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To Jack, Jill and Herbie. Vegas, baby.

There is a house in New Orleans They call the Rising Sun Its been the ruin of many a poor boy And me, Oh Lord! was one

Traditional American folk song
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Historical background

This story was inspired by a Carabinieri raid on a warehouse in the Geneva Freeport in 1995 and their discovery within it of over ten thousand illegally excavated antiquities worth over $35 million. The resulting investigation implicated the mafia and raised questions over the role of some of the worlds largest museums, collectors and auction houses in the multi-million-dollar international trade in illicit cultural artefacts.

All descriptions and background information provided on works of art, artists, thefts, antiquities smuggling, orphans, illegal excavation practices, and architecture are accurate, apart from the Desposito Eroli in Rome, which I have altered to suit my purpose.

For more information on the author and on the fascinating history, people, places, art and artefacts that feature in The Geneva Deception and the other Tom Kirk novels, please visit www.jamestwining.com




Excerpt

Extract from the Amherst Papyrus, original court records from the reign of Ramses IX (-1110 BC); translated by J. H. Breasted, Ancient Records of Egypt, Book IV (1904)

We opened their coffins and their coverings in which they were. We found this august mummy of this kingIts coverings were wrought with gold and silver, within and without; inlaid with every splendid costly stone.

We stripped off the gold, which we found on the august mummy of this god, and its amulets and ornaments which were at its throat, and the coverings wherein it rested. [We] found the Kings wife likewise; we stripped off all that we found on her likewise. We set fire to their coverings. We stole their furniture, which we found with them, being vases of gold, silver, and bronze.

We divided, and made the gold which we found on these two gods, on their mummies, and the amulets, ornaments and coverings, into eight parts.

Extract from letter written by Thomas Bruce, the seventh Earl of Elgin, to Giovanni Lusieri, 1801

I should wish to have, of the Acropolis, examples in the actual object of each thing, and architectural ornament - of each cornice, each frieze, each capital of the decorated ceilings, of the fluted columns - specimens of the different architectural orders and of the variant forms of the orders - of metopes and the like, as much as possible. Finally everything in the way of sculpture, medals and curious marbles that can be discovered by means of assiduous and indefatigable excavation.




PROLOGUE

I see wars, terrible wars, and the Tiber foaming with blood

Virgil, The Aeneid, Book VI, 86





ONE

Ponte Duca dAosta, Rome 15th March - 2.37 a.m.

The cold kiss roused him.

A teasing, tentative embrace, it nibbled playfully at his ear and then, growing in confidence, slipped down to nuzzle against his naked throat.

Eyes screwed shut, cheek pressed against the wooden decking, Luca Cavalli knew that he should enjoy this moment while it lasted. So he lay there, cradled by the darkness, the gentle swell of the river rocking him softly, concentrating on keeping the steady cadence of his breathing constant. So they wouldnt notice he was awake.

Ahead of him, near the bow, a small pool of rainwater had gathered. He could hear it sloshing from side to side under the duckboards as the boat swayed, smell the rainbow shimmer of engine oil dancing across its surface, the heady scent catching in the back of his throat like an exotic perfume.  He had a strange, uncontrollable urge to swallow, to taste the raw truth of this moment while he still could.

The momentary stutter in his breathings rhythmic beat was all it took. Immediately, the thin lips resting against his skin parted with a snarl, and the sharp teeth of the knifes serrated edge bit into him savagely. He was hauled upright, eyes blinking, shoulders burning where his wrists had been zip-locked behind his back.

There were three of them in all. One at the helm, his slab hands gripping the wheel. One perched on the bench opposite, a gun wedged into the waistband of his jeans and a cigarette balancing on his lip. One hugging him close, the knife he had caressed his cheek with only a few moments before now pressed hard against his belly.

They were silent, although there was something noisily boastful about their lack of disguise, as if they wanted him to know that they would never be caught, never allow themselves to be picked out from some Questura line-up. Perhaps because of this, the longer he gazed at them, the more featureless they appeared to become, their cruel faces melting into black shadows that he imagined travelled on the wind and lived in dark places where the light feared to go.

Instead, he was struck by their almost monastic serenity. Mute, their eyes fixed resolutely on the horizon, it was as if they had been chosen to  complete some divinely ordained quest. Part of him envied their solemn determination, their absolute certainty in their purpose, however base. These were not people whose loyalty could be bought or trust swayed. They were true believers. Perhaps if hed shared their unswerving faith, he might have avoided his present damnation.

Cavalli gave a resigned shrug and glanced over the side. The river was engorged and running fast, the sharp ripples on the waters ebony surface betraying the occasional patches of shallower ground where the current tripped and dragged against the muddy bed. Above them the streetlights glowed through the trees that lined the embankments on both sides, casting their skeletal shadows down on to the water. The roads appeared quiet, the occasional yellow wash of a cars headlights sweeping through the gloom overhead as it turned, like a distant lighthouse urging him to safety.

Cavalli realised then that the engine wasnt running, and that this whole time they had been carried forward noiselessly on the rivers powerful muscle as it flexed its way through the city. Peering behind them, he could see that because of this, and like some infernal, enchanted craft, they had left no wake behind them, apart from a momentary fold in the rivers dark velvet that was just as soon ironed flat again.

