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About the Book

The Crown of Isis, once part of the treasure of Queen Dido of Carthage, was reputed to grant its wearer immortality. In AD 64 it was stolen from the Temple of Isis. It was believed lost forever. Until now.

Art recovery expert Jamie Saintclair receives an unexpected phone call from Brooklyn detective Danny Fisher. Two families have been brutally murdered, one in New York, the other in London. The only link is a shared name, that of a German art thief who disappeared at the end of the war.

Jamie’s investigation will take them into the dark past of Nazi Germany, to a hidden world of the occult – where a carefully guarded secret reveals a legacy of bloodshed. As Saintclair and Fisher will discover, for the promise of eternal life there are those who would kill, and kill again.
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For Shona and Derek, the very best of friends


I

WE WALKED FOR two days in the darkness of the Otherworld before we reached Queen Dido’s treasury. At times I feared we would be lost in the caves for ever.

The words emerged babbled and almost formless, the voice barely a whisper clinging to the outer edge of existence, like its owner, the frail, silver-haired patient lying on the hospital bed. Seated beside the bed, the tall blond man hit the rewind button on a digital recorder and replayed the two sentences for the fourth time.

We walked for two days in the darkness of the Otherworld before we reached Queen Dido’s treasury …

It had been like this from the start: tiny fragments of stories in half a dozen different languages, each providing a frustrating glimpse of a larger whole. Tantalizing, but ultimately infuriating. Names whose identity had only become clear from the history books. The doctors called it multiple personality disorder and said it wasn’t unusual for a sufferer to suddenly start talking in foreign languages, even those they could never have learned. They didn’t have an explanation for it, but it happened. Only the blond man knew that something set this case apart. That was why he’d begun recording the mad ramblings of a brain on the point of self-destruct.

The room in the private hospital was large and airy, but for a moment he found it difficult to breathe. He rose from the cushioned plastic seat and opened the window, allowing in a gust of petroleum-scented air from the constant traffic he could hear rushing along Euston Road a few hundred yards away. A combination of words in the excerpt stirred a memory and he searched the machine’s database for a previous recording, his subconscious automatically monitoring the shrill, annoying rush of digitized information for the section he was listening for. ‘… the caves for ever.’

It was one of the longer passages and he frowned as he concentrated on the words.

I ordered my legionaries to wall up the cave mouth and, using the surviving priests and their scribes for labour, diverted a stream so that it formed a deep pool, which would conceal the entrance of the caves for ever. When the work was complete I had the workers put to the sword, their bodies burned and their bones crushed to dust so that no earthly trace remained of their existence.

Paul Dornberger listened without emotion to the tale of massacre. More important than the content was the fact that the words were spoken in an archaic, colloquial Latin his researches had confirmed was probably used in Rome around the time of Christ’s death. He could read Latin and Greek as well as he could read English, but it had taken several weeks to associate the recording with the language he had read and heard.

The thin figure on the bed groaned, as if he could sense the febrile electricity in the air. Dornberger studied him, aware that he felt none of the affection or sympathy that would be normal in a son.

Queen Dido’s treasury.

The three words sent a thrill of almost childlike excitement through him. They conjured up a picture-book image of gold and jewels lying in great heaps; a literal king’s ransom. Yet, that was the least of it. What truly mattered was that the words appeared to confirm something beyond understanding and that should rightly have been beyond belief. Something that the old man had revealed during one of the more lucid periods of his relentless downward spiral. Dornberger took a deep breath and walked to the large safe bolted to the floor beside the bed. It was an expensive safe, the most secure his employer’s money would buy. He studied it for a moment. The combination of keys and punched numbers were etched on his brain, but he ran each stage through his mind before performing it, because he was a careful man and it was his habit. With a faint click, the heavy steel door opened to reveal a substantial, black velvet bag of a kind sometimes used to protect valuable musical instruments.

He hesitated before picking it up. If he was honest, what was inside made him nervous in a way very few things did. He placed the bag on to the bed and untied the silken strings that closed the neck. No need to rush. The door was locked and, in any case, no doctor or nurse would dare barge into the room without knocking. The material was soft between his fingers as he drew the neck apart, allowing him to see the buttery glint of yellow metal inside. His heart fluttered a little as he reached in to draw the contents clear of the velvet cloth.

This was the physical manifestation of the words on the recorder: what made the impossible possible. The object in his hands stood eighteen inches tall and consisted of a diadem of gold topped by twin horns of the same precious metal, which curved upwards and out, so that the tips ended nine inches apart. Between the horns, close to the base and at the narrowest point, were fixed four clasps in a configuration that would hold an object about the size of a goose’s egg. The band of the diadem had been worked with symbols that were recognizably Pharaonic, similar to those on artefacts he’d seen in the Egyptian section of the British Museum. In the centre, between the base of the horns, was carved a single staring eye. Some impulse made him raise the crown and place it on his head. At first the metal was cold against his forehead, but it quickly warmed to the temperature of his body. Blood thundered in his ears, his vision became blurred and for a fleeting moment he truly believed. But the sensation quickly passed and he saw himself reflected in the window: the sharp suit and the ridiculous headdress. A heavy-jawed, unsmiling young man with short blond hair and narrow, pale eyes that people found difficult to read. With a snort of disgust he removed the crown and carried it to where Max Dornberger lay in the bed.

‘Well, old man, what if I actually believed your madness? Even if it does exist, how will I find it?’

There was no answer, and he had expected none.

He replaced the crown with as much care as he’d removed it and returned the bag to the safe, punching random numbers into the keypad to engage the lock. When he was satisfied, he leaned over the bed and kissed his father’s forehead. If he had seen himself he would have been surprised at the affection the gesture displayed. He picked up the recorder from the top of the safe and stared at it for a few moments, as if he expected it to tell him its secrets, but it was as silent as the old man.

Shaking his head at his own foolishness, he reached for the door handle.

The word was like a whisper on the wind.

‘What?’ he demanded, but he knew what he’d heard.

Hartmann.


