again, there were others that did.


Whistling, he headed for the shower that Cherelle had finally cleaned last week. About time, too. There had been enough crud on the floor to tickle his feet.







Chapter 5

Las Vegas


Halloween night


The lobby of the Wildest Dream hotel/shopping/theater/gambling complex was decked out like a Halloween tart in black velvet and neon orange. The most photogenic of the Strips gambling glitterati milled around the champagne fountain and dipped black crystal glasses into the fizzy orange wine. Gail Silverado, sole owner of Wildest Dream Inc., was famous for her yearly Halloween bash. It started loud and just got better. By 3:00 a.m. the party had developed a really shrill edge that would just get worse every half hour until dawn, when the bubbly fountain would finally run dry.


But that was several hours away. With a smile brighter than the shimmering faux pearl beads that outlined her figure in loving detail, Gail held her tenth glass of champagneone sip from each, no more, no lessand looked at her watch without appearing to. She still had a few more minutes before she would be called away on business.


Even if a meeting hadnt been arranged, she would have wanted to get away. The high, sexy heels she was wearing had been designed for a younger woman, one who hadnt spent too many of her fifty-odd years strutting her well-kept butt in front of whichever man could afford it. Her feet were screaming.


Her smile never wavered beneath the exotic, pearlescent feathers that framed her face like loving fingers. There was too much young ass in Las Vegas for a woman over thirty ever to let down her guard. But even if she had been playing against a field of dogs, Gail would have gone through the same arduous workout and surgical schedule that she did now. She needed to look fifteen years younger than she was. Twenty would be better.


Shane! she called. Her smile tipped into the megawatt category. I was afraid you wouldnt come.


With a wave, Shane slipped through a costumed throng of devils, some Hells Angelswho may or may not have been in costumemore showgirls than had ever pranced down the Lidos runway, and some truly reptilian aliens with heads that would have made Medusa turn and run.


I should have Carl throw you out, Gail said to Shane when he came to stand beside her, but her approving look said otherwise.


Why sic your head of security on me? Shane wasnt quite shouting, but it was a near thing. The volume of the party had reached frenetic. A lot of people relished it. He wasnt one of them. He was here for business, not pleasure, and all that noise got in the way. Almost shouting just to have a conversation wasnt his idea of fun.


Because, honeylove, Gail said, hands on her narrow waist, youre not in costume.


Shane looked down as though surprised to find himself in the same leather jacket, open-collar cream shirt, and black slacks he had worn to the meeting at Rarities. Im in costume.


As what?


Normal twenty-first-century male of the species Homo sapiens sapiens.


Gail laughed. Point to you. The last thing anyone would accuse you of being is normal.


He looked over the crowd with a practiced eye. No matter how unlikely their costumes, he easily spotted the security guards. They were the only ones not drinking. It was the same upstairs, on the catwalks hidden behind ceiling grilles and one-way mirrors surrounding light fixtures. Security people walked overhead and manned each Eye in the Sky while the cameras worked. At the Wildest Dream, as at other big casinos, every bit of the action was captured and put into digital storage. Though the records were accessed as bytes on minidrives more often than on videotape, everyone still referred to the records as tapes.


Great crowd. Whos on God duty tonight? Shane asked idly, referring to the security people upstairs.


Whoever lost the toss.


Gail must have signaled a server, because one left a hole in the crowd getting to Shane to offer him whatever his heart desired. He waved off the leggy girl whose breasts bobbed like waterlogged coconuts above her low-cut neckline. Other than an eyeful, Shane couldnt decide what her costume was supposed to represent. Chartreuse and silver kitty-cat, maybe.


And maybe not.


Youre not going to stay long enough to eat or drink anything, is that it? Gail asked when he waved off the server.


I just got in from L.A. Im way too tired for your crowd.


She didnt believe it for a second. She knew just how much energy and stamina the man had. What she wanted to know was how to get him back in her bed again. It had been too many years.


At first she had thought it was the age difference that made Shane stop calling her. Gradually she had realized it was worse than that. He simply didnt want any more from her than the enjoyable affair they had already had.


If there was no other choice, she could live without him in her bed. There were plenty of energetic males in Vegas. But it really chapped her ass that Shane couldnt see what a perfect business match they were. He was the only man she had ever met who could crunch numbers as fast as she could, whether or not the computer was up and running. He could speed-read a balance sheet and know instantly if things were kosher or in the toilet. So could she.


Together they could rule Vegas.


And whoever ruled Vegas controlled the biggest little money laundry in the world. When you controlled that laundry, all kinds of delicious opportunities came knocking on your back door.


The broad, powerful figure of a Celtic warrior in fulland quite imaginaryregalia appeared out of the crowd behind Shane. As though he had eyes in the back of his head, Shane turned and took in the full effect of helmet, leather shirt, gilded metal armbands, earrings, sword, and the hairiest thighs this side of a sheep pen.


Hi, Carl. Shane held out his
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