The gallows creak of the trees as they passed  under the Ponte Cavour interrupted his thoughts. He glanced up fearfully and caught sight of the cylindrical mass of the Castel SantAngelo up ahead, the blemishes in its ancient walls concealed by the sodium glare of the lighting that encircled it. To its rear, he knew, was the Passetto, the corridor that had for centuries served as a secret escape route from the Vatican to the castles fortified sanctuary. For a moment, he allowed himself to imagine that he too might yet have some way out, some hidden passage to safety. If only he could find it.

Still the current carried them forward, steering them towards the Ponte Sant Angelo and the carved angels lining its balustrades, as if gathered to hear his final confession. It was a strangely comforting thought, although as they drew closer, he realised that even this harmless conceit was to be denied him. The pale figures all had their backs to the river. They didnt even know he was there.

Abruptly, the helmsman whistled, violating the code of silence that had been so religiously observed until now. Up ahead a light flashed twice from the bridge. Someone was expecting them.

Immediately the engine kicked into life as the helmsman wrestled control from the current and steered them towards the left-hand arch. The two other men jumped up, suddenly animated, one of them readying himself with a rope, the other tipping the fenders into place along the port  gunwales. As they passed under the arch, the helmsman jammed the throttle into reverse and expertly edged the boat against the massive stone pier, the fenders squealing in protest, the rattle of the exhaust echoing noisily off the vaulted roof. He nodded at the others and they leapt forward to secure the boat to the rusting iron rings embedded in the wall, leaving just enough play for the craft to ride the rivers swell. Then he switched the engine off.

Instantly, a bright orange rope came hissing out of the darkness, the excess coiling in the prow. The helmsman stepped forward and tugged on it to check it was secure, then found the end and held it up. It had already been tied into a noose.

Now, as he understood that there was to be no last-minute reprieve, that this was how it was really going to end, Cavalli felt afraid. Desperate words began to form in his mouth, screams rose from his stomach. But no sound came out, as if he had somehow been bound into the same demonic vow of silence that his captors seemed to have taken.

Hauling him out of his seat, the two other men dragged him over to where the helmsman was looping the surplus rope around his arm, and forced him on to his knees. Cavalli gave him a pleading look, gripped by some basic and irrational need to hear his voice, as if this final and most basic act of human communion might somehow  help soften the ordeals cold, mechanised efficiency. But instead, the noose was simply snapped over his head and then jerked tight, the knot biting into the nape of his neck. Then he was silently lifted to the side and carefully lowered into the freezing water.

He gasped, the change in temperature winding him. Treading water, he looked up at the boat, not understanding why they had tied the rope so long, its loose coils snaking through the water around him. The three men, however, hadnt moved from the side rail, an expectant look on their faces as if they were waiting for something to happen. Waiting, he realised as he drifted a few feet further away from the boat, for the current to take him.

Without warning, the river grabbed on to him, nudging him along slowly at first and then, as he emerged out from under the bridge, tugging at his ankles with increasing insistence. He drew further away, the rope gently uncoiling in the water, the steep angle of the cord where it ran down from the bridges dark parapet getting closer and closer to him as the remaining slack paid out.

It snapped tight. Choking, his body swung round until he was half in and half out of the water, the current hauling at his hips and legs, the rope lifting his head and upper body out of the river, the tension wringing the water from the fibres.

He kicked out frantically, his ears flooding with an inhuman gurgling noise that he only vaguely  recognised as his own voice. But rather than free himself, all he managed to do was flip himself on to his front so that he was face down over the water.

Slowly, and with his reflection staring remorselessly back up at him from the rivers dark mirror, Cavalli watched himself hang.







PART ONE

The die has been cast


Julius Caesar

(according to Suetonius, Divus Julius, paragraph 33)









TWO

Arlington National Cemetery, Washington DC 17th March - 10.58 a.m.

One by one, the limousines and town cars drew up, disgorged their occupants on to the sodden grass, and then pulled away to a respectful distance. Parked end-to-end along the verge, they formed an inviolable black line that followed the curve of the road and then stretched down the hill and out of sight, their exhaust fumes pinned to the road by the rain as they waited.

A handful of secret service agents were patrolling the space between the burial site and the road. Inexplicably, a few of them were wearing sunglasses despite the black clouds that had sailed up the Potomac a few days ago and anchored themselves over the city. Their unsmiling presence made Tom Kirk feel uncomfortable, even though he knew it shouldnt. After all, it had been nearly two years now. Two years since hed crossed over  to the other side of the law. Two years since hed teamed up with Archie Connolly, his former fence, to help recover art rather than steal it. Clearly it was going to take much longer than that to shake off instincts acquired in a lifetime on the run.

There were three rows of seats arranged in a horseshoe around the flag-draped coffin, and five further rows of people standing behind these. A pretty good turnout, considering the weather. Tom and Archie had stayed back, sheltering under the generous spread of a blossoming tree halfway up the slope that climbed gently to the left of the grave.