II

MYRON DELOITE BROKE open the double-barrel shotgun with a satisfying snap, blew the dust from the mechanism and carefully slipped the two buckshot-filled cartridges snugly into their chambers. The action made him grin because it reminded him of Wednesday night behind the garages with Soraya. Damn, she was good, was that Soraya. But Soraya didn’t come cheap. She liked to be romanced with a little love weed and maybe a couple lines of blow to get her in the mood. It was girls like Soraya that had got Myron into trouble, but he just couldn’t stay away from their hot little bodies and busy little hands. Satisfied, he snapped the barrels back into place and polished them with a filthy piece of cloth he’d found in a cupboard of the rented flat. It had once been a fine gun, but someone had crudely shortened the stock by cutting away six inches of polished oak and the dark-sheened metal barrels had been sawn off two inches in front of the fore-grip, making it around two feet long. Ideally, Myron would have preferred a pistol, or maybe even one of them dinky little Mach-10 babies that sprayed out thirty rounds in the time it took to spit, but the shotgun was cheap and Myron Deloite PLC was currently having cash flow problems. The main thing about the shotgun was that it was simple and it made a fucking big hole in whatever you pointed it at. He’d seen what it could do, cos he’d insisted on a demonstration. Ol’ Myron might be a little slow, but he wasn’t dumb. Din’t want no shotgun blowin’ up in his face.

He tied a piece of string round the butt and formed a loop big enough so it would go over his shoulder. It took two or three attempts before he got the length right, but eventually the gun hung snugly against his right thigh, with enough slack so he could easily bring it up and fire it from the hip. The long black coat he’d stolen from the bar a few nights earlier hung on a hook behind the door. Now he put it on and studied himself in the mirror. No telltale bulges or awkward angles. He’d have to sit with his leg straight on the Tube, but he could suffer that. He unbuttoned the coat again to make sure the gun was easy to access and tried it a couple of times to get the feel of it. Damn, that was good; felt like he was Clint Eastwood. Do you feel lucky, punk?

Myron had watched the mark for three days before he’d eventually found what he’d been looking for. Three whole fucking days standing about in the rain or sitting in expensive coffee shops nursing a cup of mocha with the waitress staring at him like he was a piece of dog shit somebody’d walked in on their shoe. The house to the Tube to his office. Office to the Tube to his house. Never went out at night. Never strayed. Didn’t the man do anything on his own? It was only when he’d arrived early at the house after an all-nighter that he discovered Mr Man was a jogger. Mr Man liked to run round the park at first light, all on his lonesome. And Mr Man was dumb. Because Myron had sneaked along to watch on four consecutive mornings and Mr Man never changed his route, not even to run in the opposite direction. And that meant Mr Man was a dead man.

Myron looked at his wrist. The Rolex watch with the Timex action said 4.35 a.m. and Mr Man’s runs started at 6.15 sharp. Plenty of time to get the first train out of Brixton and reach Lancaster Gate in time to make the walk through the park to the spot he had identified as the killing zone.

The image of the hit in his head exhilarated him, but he felt a little sluggish. These early mornings are killing me, man. He grinned broadly at his own joke. What he needed was a pick-me-up to clear his mind. He fumbled in the drawer until he found one of the sachets of white powder. Even the sight of it made his heart beat a little faster. Pure Colombian coke. Still owed for, but that was what this was all about. When the business acquaintance who supplied Myron with his recreational substances suggested he could wipe out his debts and set himself up with a nest-egg, Myron was in no position to turn it down. He’d done these little jobs before. True, some had worked out better than others, but he was still here, wasn’t he? Mr Man was a spoiled white rich boy. He wouldn’t know what hit him. Myron poured a line of white powder onto the desk top and snorted it straight from the scarred plastic. It was like a jolt of electricity to the brain. Everything looked better already.

He walked up to the mirror and whipped the shotgun out from under the coat. Do you feel lucky, punk?

Jamie Saintclair groaned as the alarm on his bedside clock beeped mercilessly. Christ, why did he keep doing this to himself? He rolled over and fumbled for the button. Don’t snooze. If you snooze, you’ll never get up. He forced himself out of bed. Sarah would have been up by now, bouncing about like a demented rubber ball and getting dressed in her running gear. He liked to move at a more sedate pace. No Sarah. Not for three months. Off back to the Land of the Free to find herself. At least that’s what she’d said. He struggled into his Lycra shorts – not cold enough for the long johns yet – grabbed his T-shirt. It was the one with Picasso’s Guernica on it that he’d picked up at the museum in Madrid for nine euros – five minutes later he’d seen it in a back-street shop for three. Running shoes, Nike, but in need of replacement. Not quite awake, but ready.

He ambled blearily through the flat to the front door and took the stairs down to the street. Kensington High Street. Not deserted at this time of the morning, but not far off it, thank Christ. He didn’t start running immediately, just a brisk walk interspersed with vaguely effective stretches that made him look like an idiot. At last, the park. He took his usual route on the long diagonal up past Round Pond. Slowly at first, letting the blood loosen the muscles, easing his way into the run. Breathing a little laboured, but that would soon ease off. The rhythm came to him without conscious effort and his mind switched. That was the thing about running at this time of the morning: you could do it in your sleep. The thought made him smile, and smiling made him think of Sarah, which made him stop smiling. He hadn’t done a lot of smiling since she’d gone. Don’t. Think. About. Sarah. It must have worked because the next thing he knew he was up at Lancaster Gate, and making his turn down past the ornamental ponds to the path beside the Serpentine. Did he really need to do this every day? He was young – thirtyish was still young, wasn’t it? – and fitter than he’d ever been, thanks to Sarah’s early-morning runs and the fencing classes. Anyway, an art dealer didn’t need to be a marathon runner. He needed to be a networker. Maybe if he did some early-morning networking instead of jogging he’d make more money?

‘Crawk!’ He swerved sharply as the raucous cry from the lake and the flutter of large wings announced a decidedly pissed-off heron.

‘Sorry for disturbing your breakfast, old chum,’ he muttered as he ran on into the trees.

* * *

From his concealed position in the killing ground, Myron heard the distant crunch of gravel. He shifted so that he had a better view up the path between the trees. It wouldn’t be doing to shoot the wrong jogger, would it? He glanced up to see a dull leaden cast to the sky. Almost dawn. The path was still artificially lit, but the way the cocaine made Myron feel he could probably have seen in the dark. Not that he was nervous. No, just excited. He hated rich people and this spoiled white boy was rich. He’d watched him go every day from his fancy Kensington flat to his fancy Bond Street office. The white boy had everything. Well, Myron was going to take everything away from the white boy.