As they watched, ceremonys carefully choreographed martial beauty unfolded beneath them. The horse-drawn caisson slowly winding its way up the hill, followed by a single riderless horse, its flanks steaming, boots reversed in the stirrups to symbolise a fallen leader. The immaculate presenting of arms by the military escort, water dripping from their polished visors. The careful securing and transport of the coffin to the grave by a casket party made up of eight members of the 101st Airborne, Toms grandfathers old unit. The final adjustments to the flag to ensure that it was stretched out and centred, the reds, blues and whites fighting to be seen through the tenebrous darkness.

From his vantage point, Tom recognised a few of the faces sheltering under the thicket of black  umbrellas, although most were strangers to him and, he suspected, would have been to his grandfather too. That figured. Funerals were a vital networking event for the DC top brass - a chance to talk to the people you normally couldnt be seen with; a chance to be seen with the people who normally wouldnt talk to you. Deals were done, handshakes given, assurances provided. In this city, death was known to have breathed life into many a stuttering career or stalled bill.

There was perhaps, Tom suspected, another, more personal reason for their presence too. After all, like them, Trent Clayton Jackson Duval III had been an important man - a senator, no less. And as such it was in their shared interest to ensure that he got a proper send off. Not because they cared about him particularly, although as a war hero, Trigger Duval commanded more respect than most. Rather because they knew, as if they were all party to some secret, unspoken pact, that it was only by reinforcing these sorts of traditions that they could safeguard their prerogative to a similarly grand send off when their own time came.

Whos the bird? Archie sniffed. In his midforties, about five foot ten and unshaven with close cropped blond hair, Archie had the squareshouldered, rough confidence of someone who didnt mind using their fists to start or settle an argument. This was at odds with the patrician elegance of his clothes, however; a three-buttoned, ten-ounce, dark grey Anderson & Sheppard suit, crisp white Turnbull and Asser shirt, and woven black silk Lewins tie hinting at a rather more considered and refined temperament. Tom knew that many struggled to reconcile this apparent incongruity, although the truth was that both were valid. It was only a short distance from the rain-lashed trestle tables of Bermondsey Market to Mayfairs panelled auction rooms, but for Archie it had been a long and difficult journey that had required this expensive camouflage to travel undetected. Tom rather suspected that he now deliberately played off the contradiction, preferring to keep people guessing which world he was from rather than pin him down to one or the other.

Miss Texas, Tom answered, knowing instinctively that his eye would have been drawn to the platinum blonde in the front row. Or she was a few years ago. The senator upgraded after meeting her on the campaign trail. He left her everything.

Ill bet he did, the dirty old bastard. Archie grinned. Look at the size of those puppies! Shed keel over in a strong wind.

The corners of Toms mouth twitched but he said nothing, finding himself wondering if her dark Jackie O glasses were to hide her tears or to mask the fact that she had none. The chaplain started the service.

You sure you dont want to head down? Archie was holding up a Malacca-handled Brigg umbrella. A gold identity bracelet glinted on his wrist where his sleeve had slipped back.

This is close enough.

Bloody long way to come if all were going to do is stand up here getting pissed on, Archie sniffed, peering out disconsolately at the leaden skies. They invited you, didnt they?

They were being polite. They never thought Id actually show. Im not welcome here. Not really.

The empty caisson pulled away, the horses hooves clattering noisily on the blacktop, reins jangling.

I thought he liked you?

He helped me, Tom said slowly. Took me in after my mother died, put me through school, recommended me to the NSA. But after I left the Agency well. We hadnt spoken in twelve years.

Then tell me again why the bloody hell were here? Archie moaned, pulling his blue overcoat around his neck with a shiver.

Tom hesitated. The truth was that, even now, he wasnt entirely sure. Partly, it had just seemed like the proper thing to do. The right thing to do. But probably more important was the feeling that his mother would have wanted him to come. Expected it, insisted on it. To him, therefore, this was perhaps less about paying his respects to his grandfather than it was a way of remembering her.

You didnt have to come, Tom reminded him sharply.

What, and miss the chance to work on my tan? Archie winked. Dont be daft. Thats what mates are for.

They stood in silence, the priests faint voice and the congregations murmured responses carrying to them on the damp breeze. Yet even as the service droned mournfully towards its conclusion. Let us Pray people lowered their heads, a man stepped out from the crowd and signalled up at them with a snatched half-wave, having been waiting for this opportunity, it seemed. Tom and Archie swapped a puzzled look as he clambered up towards them, his shoes slipping on the wet grass.

Mr Kirk? he called out hopefully as he approached. Mr Thomas Kirk?

Short and worryingly overweight, he wore a large pair of tortoiseshell glasses that he was forever pushing back up his blunt nose. Under a Burberry coat that didnt look as though it had fitted him in years, an expensive Italian suit dangled open on each side of his bloated stomach, like the wings on a flying boat.

I recognised you from your photo, he huffed as he drew closer, sweat lacquering his thinning blond hair to his head.

I dont think? Tom began, trying to place the mans sagging face and bleached teeth.

Larry Hewson, he announced, his tone and eagerly outstretched hand suggesting that he expected them to recognise the name.

Tom swapped another look with Archie and then shrugged.

Sorry, but I dont

From Ogilvy, Myers and Gray - the Duval family attorneys, Hewson explained, almost sounding hurt at having to spell this out. I sent you the invitation.

What do you want? Archie challenged him.

Meet Archie Connolly, Tom introduced him with a smile. My business partner.

Below them, the chaplain had stepped back from the casket, allowing the senior NCO and seven riflemen to step forward and turn to the half right, their shoulders stained dark blue by the rain, water beading on their mirrored toecaps.

Ready, he ordered. Each rifleman moved his safety to the fire position.

Its a delicate matter, Hewson said in a low voice, throwing Archie a suspicious glance.

Archie can hear anything youve got to say, Tom reassured him.

It concerns your grandfathers will.

Aim, the NCO called. The men shouldered their weapons with both hands, the muzzles raised forty-five degrees from the horizontal over the casket.

His will? Archie asked with a frown. I thought hed left the lot to Miss 32F down there?

Fire.

Each man quickly squeezed the trigger and then returned to port arms, the sharp crack of the blank round piercing the gloom, the echo muffled by the rain. Twice more the order to aim and fire came, twice more the shots rang out across the silent cemetery. Hewson waited impatiently for their echo to die down before continuing.

The senator did indeed alter his will to ensure that Ms Mills was the principal beneficiary of his estate, he confirmed in a disapproving whisper. But at the same time, he identified a small object that he wished to leave to you.

A bugler had stepped forward and was now playing Taps, the mournful melody swirling momentarily around them before chasing itself into the sky. As the last note faded away, one of the casket party stepped forward and began to carefully fold the flag draped over the coffin, deliberately wrapping the red and white stripes into the blue to form a triangular bundle, before respectfully handing it to the chaplain. The chaplain in turn stepped over to where the main family party was seated and gingerly, almost apologetically it seemed, handed the flag to the senators wife. She clutched it, rather dramatically Tom thought, to her bosom.

I believe it had been given to him by your mother, Hewson added.

My mother? Toms eyes snapped back to Hewsons, both surprised and curious. What is it?

Im afraid I dont know, Hewson shrugged as the ceremony ended. The congregation rapidly thinned, most hurrying back to their cars, a few pausing to conclude the business they had come there for in the first place, before they too were herded by secret service agents towards their limousines armour-plated comfort. The terms of the will are quite strict. No one is to open the box and I am to hand it to you in person. Thats why

Tom! Archie interrupted, grabbing Toms arm. Tom followed his puzzled gaze and saw that a figure had appeared at the crest of the hill above them. It was a woman dressed in a red coat, the headlights of the car parked behind her silhouetting her against the dark sky in an ethereal white glow.

Thats why I sent you the invitation, Hewson repeated, raising his voice slightly as Tom turned away from him. Ive taken the liberty of reserving a suite at the George where we can finalise all the paperwork.

Isnt that? Archies eyes narrowed, his tone at once uncertain and incredulous.

Otherwise Im happy to arrange a meeting at our offices in New York tomorrow, if that works better, Hewson called out insistently, growing  increasingly frustrated, it seemed, at being ignored. Mr Kirk?

Yes Tom returned the womans wave, Hewsons voice barely registering any more. Its her.







THREE

Via del Gesù, Rome 17th March - 5.44 p.m.

Ignoring her phones shrill call, Allegra Damico grabbed the double espresso off the counter, threw down some change and stepped back outside into the fading light. Answering it wouldnt make her get there any quicker. And if they wanted her to make any sense after the day shed just had, she needed the caffeine more than they needed her to be on time. Shrugging with a faint hint of indignation, she walked down the Via del Gesù then turned right on to the Corso Vittorio Emanuele, cupping the coffee in both hands and blowing on it, her reflection catching in the shop windows.

She owed her athletic frame to her father, an architect who had met her mother when he was working as a tour guide in Naples and she, a Danish student, was backpacking across Europe. As a result, Allegra had contrived to inherit both  his olive skin and quick temper and her mothers high cheekbones and the sort of curling strawberry blonde hair that the rich housewives who stalked the Via dei Condotti spent hundreds of euros trying to conjure from a bottle. Nowhere was this genetic compromise more arrestingly reflected than in her mismatched eyes - one crystal blue, the other an earthy brown.

Lifting her nose from the cup she frowned, suddenly aware that despite the time of day, dawn seemed to be breaking ahead of her, its golden glow bronzing the sky. Sighing, she quickened her pace, taking this unnatural event and the growing wail of sirens as an ominous portent of what lay in wait.

Her instincts were soon proved right. The Largo di Torre Argentina, a large rectangular square that had once formed part of the Campo Marzio, had been barricaded off, a disco frenzy of blue and red lights dancing across the walls of the surrounding buildings. A swollen, curious crowd had gathered on one side of the metal railings, straining to see into the middle of the square, some holding their mobile phones over their heads to film what they could. On the other side loomed a determined cordon of state police, some barking at people to stay back and go home, a few braving the baying masses in a valiant attempt to redirect the backed-up traffic along the Via dei Cestari. A police helicopter circled overhead, the bass chop of its blades  mingling with the sirens shrill treble to form a deafening and discordant choir. A single searchlight shone down from its belly, its celestial beam picking out a spot that Allegra couldnt yet see.

Her phone rang again. This time she answered it.