The rhythmic sound of running feet came closer and he noted the neon flash as tiny panels on the running shoes were reflected in the pathlights. Closer. Closer. Exactly as he expected. A runner in a dark T-shirt. Head down, deep in thought, but the right height and the right build. Mr Man. His breathing quickened. Closer, still. So close that there was no way he could turn and run. Mr Man. Dead man.

Myron stepped out into the pathway, raised the shotgun so it was pointing at the target’s heart and squeezed both triggers.

Jamie almost stopped when the man lurched from behind the bronze statue of Peter Pan into his path. His first instinct was to swerve, but when he saw the twin barrels of the shotgun sweep up to aim directly at him he knew he had nowhere to run except straight at his ambusher. He was going to die, that was fairly obvious, but he wasn’t going to die without trying. He screamed, the way the Army had taught him to scream, and launched himself at the man in the trench coat.

Myron couldn’t believe that the fucking gun hadn’t fired. As the wailing banshee with the face from hell bore down on him, he scrabbled at the trigger in desperation. Nothing happened. It was fortunate for Jamie that the seller hadn’t told Myron about the safety button behind the trigger and that Myron had been so excited about the potential of his new toy that he hadn’t bothered to ask. More fortunate still, because, as he found a second later when he smashed into Myron’s chest and forced the barrels skywards, the safety button doesn’t always stop the gun firing. The simultaneous twin blasts deafened them both and in his fright Myron dropped the shotgun, leaving him at the mercy of his annoyed, dangerously scared and belligerent target. Myron was only nineteen and five foot six. Jamie was a well-built six foot odd who’d boxed for Cambridge and been trained in unarmed combat by people who killed other people with their bare hands. It was over in thirty seconds.

‘Right, you little bastard,’ Jamie growled when he’d manoeuvred his ambusher onto his stomach with both arms behind his back. ‘What the fuck is this all about?’

For answer he received a string of inventive curses, a few of which he’d never heard before. He switched position so his whole weight was on a knee in the centre of Myron’s spine and Myron responded with a satisfactory yelp of agony.

‘Look, my trigger-happy friend,’ Jamie whispered in the other man’s ear, ‘whatever happens you’re going to the police, the question is whether you go in one piece or not.’ He pinned Myron’s right arm with his knee and took the left wrist between his hands. ‘Now we have a choice here. I can break every one of your fingers one by one, which feels a bit like this.’ There was a sharp crack and Myron shrieked in genuine agony. ‘That, by the way, is only dislocated. Or I can go the whole hog and force your arm out of your socket and you’ll never be able to use it again.’ He put a little more weight on the arm and was rewarded by another shriek, followed by a whimper as he released the pressure. ‘So let me ask again. What is this about? Why did you try to kill me?’

‘Didn’t,’ Myron gasped. ‘Was just going to mug you. Was desperate. Wanted cash for smack.’

‘Dear, oh dear, you’re going to have to come up with something better than that. You must think I’m as dim as you are.’ He sighed and took a tighter grip on the arm. ‘One more time.’

‘Don’t!’ The would-be assassin cried. ‘Look, I’ll tell. I’ll tell. Some punter put a ten-grand contract on you. Kill and collect, no questions asked.’

Jamie almost let him go in his astonishment.

‘A contract?’

‘A contract, I swear it. Please don’t hurt me again.’

A hundred questions raced through Jamie’s mind, but only one of them really mattered. ‘First I need you to tell me who.’

‘I can’t.’ The voice was shrill with desperation and pain. ‘He’ll kill me.’

‘That’s a pity.’

‘He denies it, naturally.’

Jamie sat with his back against the gnarled bronze roots of the tree stump supporting Peter Pan as he listened to the plain-clothes detective.

‘Says he was minding his own business and you jumped out and assaulted him.’

‘The gun will have his fingerprints on it,’ Jamie pointed out.

‘Of course it will. But it would help if he didn’t have the injuries he has. That arm of his is a right mess.’

Jamie shrugged. ‘Man with a shotgun. Man in his shorts. A fairly obvious case of self-defence, I’d have thought, Inspector.’

‘I’d have thought so, too, Mr Saintclair, or you’d be up there in the paddy wagon with him. But you never know these days. Bastard lawyers and a liberal judge, anything can happen. Course, I didn’t say that.’

‘No, you didn’t.’

The detective pulled out his notebook. ‘One thing I need to ask? This contract, if it exists, can you think of anyone who might want to kill you?’

It happened that Jamie had been asking himself just that question. Neo-Nazi nutcases. The Chinese government. Mossad. The list was fairly extensive. Not to mention his enemies in the art world, who might have a more lethal dislike for him than he thought. But one suspect stood pony-tailed head and shoulders above the rest. ‘There’s a man in the United States I came across last year. We had a coming-together that cost him a lot of money. Howard Vanderbilt.’

The policeman raised an eyebrow and noted the name. ‘The Howard Vanderbilt?’

‘Is there anything I can do about it, in the meantime?’

‘The contract? We’ll send someone round to offer you some advice. Ten grand’s not really a lot of money.’

Jamie felt vaguely slighted. ‘Advice, that’s it?’

‘ ’Fraid so, sir.’

‘Maybe they’ll give up on it after this?’

‘You don’t really believe that, do you, sir?’

‘No,’ Jamie admitted. ‘I don’t.’


III

‘NO SCRAPS FOR you here, Saintclair.’ The words were uttered with that peculiar mix of sneer, condescension and chumminess that takes even the biggest snob a lifetime to perfect. It was a week after the assassination attempt and Jamie Saintclair turned, tempted to mete out the same treatment he had to the currently indisposed Myron Deloite. Instead, he forced himself to greet the speaker with a smile.

‘Hello, Peregrine.’ He nodded, pondering regretfully how much a broken nose would improve the purple boozer’s face. But Sir Peregrine ‘Perry’ Dacre had recently been appointed an adviser to the Keeper of the Royal Collection and wielded an influence that was astonishingly well disguised by the shiny suit, smelly armpits and permanently vacant expression. Perry was a vicious, acid-dripping gossip with a reputation for groping lowly female interns, but in Jamie’s present parlous financial state he had decided, reluctantly, that the man must be humoured. They turned to study the seven-foot painting that dominated the wall of the London gallery where Dacre had peevishly agreed it could be included in an exhibition of Italian Baroque art.

‘Charles One had an eye for the ladies,’ the older man mused.