Pronto. Yes sir, Im here Im sorry, but I came as soon as I couldWell, Im here now Okay, then tell him Ill meet him at the north-east corner in three minutes Ciao.

She extracted her badge from her rear jeans pocket and, taking a deep breath, plunged into the crowd and elbowed her way to the front, flashing it apologetically in the vague direction of the muffled curses and angry stares thrown her way. Once there, she identified herself and an officer unhooked one of the barriers, the weight of the crowd spitting her through the gap before immediately closing up behind her.

Catching her breath and pulling her jacket straight, she picked her way through a maze of haphazardly parked squad cars and headed towards the fenced-off sunken area that dominated the middle of the square. She could see now that this was the epicentre of the synthetic dawn she had witnessed earlier, a series of large mobile floodlights having been wheeled into place along its perimeter, the helicopter frozen overhead.

Lieutenant Damico?

A man had appeared at the top of a makeshift set of steps that led down to the large sunken tract  of land. She nodded and held out her ID by way of introduction.

Youre a woman.

Unless you know something I dont.

I know youre late, he snapped.

About six foot three, he must have weighed seventeen stone, most of it muscle. He was wearing dark blue trousers, a grey jacket and a garish tie that could only have been a gift from his children at Christmas. She guessed he was in his late fifties; his once square face rounding softly at the edges, black hair swept across his scalp to mask his baldness and almost totally grey over his ears. A scar cut across his thick black moustache, dividing it into two unevenly sized islands separated by a raised white ribbon of skin, like a path snaking through a forest.

For a moment she thought of arguing it out with him. Not the fact that she was late, of course: she was. Which, to be honest, she always was. Rather that she had an in-tray full of reasons to be late. But for once she held back, suspecting from his manner that he wouldnt be interested in her excuses. If anything, his anxious tone and the nervous twitch of his left eye suggested that he was wasnt so much angry, as afraid.

So everyone keeps telling me.

Major Enrico Salvatore - he grudgingly shook her hand - Sorry about we dont see too many women in the GICO.

She just about managed to stop herself from rolling her eyes. GICO - properly known as the Gruppo di Investigazione Criminalità Organizzata - the special corps of the Guardia di Finanza that dealt with organised crime. And by reputation an old-school unit that frequented the same strip joints as the people they were supposedly trying to lock up.

So whats the deal? she asked. Her boss hadnt told her anything. Just that he owed someone a favour and that she should get down here as soon as she could.

You know this place? he asked, gesturing anxiously at the sunken area behind him.

Of course. She shrugged, slightly annoyed to even be asked. Presumably they knew her background. Why else would they have asked for her? Its the Area Sacra.

Go on.

It contains the remains of four Roman temples unearthed during an excavation project ordered by Mussolini in the 1920s, she continued. They were built between the fourth and second centuries BC. Each one has a different design, with

Fine, fine He held his hands up for her to stop, his relieved tone giving her the impression that she had just successfully passed some sort of audition without entirely being sure what role she was being considered for. He turned to make his  way back down the steps. Save the rest for the boss.

The large site was enclosed by an elegant series of brick archways that formed a retaining wall for the streets some fifteen or so feet above. Bleached white by the floodlights desert glare, a forensic search team was strung out across it, inching their way forward on their hands and knees.

Immediately to her right, Allegra knew, was the Temple of Juturna - a shallow flight of brick steps leading up to a rectangular area edged by a row of travertine Corinthian columns of differing heights, like trees that had been randomly felled by a storm. They were all strangely shadowless in the artificial light. Further along the paved walkway was the Aedes Fortunae Huiusce Diei, a circular temple where only six tufa stone Corinthian columns remained standing, a few surviving bases and mid-sections from the other missing pillars poking up like rotting teeth.

But Salvatore steered her past both of these, turning instead between the second and third temples and making his way over rough ground scattered with loose bits of stone and half-formed brick walls that looked like they had been spat out of the earth. Here and there cats, strays from the animal shelter located in the far corner of the Area Sacra, glanced up with disdainful disinterest or picked their way languidly between the ruins, meowing hopefully for food.

With a curious frown, Allegra realised that Salvatore was leading her towards a large semipermanent structure made of scaffolding, covered in white plastic sheeting.

Wedged into the space between the rear of the second and third temples and the retaining wall, she immediately recognised it as the sort of makeshift shelter that was often erected by archaeologists to protect an area of a site that they were excavating or restoring.

Id stay out of the way until the colonel calls you over, Salvatore suggested as he paused on the threshold to the shelter, although from his tone it sounded more like an order.

The colonel?

Colonel Gallo. The head of GICO, Salvatore explained in a hushed tone.

She recognised the name. From what she remembered reading at the time, Gallo had been parachuted in last year from the AISI, the Italian internal security service, after his predecessor had been implicated in the Mancini corruption scandal.

Hell call you over when hes ready.

Great. She nodded, her tight smile masking a desperate urge to make some pointed observation about the irony of having been harried halfway across the city only to now be kept waiting.

And Id lose that if I were you, too, he  muttered, nodding at her cup. Its probably better he doesnt know you stopped off for a coffee.

Taking a deep breath, she theatrically placed the cup on the ground, then looked up with a forced smile. It wasnt Salvatores fault, she knew. Gallo clearly orbited his waking hours like a small moon, the gravitational pull off his shifting favour governing the ebb and flow of Salvatores emotions. But that didnt make him any less annoying.

Happy now?

Ecstatic.

Greeting the two uniformed men guarding the entrance with a nod, Salvatore held a plastic flap in the sidewall open and they stepped inside. It revealed a long, narrow space, the scaffolding forming a sturdily symmetrical endoskeleton over which the white sheeting had been draped and then fixed into place. In one place some of the ties had come loose, the wind catching the sheets edges and snapping it against the metal frame, causing it to chime like a halyard striking a mast.

Salvatore motioned at a crumbling pediment, his gesture suggesting that he wanted her to sit there until she was called forward, then made his way towards a small group of people standing in a semi-circle fifteen or so feet in front of her - all men, she noted with a resigned sigh. Making a point of remaining standing, she counted the minutes as they ticked past - first one, then three,  then five. Nothing. In fact no one had even turned round to acknowledge that she was there. Pursing her lips, she decided to give it another few minutes and then, when these too had passed, she made an angry clicking noise with her tongue and set off towards them. Busy was one thing, rude was another. She had better things to do than sit around until Gallo deigned to beckon her over like some sort of performing dog. Besides, she wanted to see for herself whatever it was they were and discussing so intently.

Seeing her approaching, Salvatore frantically signalled at her to stay back. She ignored him, but then stopped anyway, the colour draining from her face as a sudden gap revealed what they had been shielding from view.

It was a corpse. A man. A half-naked man. Arms spread-eagled, legs pinned together, he had been lashed to a makeshift wooden cross with steel wire. Allegra glanced away, horrified, but almost immediately looked back, the gruesome scene exercising a strange, magnetic pull. For as if drawn from some cursed, demonic ritual, the cross had been inverted.

He had been crucified upside down.







FOUR

Arlington National Cemetery, Washington DC 17th March - 11.46 a.m.

You sure about this? Special Agent Bryan Stokes stepped out of the car behind her, his tone making his own doubts clear.

Absolutely, Jennifer Browne nodded, surprised at the unforced confidence in her voice as she watched Tom set off towards them, his short brown hair plastered down by the rain. He had seemed pleased to see her, his initial surprise having melted into a warm smile and an eager wave. That was something, at least.

So whats the deal with you two? Stokes wedged a golf umbrella against his shoulder with his chin and flicked a manilla file open. Medium height, about a hundred and seventy pounds, Jennifer guessed that Stokes had been born frowning, deep lines furrowing a wide, flat forehead, bloodless lips pressed into a concerned  grimace. In his early forties, he was dressed in a severe charcoal suit and black tie that had dropped away from his collar, revealing that the button was missing.

There is no deal, she said quickly, looking away in case he noticed her smile.

Then how do you know him?

Weve worked a couple of cases together, thats all.

Tom was navigating his way towards them through the blossom scatter of white gravestones like a skiff through a storm, tacking first one way and then the other as he plotted a route up the hill. Not for the first time she noted that despite his tall, athletic frame, there was something almost feline about the way he moved - at once graceful and fluid and yet strong and sure-footed.

It says here he was Agency?

Senator Duval was on the Senate Intelligence Committee and recommended him, she explained, picking her words carefully. FBI Director Jack Green had made it crystal clear that the specific circumstances in which Tom had joined and left the CIA were highly classified. They recruited him into a black op industrial espionage unit. When they shut it down five years later, Kirk went into business for himself, switching from technical blueprints and experimental formulas to fine art and jewellery.

Was he any good?

The best in the business. Or so they said.

And the guy with him?

Archie Connolly. His former fence. Now his business partner. And his best friend, to the extent he allows himself to have one.

There was a pause as Stokes consulted the file again. It had been Jennifers idea to come here, of course. INS had flagged Toms name up when hed landed at Dulles and it hadnt taken her much to figure out where hed be headed. But now that she was actually here, she was surprised at how she was feeling. Excited to be seeing Tom again after almost a year, certainly. But there was also a nagging sense of nervousness and apprehension that she couldnt quite explain. Or perhaps didnt want to. It was always easier that way.

And now theyve gone straight? There was the suggestion of suppressed laughter in Stokess voice.

Im not sure that someone like Tom can ever go straight, she mused. Not in the way you and I mean it. The problem is, hes seen too many supposedly straight people do crooked things to think those sorts of labels matter. He just does what he thinks is right.

And youre sure about this? Stokes pressed again, her explanation seeming to have, if anything, heightened his initial misgivings.

She didnt bother replying, hoping that he would interpret her silence in whichever way made him most comfortable. Instead she stepped forward to greet Tom, who had reached the final incline that led up to where they were waiting. Tom, however, hesitated, his eyes flicking to Stokes and then back to her. He was clearly surprised that she hadnt come alone.

Tom - She held out her hand. It felt all wrong, too formal, but with Stokes hovering she didnt exactly have much choice. Besides, what was the alternative? A hug? A kiss? That also didnt seem right after eleven months.

Special Agent Browne, Tom shook her hand with a brief nod, having clearly decided to ape her stilted greeting. He looked healthier than when she had last seen him, his handsome, angular face having lost some of its pallor, his coral blue eyes clear and alive.