By Charles One, Jamie deduced that Dacre meant King Charles I, the monarch reputed to have added the painting to the collection. Clearly, rubbing shoulders with royalty gave you a familiarity denied lowly outsiders. But it was true. She was quite something. Dark of eye and pale of flesh, the young girl’s cupid-bow lips pursed as she looked up at the cherubic angel who had appeared miraculously from the ceiling, as if wondering whether to swat it or eat it. Although he’d clothed her in what looked like someone’s spare curtains, the artist had still managed to capture the rare beauty that had drawn the eligible men of Rome to her and had eventually led to her death. St Agnes was said to have marched cheerfully to her martyrdom and Jamie hoped that if it ever came to it, he would go with the same grace.

The opportunity came more quickly than he bargained for.

‘One of Domenichino’s finest, I’d say.’ Dacre’s nasal bray attracted attention from all around, which was exactly what he’d intended.

As it happened, Jamie agreed with him. It was certainly one of Domenico Zampieri’s best works and a near perfect example of what was called Bolognese classicism; all unaffected clarity, purity of line and subtle harmony of colour. Still, his only reply was a mildly perplexed ‘Hmmmhhh’.

‘You don’t agree?’ The piglet eyes narrowed suspiciously.

‘Oh, yes, Peregrine. It’s just …’

‘Just what?’

Jamie dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘It’s just that I was in the Vatican museum the other day. You know Genaro, of course?’

‘Of course.’

‘Well, I was talking to one of his assistants about the Sybils.’ Zampieri had painted two near identical canvases of the Cumaean Sybil, one of which hung in the Pinacoteca building in the Vatican, and the other in the Borghese Gallery. ‘It seems there’s talk of reclassifying one of them as “school of”, which could call into question some of his other works. I’m sure I heard a mention of poor Agnes.’ He waited just long enough for the wine-dyed skin of Peregrine Dacre’s face to fade to a pleasing pale pink. ‘Samantha, hi! I really must go, Perry; lovely to chat with you.’

He attached himself to a tall, blonde gallery assistant passing with a plate of canapés. She glared at him. ‘What are you up to, Jamie Saintclair? I’m not sure we’re talking yet.’ She glanced back to where Dacre was staring pop-eyed at the Domenichino. ‘Still, you seem to have taken the wind out of the Pink Baboon’s sails, so I suppose I might forgive you.’ Samantha stopped abruptly and turned to study him. He knew she was seeing beyond the dark hair that flopped untidily over the intense green eyes and the thin-lipped mouth with the determined set, to the last time they’d met. She was gorgeous and leggy – they all seemed to be gorgeous and leggy – and typical of her breed. A double first in some spired cathedral of learning, spent her winters skiing at Klosters, her summers on somebody’s yacht in the Med and popped in to work to say hello to her chums every second Tuesday. He’d thought it would be like making love to a piece of fine china, but she’d treated him to the filthiest four hours of his life and insisted it would only have been better if someone called Charlie had got involved as well. The memory made him groan inwardly and Sarah Grant’s face filled his vision. It had been her decision to go back to the States, but that didn’t make the guilt any less real.

‘You all right, Jamie darling?’

He grimaced and waved at the canapés. ‘A touch of indigestion.’

A lined, half-remembered face beamed at him from across the room, but Samantha steered him in the opposite direction. ‘You’ll thank me later,’ she whispered. ‘That dreadful little man bored me silly for half an hour about some grubby pieces of torn manuscript some other dreadful little man has found in Paris.’ To Jamie’s certain knowledge ‘that dreadful little man’ was one of Britain’s most eminent Roman scholars, but he couldn’t get Sarah Grant and the Raphael out of his mind. For six all too short months Sarah had enriched his life and the Raphael they had discovered together in a lost Nazi bunker in the middle of the Harz Mountains had looked like making him rich. But eventually the American-born Mossad agent had realized that the Jamie Saintclair who had accompanied her halfway across Europe dodging bombs and bullets wasn’t the same man who had settled all too quickly into his old London routine. After a tearful farewell she’d left for Boston to think things over and, in his heart, he knew she wasn’t coming back. At the same time, the Raphael teetered on the edge of that permanent limbo the art world reserves for things it doesn’t quite understand, and all payments were put on hold.

Which left him more or less where he had been before the Doomsday affair. Not quite penniless. Not quite unemployed. A fledgling art dealer whose career had taken a wrong turn when he’d tracked down a Rembrandt stolen by the Germans from a family of Parisian Jews, destroying the reputation of one of his peers and attracting the permanent scorn of Establishment figures like Peregrine Dacre. It was only thanks to old friends like Genaro di Stefano in Rome, who recognized his innate talent for spotting an unlikely kink in an otherwise pristine provenance, and people like Samantha, who, for reasons unknown, genuinely liked him, that he was able to hover on the fringes of his old world, picking up enough scraps to stay in business.

She eased him effortlessly through the crowded room towards an annexe, her eyes scanning the fringes of the crowd. ‘There’s a chap I thought you should meet. We were chatting and I mentioned your name. It turns out he might have a commission for you. Where is he? Over there. Oleg, darling!’ She waved to someone walking through the door and, before they disappeared, Jamie had an impression of curling dark hair and substantial bulk surrounded by a flurry of attentive minders. ‘Bugger,’ Samantha sniffed. ‘Bloody Russian billionaires. All money and no manners. Look, this is incredibly boring. Why don’t you take me for a drink later?’

Before he could answer, something trilled in his jacket pocket, attracting glares from everyone within hearing distance, including Samantha. He remembered belatedly that he’d forgotten to switch off his mobile phone.

‘Sorry,’ he said, grinning awkwardly and putting the phone to his ear at the same time. He made his way to the door and out into the hall where a few people waited for the attendants to bring their coats. At first he couldn’t place the voice, but as the chatter faded behind him he realized it belonged to his lawyer.

‘Jamie? How the hell are you?’ The tone was suspiciously cheerful.

‘I’m fine, Rashid. I thought you’d be in some sleazy wine bar by now?’

‘Actually, I was, but I had a call from Berlin I thought you’d want to hear about.’ Despite himself, Jamie felt a surge of optimism. Here it was at last. ‘The international committee appointed by the Staatliche Museen is agreed that the Raphael is authentic. That it is indeed Portrait of a Young Man, which was taken from the Czartoryski Museum in Cracow …’ His voice tailed off into uncertainty and Jamie’s inner glow faded to ashes. ‘The problem is the two experts they brought in to rubber-stamp their report. We have one who says he can’t be a hundred per cent certain and that there’s a statistical possibility that it’s by one of Raphael’s apprentices. The other says outright that it’s a fake.’ Rashid hesitated, waiting for a response, but Jamie found he didn’t have anything to say. He noticed Peregrine Dacre staring at him from the doorway, a sleepy half-smile on his ruddy face. ‘Look, Jamie, it’s crap. The chap has no evidence, just says he has a gut feeling. But it throws doubt, and they can’t afford any shadow of doubt hanging over a Raphael, especially a Raphael with the history this one has. So it’s back to square one. A new committee—’

‘Did they say who this expert was?’

‘That’s the surprising thing. He’s English, has a fine reputation. You might know him. Sir Peregrine Dacre. Something to do with the Queen’s art collection.’

Ten feet away Dacre smiled and raised his glass in a salute. Jamie felt a roaring in his ears and his vision turned red. In his mind he covered the distance to the door in three strides, took Perry Dacre by his scrawny neck and twisted until he felt a satisfying crunch. But when his eyes cleared, the doorway was empty and Rashid’s voice sounded as if it came from underwater.

‘We’ll press the Princess Czartoryski Foundation for an interim payment. It’s in their interest to have the Raphael back and I know they have no doubts …’

Jamie shook his head to clear it. ‘Look, Rashid, this is a lot to take in. Can I call you back in the morning?’

When he rang off, he felt like a boxer who’d just done fifteen rounds. To go back inside and agree to that drink with Samantha, and all that would inevitably follow? No. That would mean having to endure Dacre’s smug face, and somehow he didn’t feel quite up to Samantha right now.

‘Can I have my coat, please?’ He handed the ticket to the attendant and waited. A second later the phone went off again. Fuck. What else could go wrong?

‘Rashid, I said—’

‘Herr Saintclair? I have Polizeihauptkommissar Muller for you, sir.’

Jamie felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck. The last time he’d met Lotte Muller had been outside the Frauenkirche in Dresden after landing her in the political, diplomatic and legal manure storm that had been the climax of the Doomsday affair. Somehow it didn’t seem likely that she was about to offer him her sympathy over his Raphael problems.

‘Herr Saintclair?’

‘Kommissar Muller. What a pleasure to hear your voice again.’

A moment passed while the German police commander tried to work out if she was being mocked, but the hint of a smile in her voice when she resumed said not. ‘I truly wish I could say the same, Herr Saintclair. Not, of course, that it is not a pleasure to speak with you, but that I wish the circumstances were different.’ A familiar chill settled in Jamie’s lower stomach. He should have known that no matter how bad things were, they could always get worse. His suspicions were confirmed when Muller’s voice took on a tone more suited to a Bavarian undertaker. ‘I was made aware of the attack that took place against you recently in London, and I was asked to make certain inquiries. You may or may not be aware that, as a result of your … relationship … with Herr Vanderbilt your name was placed on what is known as a “watch list” in the United States. You are familiar with this phrase?’

‘Yes, I have an idea what it means.’ His voice sounded oddly harsh in the earphone. Jamie was certain in his own mind that Vanderbilt had ordered his grandfather’s death, but the tycoon had escaped justice by pinning the blame on a junior executive fortuitously blown up by an Al Qaeda car bomb.

‘As a result of those inquiries, I received a courtesy phone call from the Federal Bureau of Investigation.’

‘The FBI?’

‘Of course, yes, the FBI. In any case, the name Jamie Saintclair came up in a routine surveillance report filed in New York city two days before Christmas.’

‘More than a month ago.’

‘Yes, more than a month ago. It appears that even the Fed … FBI is not immune to the inertia of what you in England call the festive season …’

‘And this report said?’

He could imagine the thin lips pursing at the hint that she get to the point, but Lotte Muller would not be hurried. ‘On the twenty-third of December a conversation took place between two suspects known to be involved in organized crime within the continental United States. I was not provided with the location or the identity of the suspects, but I do know that the name Jamie Saintclair was mentioned in connection with a one-hundred-thousand-dollar contract taken out by a person or persons unknown.

‘Herr Saintclair?’

He took a deep breath. ‘Yes, I’m still here.’

‘Naturally, you are aware what is meant by a contract?’ There was another long silence, which she took as confirmation. ‘You must understand that the people under surveillance were third parties – I believe go-between is the term – and there is not enough evidence for their arrest. It is also not unusual in these cases for the task to be sub-contracted, perhaps to someone in the United Kingdom. However, it is the considered opinion of the FBI that as a result of the failure of the first attempt on your life, a suitably qualified individual will be dispatched to England in due course, with the specific instruction to kill the British art dealer Jamie Saintclair.’


IV

‘JESUS, WILL SOMEBODY check if Charlie Manson’s still in jail?’

After five years in homicide, Detective Danny Fisher could have predicted the essentials of what she was about to see in the house just off the expressway in Brooklyn Heights, but the specifics tested even her legendary composure. She stood in the doorway and took in the scene with eyes long trained to look beyond the human tragedy to the physics and the mechanics of death. Six bodies in the spacious, open-plan room. The father, tall, slim and dark, strung up naked by the arms from a light fitting fixed to the ceiling and, from the blackened scorch marks that disfigured his body, the source of most of the burned-pork smell that almost overwhelmed the rank, sewer stench of bowels emptied by terror. The mother, blonde and tanned, with what had been a good body, was strapped to some sort of makeshift frame, her arms wide and her legs spread. Fisher studied her face. She would have been beautiful but for the horror that marked her end. The torn shreds of a silky peach nightgown partly covered the body, her features were a mask of blood, one breast had been sliced off and Danny didn’t like to guess what else had been done. Young folks, in their mid-thirties maybe, but she could confirm that later. The four children, three girls and a boy, aged between approximately four and thirteen, lay slumped in a row on a large couch, their blond heads matted with gore and their hands secured behind their backs with plastic ties. All of the dead had four-inch strips of brown plastic tape across their mouths.

‘You think it’s a drugs hit?’

Fisher pursed her thin lips and glared at her partner, who wore the same shapeless blue protective suit. Hank Zeller should have known better than to ask her to speculate in front of the help.