This is Special Agent Stokes.

Agent Stokes, Tom nodded a greeting.

Stokes grunted something indistinct in reply and glanced nervously over his shoulder, as if he was worried about being seen out in the open with him.

Come to pay your respects?

We need some help on a case, Jennifer began hesitantly.

You mean this wasnt a coincidence?

Despite his sarcastic tone, she sensed a slight  tension lurking behind his smile. Annoyance, perhaps, that she was only there because she wanted something. Or was that just her projecting her own guilty feelings?

I need your help, she said.

There was a pause, his smile fading.

What have you got?

Why dont we get in She held the Suburbans rear door open. Tom didnt move. Theres something I want to show you. Itll only take a few minutes.

Tom hesitated for a moment. Then, shrugging, he followed Jennifer into the back, while Stokes climbed into the drivers seat.

Recognise this?

She handed him a photograph sealed inside a clear plastic evidence bag. Tom smoothed the crinkles flat so that he could see through it. It showed a nativity scene, an exhausted Mary clutching her belly and staring blankly at the Christ child lying on the straw in front of her, an angel plunging dramatically overhead. Unusually, in the foreground a spiky-haired youth, his back to the viewer and one foot touching the baby, has turned to face an aged Joseph, his face tortured by a mischievous disbelief.

Tom looked up, a puzzled smile playing across his lips. Outside, the sky had darkened even further, the rain thrashing the roof, the water  running off the windscreen in sheets like rolled steel off a mill.

Where did you get it?

Do you recognise it? Stokes repeated, although Jennifer could already tell from Toms face that he did.

Caravaggio. The Nativity with San Lorenzo and San Francesco, he pointed at the two other men in the painting gazing adoringly at the infant. Painted in 1609 for the Oratory of San Lorenzo in Palermo, Sicily. Missing since 1969. Where did you get it?

It was Toms turn to repeat his question.

Jennifer looked to Stokes and took his muted sigh and faint shrug as agreement to continue.

Special Agent Stokes is from our Vegas field office, she explained. A week ago he took a call from Myron Kezman.

The casino owner? Tom asked in surprise.

The photo arrived in his personal mail.

It had a New York City post mark, Stokes added. Weve checked the envelope for prints and DNA. It was clean.

There was a cell-phone number on the back of the photo, Jennifer continued; Tom turned it over so he could see it. When Kezman called it there was a recorded message at the other end. It only played once before the number was disconnected.

The windows had started to fog up. Stokes  started the engine and turned the heating on to clear them, a sudden blast of warm air washing over them.

What did it say?

According to Kezman it made him a simple offer. The painting for twenty million dollars. And then a different cell-phone number to dial if he was interested in making the trade.

Thats when Kezman called us in, Stokes took over. Only this time we taped the call. It was another message setting out the instructions for the exchange. The denominations for the cash. The types of bags it should be in. The meet.

And then they called you? Tom turned to Jennifer.

The Caravaggio is on the FBI Art Crime teams top ten list of missing art works, so it automatically got referred our way, she confirmed. I got pulled off a case to help handle it. Ive been camping out in an office here in DC, so when I saw that youd been flagged up at Dulles 

You thought that maybe I could handle the exchange for you.

How the hell did you? Stokes eyed him suspiciously.

Because youve never dealt with anything like this before. Tom shrugged. Because youre smart and you know that these types of gigs never go down quite like you plan them. Because you know I might spot something you wont.

There was a pause as Stokes and Jennifer both swapped a look, and then laughed.

Thats pretty much it, I guess. Stokes nodded with a grudging smile.

Whens this happening?

Tonight in Vegas. On the main floor at the Amalfi.

Kezmans joint?

Yep, Stokes nodded.

Thats smart. Busy. Exposed. Plenty of civilian cover. Multiple escape routes.

So youll do it? Jennifer asked hopefully.

There was a sharp rap on the window. Tom lowered it and Archie peered in, the rain dripping off his umbrella.

Very bloody cosy, he observed with a wry smile. Not interrupting anything, am I?

I dont think you two have ever actually met before, have you? Tom asked, sitting back so Jennifer could lean across him and shake his hand.

Not properly. She smiled.

What do you want with my boy this time? Archie sniffed, eyeing her carefully.

The Nativity has turned up, Tom answered for her. They want me to fly to Vegas with them to help handle the exchange.

Ill bet they do. Whats our take?

Tom looked searchingly at Jennifer and then at Stokes, who shrugged sheepishly.

Looks like the usual fee, he said with a smile. Attaboys all round.

Well, bollocks to that, then, Archie sniffed. You and I are meant to be meeting Dom in Zurich tomorrow night to see a real client. One that pays and doesnt try and lock you up every five seconds. He gave first Jennifer, then Stokes, a reproachful glare.

Tom nodded slowly. Having given up on the Swiss police, the curator of the Emile Bũhrle Foundation wanted their help recovering four paintings worth a hundred and eighty million dollars taken at gunpoint the previous month. Archie had a point.

I know.

A pause. He turned back to Jennifer.

Wholl handle the exchange if I dont?

Me, I guess, she replied with a shrug. At least, that was the plan until you flashed up on the system.