‘I doubt if even the Colombians would have tortured the kids. Time of death?’

The coroner’s technician looked up from where he was working over the body of one of the children.

‘Best estimate? Between one and three this morning. Maybe I can narrow it down more when I get a core temperature. The adult male is no good – there’s too much residual heat from his burns affecting the body. My best chance is with the female, but I’ll need more time.’

Fisher nodded. It meant the killings had probably happened between five and seven hours earlier. She had uniformed cops checking with the neighbours for signs of any unusual activity. If they were lucky some insomniac would have seen or heard the killers’ vehicle. The gags explained why no one had been alerted by screaming and called 911.

She and Zeller waited another hour while the forensics and fingerprints people checked every inch of the house for possible evidence, sifting through the piles of paper strewn across each room from drawers that had been torn out and upturned, and taking minute samples of dust and fabric.

‘We’re done.’ The crime scene manager wiped a hand across his brow.

Fisher gave him a look that didn’t require any translation. He produced a noncommittal shrug. ‘The place is smothered in prints; all shapes and sizes, but I think you’ll find they’re mostly either family or friends. We have smudges on the light switch, the light cable and on the tape used to gag the victims. My guess is that your perp or perps wore gloves. Big help, huh? One thing: from the position of the smudges on the tape, I’d say the material used on the father and mother had been positioned and removed more than once. Okay? I’ll send in the medical examiner. Let me know when you need the coroner’s guys for the bodies.’

The tall detective nodded and waited until she and Zeller were alone with the dead.

‘So what do we think?’

Zeller stared intently at the scene. ‘They were after information. But what kind of information? The dead guy is a hardware store manager. No known criminal contacts. We sent a blue-and-white to check out the store. There was no sign of illegal entry. No sign of a search. Whatever they were looking for, they found it here.’

He studied his partner as Fisher took up the story. Tall and rangy, with piercing electric-blue eyes, Danny Fisher was an enigma even to her closest colleagues at the 84th Precinct building on Gold Street. She had a reputation for never socializing with her fellow detectives, which, in their peculiar male-dominated world, had led to the inevitable questions about her sexuality: never proved. Zeller had heard the stories about the guys who had tried to make a move on the thirty-three-year-old and the painful consequences that followed. He had no intention of joining their number.

‘Silent entry,’ Fisher said confidently. ‘They didn’t force the front door and the chain was in place, so most likely they got in through the French doors at the back of the house. They were quick and they were efficient. Parents first. Gun to the head while they were sleeping, maybe, and threaten the kids. That would be enough to keep them cooperative. Bring them down. Truss them up and gag them. That’s when the real fear would have come. Maybe they brought the kids in to watch, maybe not.’ She paused and stared at the four lifeless pyjama-clad bodies. ‘I think probably not. That came later. They would have started with the father. Just a little light grilling with the blow torch to loosen him up. He must have known by then there was no escape, that no matter how long he held out he was going to die. He should have talked.’ She turned to the woman, still splayed obscenely against the frame. ‘But we know he didn’t, because then they used the wife as leverage. He had to watch and he knew she was screaming at him inside to tell them what they wanted. Anything to save her from what they were doing. But he didn’t.’

‘Or he couldn’t.’

She nodded slowly. ‘Because he didn’t know what it was they thought he knew.’

‘Jesus, the poor bastard.’

‘That was when they gave him the full works.’ She stepped in front of the scorched figure and crouched, inspecting the areas of carbonized flesh. What kind of human being would burn a man’s balls off? ‘The kids were their last chance to get what they wanted. They brought them in, eldest first, baby of the family – his favourite? – last. They must have known they didn’t need to use the blow torch, the threat would have been enough. But they did, and that,’ she paused to chew on the thought until it turned into a conclusion, ‘that, and the fact that the woman’s breast has been cut off, makes one of them a sadist. Because it was gratuitous. First they tortured them, so he could feel their pain, then they questioned him. And when he didn’t answer, they killed them. One by one.’ She looked down at the matted blond curls of the eldest of the four dead children, a slim girl just beginning the transformation to womanhood. ‘By smashing their skulls in with a hammer.’

‘Sorry to keep you waiting, Detective.’ They turned to find the precinct’s medical examiner struggling into his coverall in the doorway. ‘A floater at the bridge,’ he said in explanation.

Fisher raised an eyebrow. Someone being found dead in the water at Brooklyn Bridge was so common it was hardly worth mentioning, and certainly no excuse for holding up an investigation into six homicides.

The examiner saw the look and shrugged. ‘Politics. Son of a city councillor.’ He switched on a digital recorder and moved quickly to the bodies, making his first brief inspection and at the same time speaking into the slim plastic rectangle. ‘First-degree burns on all four child victims, but initial inspection shows the cause of death to be blunt-force trauma to the skull. Adult female has suffered similar burning to the thighs, breast and stomach, left breast removed by a sharp instrument, probably …’ he bent to inspect the wound ‘… with a serrated edge. Also some evidence of sexual interference, but I won’t be able to confirm that until I carry out the autopsy. Again, her injuries would not have been enough to kill her.’ He frowned and inspected the area around the woman’s neck, which was hidden by her dark hair, then rose and did the same with the strung-up body in the centre of the room. When he was satisfied he turned to Fisher. ‘At first I reckoned they must have had their throats cut, and in a way I suppose they have, but it looks as if the major muscles, arteries and veins of the throat and neck have been severed by some kind of ligature. Whoever did it has come close to decapitating the victims.’

‘A garrotte?’

He stared at her. ‘Why, yes, I suppose that’s right. A garrotte. Probably made of some kind of very narrow gauge wire.’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve never come across anything like it. These people had knives, certainly, probably guns. Why would somebody use such a primitive weapon when they had other, more efficient tools at their disposal?’

Fisher bit back the comment that it was her job to speculate on the how and the why, not his, but Zeller answered what had been a rhetorical question.

‘To make a point.’

Fisher shook her head.

‘Because he enjoyed it.’

The doctor nodded wearily and returned to the woman victim as the two detectives set off to inspect the rest of the house. ‘Hey, what’s this?’ The question was to no one in particular, but Fisher joined him beside the body and crouched at his side as he inspected the dried blood on the woman’s forehead. ‘There’s something here.’ He removed a pen and notebook from inside the coverall. ‘See, you can just make out the faint outline of the wound. It’s not like any natural cut or slash I’ve seen before.’ He drew a rough sketch on a page of the notebook. ‘See? A circle within a horizontal oval.’

‘Some kind of message? A gang symbol?’

‘Maybe,’ he conceded. ‘I’ll have a clearer picture when I get her cleaned up.’

Fisher nodded and got to her feet.

‘Such a nice family. What did you say their name was?’

Zeller turned. ‘We didn’t.’

Fisher looked back at the cosy domestic surroundings that had been turned into a scene of mass slaughter.

‘Hartmann.’


V

‘OBVIOUSLY WE’LL KEEP an eye on you, sir, but I’m afraid there’s no question of full-time protection officers or anything like that. Not with the budgets the way they are.’

‘I suppose they’re all too busy clubbing with Fergie’s brood?’

Jamie’s attempt at humour didn’t go down too well with Detective Sergeant Shreeves, the personal security adviser who had arrived at his tiny Old Bond Street office a week after Lotte Muller’s report landed on some poor, unsuspecting copper’s desk at New Scotland Yard.

‘Perhaps you should be taking this a little more seriously, Mr Saintclair.’

Jamie picked up the piece of paper he’d just been given. ‘If it’s so serious why am I not being offered something more substantial than glaringly obvious advice?’ He read: ‘Try not to go out alone. Stay away from places that are potentially dangerous. Be careful when answering the door. For Christ’s sake, this will be a bona fide Mafia hitman. He won’t knock on my door and ask for Jamie Saintclair, art dealer of this parish. He’ll be waiting outside the office with a bunch of flowers and a smile and before I know it he’ll have clipped me with a 9 mm disguised as a bloody daffodil.’

‘I think you’ve been watching too many Godfather movies, sir.’ The plain-clothes officer from the Met gave the hint of a smile.

‘Surely there must be something else. Witness protection?’

‘If you want to call yourself Neville and live the rest of your life on a housing estate in Hull and never see your nearest and dearest again, I’m sure that can be arranged. They tell me packing fish can be a very rewarding profession.’

Jamie cringed at the thought. In any case, he didn’t have any nearest and dearest. His grandfather, his last living relative, had been murdered a year earlier, less than twelve months after the death of his mother. He had never known his father. Correction. He didn’t even know his father’s identity. For the first time it hit him that if – for Christ’s sake, please make it if – he died in the nearish future, they’d be able to hold his wake in the nearest phone box. He could count his real friends on the fingers of one hand. By the time Sarah heard, it would be too late to come back from Boston for the funeral even if she wanted to. Gail, his part-time secretary, currently sent window shopping to ensure a bit of privacy in this cupboard that posed as a corporate headquarters for Saintclair Fine Arts, took on an entirely new significance. She at least would mourn him properly. Samantha would come along out of curiosity to see who else he’d been shagging – God, he hoped she wouldn’t be disappointed – and that was about it. His lawyer, a few people he hadn’t seen since Cambridge, and Perry Dacre and his ilk to shed a few crocodile tears …

He looked up to see the other man studying him with a look that might have been sympathy. ‘Maybe it would be a good idea to take a holiday, sir. They tell me the weather’s very nice in Australia this time of year.’ Jamie opened his mouth to say something equally witty, but he realized Shreeves was being serious. ‘If, on the other hand, you decide to stay, sir, there’s a good possibility that this is just smoke and mirrors on the part of persons unknown. To be honest, a hundred grand in dollars isn’t that big an incentive to send someone suitably qualified across the Atlantic to take you out.’ He handed over a card. ‘If you do see anything suspicious you know where I am, though,’ he gave an embarrassed cough, ‘in the event of a real emergency it might be better to telephone 999.’

Shreeves got up to go and Jamie squeezed past the desk to see him out. They shook hands in a manful, comradely fashion that made the younger man think of First World War colonels sending their subalterns over the top. It wasn’t the most reassuring image.

‘Best of luck, Mr Saintclair.’

Thanks, old chap. Where can I get a gun? The thought came from nowhere and for a split second he thought he’d actually spoken it, but Detective Sergeant Shreeves’ stolid expression didn’t alter as he was ushered out of the door.

Where can I get a gun? He actually owned a gun, but it was a .22 match rifle and it was chained up in a gun club out at Croydon. Three shots in three-quarters of an inch from a hundred yards wasn’t bad shooting, but he doubted he’d get far with a rifle on the Tube. What he really needed was a pistol, preferably an automatic, and that meant going beyond the law, to somewhere in the East End or, if he was feeling particularly brave, Lambeth. And there was the problem. He’d learned to shoot in the Army cadets and at OTC Cambridge. He was good, some people said very good. But his mother and his grandfather had brought him up to be the kind of law-abiding Englishman they thought still populated their rose-tinted island paradise. He might bend the law a little, but he wouldn’t lightly break it. The indoctrination of a lifetime couldn’t be shrugged off just because some Don Corleone lookalike in Little Italy might, or might not, have given the nod for his execution. Still, it was something to be considered. The door buzzer sounded, and he pressed the button that was Saintclair Fine Arts’ answer to a security system, at the same time thinking how silly he’d feel if a man sporting a moustache walked in with a silenced Beretta.

Fortunately it was Gail, and she had an enormous polystyrene cup in her hand.

‘I bought you a coffee.’ She smiled. ‘You looked like you might need it after your meeting.’

‘Skinny latté?’

She gave an unladylike snort at the old joke. The shop down the narrow street near the office only sold two kinds of coffee: black or white.

‘It might have cooled a little; the lift’s not working again.’

‘Bugger.’ Another reason for patrons of the arts to pass them by. The kind of high-rollers he needed to cultivate didn’t take well to climbing four flights of stairs.

Gail settled down at her end of the battleground, the big desk they shared that filled most of the office and which was the scene of constant struggle between the forces of neatness and disorder. Jamie took a sip of his coffee and instantly felt revived enough to start trawling online art gallery and auction sites for the profitable work of genius everybody else had missed. This was what he thought of as the ‘muck-shifting’ part of the job. The big dealers employed dozens of bright-eyed, annoyingly enthusiastic, underpaid interns to do this kind of donkey work, sifting through the fakes and the gifted amateurs and the students who might or, more likely, might not be the next big thing. It was like a combination of blindfolded bog-snorkelling and hunt the thimble, and it wasn’t long before he felt as if he was drowning in dross and frustration.

‘Look, Gail, it’s possible I might have to go away again for a while.’

She looked up from her computer and he saw the puzzlement in her eyes. The previous year he’d spent more than two months away from the office and although he’d been able to pay her for part of it, he knew it had made life difficult. This time he resolved to keep paying her. He’d rented out his grandfather’s house in Welwyn Garden City after the old man died. Maybe it would sell this time? He gave her his reassuring smile, but the emotions swept across her face like rainclouds and when she opened her mouth he knew she was going to say something significant, even potentially life-changing, but the phone rang before she could speak.

‘Saintclair Fine Arts, may I help you?’ She listened for a few moments, nodding occasionally, before putting her hand over the receiver. ‘A Detective Fisher for you. American.’

Jamie eventually located his phone under the mountain of art catalogues at his end of the desk.

‘Jamie Saintclair speaking.’

‘The name’s Danny Fisher, Mr Saintclair, detective NYPD.’ The female voice distracted him for a moment. It was low and husky and the accent was as thick as East River silt. Something about it told him she was just out of bed, or possibly still in it. He glanced at his watch: 11 a.m., which must make it about six in New York. ‘Mr Saintclair?’

‘Yes. Sorry. Still here.’

She got straight to the point. ‘We, that is the New York Police Department, would like to ask for your help in a case we are currently investigating.’ She must have sensed something over the line: hesitation, or scepticism. ‘If you wish, I can give you a number to call at police headquarters that would properly establish my identity and we could continue this conversation at a time that suits you better?’

‘No, that’s fine. I was just a little surprised. This isn’t the kind of phone call I usually get on Monday mornings. Of course I’ll help you with your investigation. What do you want to know about the attack?’

Now it was her turn to be puzzled. ‘Attack?’

‘I’m sorry, I thought … Anyway, what kind of investigation is it?’

‘That would be a homicide investigation, sir. Nice folks, came to a bad end. As it happens, it has the same signature as a double homicide that occurred not so far from you in London. Maybe you read about it. Elderly couple, name of Hartman?’ He dredged up a memory. Yes, he’d heard about the killings at one of the upmarket new developments out in Docklands. It would have been difficult not to with all the gory details splashed all over the front of the more lurid tabloids and headlines hinting at some sort of psycho on the loose, possibly even ritual sacrifice.

‘That’s very interesting, but …’

He thought he heard a smile in her voice. ‘You’re wondering what all this has to do with a man who buys and sells paintings?’

‘That’s correct, Detective Fisher, but I have a feeling you’re going to enlighten me.’

‘Actually, I was hoping you could enlighten us, Mr Saintclair. I understand you have another specialty that could be of some use in this investigation: you hunt down items stolen by the Nazis during the Second World War. Would that be correct?’

‘It’s something I’ve done, yes.’ He sounded more wary than he intended.

‘Well, it’s a long shot, but I gotta be honest with you and admit we don’t have much in the way of leads. What we’d like is for you to help us track down the whereabouts or fate of one of the Nazis who stole those items.’

He sighed as he recognized another wild-goose chase with no profit at the end of it. ‘As it happens, Detective, I’m quite busy at the moment.’ Gail raised her eyebrows in disbelief, but he ignored the implied rebuke.

‘I can fully understand that, Mr Saintclair, but the city of New York would be happy to pay you an agreed professional stipend for any time spent aiding our investigation, and, of course, you’d have the thanks of the people of this great city.’ Jamie couldn’t help smiling. Detective Danny Fisher was laying it on with a trowel. ‘I might add that you may also help to solve a brutal crime carried out against two of your own countryfolk, for which I’m sure your own Metropolitan Police would be grateful.’

He thought about it for all of ten seconds. It was a distraction, but the money made a difference. At least he’d be earning. ‘In that case, how could I refuse?’ he said. ‘How, specifically, can I help you and the NYPD?’

‘Ever heard of a guy called Berndt Hartmann? No? Then how about some loony-tunes Nazi outfit: Geistjaeger 88?’


VI

DREAM OR MEMORY? Max Dornberger was barely lucid enough to be aware of the question’s significance. All he knew was that, whichever was the answer, the images his delirious mind conjured up were of startling clarity and intensity. It begins with a crisis. An Empire in peril. Funds must be found even from the most unlikely sources.

‘I task you with the recovery of Queen Dido’s treasure.’ The voice had been shrill, more boy than man, but no sane man would mock its owner, for that owner was the Emperor Nero Claudius Caesar Germanicus and he had power of life and death over forty million people. ‘You will bring it to me and I will reward you with wealth unimaginable and an honoured place at my side. Here is my seal, my pledge and your orders, which give Marcus Domitius, faithful centurion of the First Cohort of Praetorians, leave to demand what aid he will from any man under the Empire’s dominion. Succeed and you will have your Emperor’s everlasting gratitude. Fail, and you need not return.’

The sound of his father’s faint voice woke Paul Dornberger and he stirred in the cramped chair where he’d been dozing beside the old man. It was the old-fashioned Latin again, but this time he sensed something different. It was as if there was someone else in the room with them. Quickly, he fumbled for the recorder and set it down in front of his father’s cracked lips.

Caecilius Bassus was my guide, and no man ever had a worse. An African mystic of low morals and fewer principles, he dazzled my master with his fugues and his conjuring tricks and the single gold ingot that was the centre-piece of his tale. All men knew of Queen Dido, once ruler of despised Carthage, for her story and her end had been recited by most noble Publius Vergilius Maro in his great history of Aeneas. It is a tale of greed and avarice and murder, as, I suppose, is this.

The secret men have pondered for centuries is that of the great treasure, stolen from her brother, the tyrant Pygmalion, and hidden away so that no man’s eyes should ever again be inflamed by its glitter. Yet Bassus, that unlikely hero, claimed to have been led to the treasure in a dream, and did he not have the ingot to prove it? He told of piles of gold taller than a man and wider than a four-wheel cart; coins and bullion and priceless gem stones. But there was more. Precious objects wonderfully wrought and steeped in mystery and magic; the treasure of ages. Bassus claimed to be able to smell gold, and when we had docked in Carthage and requisitioned an escort of legionaries from the Second Cohort of the Third Legion Augusta, he led us south. South and west, to the foothills of the Atlas, where we marched and camped and dug, marched and
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