There was a long silence, Tom looking first at Jennifer, then Stokes. He turned back to Archie.

Why dont I just meet you in Zurich tomorrow.

Oh, for fucks sake, Tom, Archie protested. I dont know why I bother sometimes.

One night. Thats all, Tom reassured him. Ill be on the first flight out.

Fine, Archie sighed. But you can deal with Hewson. Archie stepped back and pointed down  the slope towards a lonely figure who appeared to be patiently waiting for them to return. Hes doing my bloody head in.

Whatever hes got for me, its waited this long - Tom sat back with a shrug - it can wait a day longer.







FIVE

Largo di Torre Argentina, Rome 17th March - 6.06 p.m.

Allegra could just about make out one of the mens low voices. A pathologist, she guessed.

Cause of death? Well, Ill only know when I open him up. But at a guess, oedema of the brain. Upside down, the heart continues to pump blood through the arteries, but because the veins rely on gravity, his brain would have become swollen with blood. Fluid would then have leaked out of his capillaries, first causing a headache, then gradual loss of consciousness and finally death, probably from asphyxiation as the brain signals driving respiration failed. Terrible way to go.

How long has he been here? the man next to him asked. From his flinty, aggressive tone, Allegra knew immediately that this had to be Gallo.

All day. Possibly longer. It was a cold night and that would have slowed decomposition.

And no one saw him until now? Gallo snapped, his voice both angry and disbelieving. She could just about detect the vestiges of a Southern accent, presumably carefully discarded over the years. After all, provincial roots were not exactly something you advertised if you wanted to get ahead. Not in Rome.

No one works here at the weekend, Salvatore explained in an apologetic tone. And you couldnt see him from the street.

Terrible way to go, the pathologist repeated, shaking his head. It would have taken hours for him to die. And right until the end he would have been able to hear people walking around the site and the cars coming and going overhead, and not been able to move or call for help.

You think I give a shit about how this bastard died? Gallo snorted dismissively. Dont forget who he was or who he worked for. All I want to know is who killed him, why they did it here and why like this. The last thing I need is some sort of vigilante stalking the streets of Rome re-enacting Satanic rituals.

Actually, Colonel, its Christian, not Satanic, Allegra interrupted with a cough.

What? Gallo rounded on her, looking her up and down with a disdainful expression. He was six feet tall and powerfully built, with a strong, tanned face covered in carefully trimmed stubble. About forty-five or so, she guessed, he was wearing  the full dress uniform of a colonel in the Guarda di Finanza and had chin-length steel-grey hair that parted down the centre of his head and fell either side of his face, forcing him to sweep it back out of his eyes every so often. He also had on a pair of frameless glasses with clear plastic arms. From the way he adjusted them on his nose, she sensed that these had only recently been prescribed and that he still resented wearing them, despite having done what he could to make them as unobtrusive as possible.

The inverted crucifixion, she explained, ignoring the horrified look on Salvatores face. Its taken from the Acts of Peter.

The Acts of Peter? Gallo snorted. Theres no such book in the Bible.

Thats because its in the Apocrypha, the texts excluded from the Bible by the church, she replied, holding her temper in check. According to the text, when the Roman authorities sentenced Peter to death, he asked to be crucified head down, so as not to imitate Christs passing.

Gallo said nothing, his eyes narrowing slightly as he brushed his hair back.

Thank you for the Sunday school lesson, Miss

Lieutenant. Damico.

The antiquities expert you asked for, Colonel, Salvatore added quickly.

You work at the university? It sounded like a challenge rather than a question.

I used to be a lecturer in art and antiquities at La Sapienza, yes.

Used to be! he spluttered, glaring at Salvatore.

The university passed me on to the Villa Giulia. One of the experts there recommended her, Salvatore insisted.

Now Im in the TPA, she added quickly, spelling out the acronym for the Nucleo Tutela Patrimonio Artistico, the special corps within the Carabinieri tasked with protecting and recovering stolen art. He looked her up and down again, then shrugged.

Well, youll have to do, I suppose, he said, to Salvatores visible relief. I take it you know who I am?

She nodded, although part of her was itching to say no, just to see the look on his face. Ignoring the other two men standing there, which she assumed meant that he did not consider them important enough to warrant an introduction, Gallo jabbed his finger at the man next to him.

This is Dottore Giovanni la Fabro from the coroners office, and this is, or was, Adriano Ricci, an enforcer for the De Luca family.

Allegra nodded. The GICOs involvement was suddenly a lot clearer. The De Luca family were believed to run the Bande della Magliana, one of Romes most notorious criminal organisations.  Gallo clearly thought this was some sort of professional hit.

He stepped back and introduced the corpse with a sweep of his hand. Even dead, she could tell that Ricci had been overweight, loose skin sagging towards the ground like melted wax on the neck of a bottle. He was bare-chested with a large Lazio football club tattoo on his left shoulder, and was still wearing a striped pair of suit trousers that had fallen halfway down his calves. His wrists and ankles were bleeding where the chicken wire used to bind him to the cross had bitten into his flesh.

Why am I here? she asked with a shudder, glancing back to Gallo.

This - He led her forward to the body and snapped his flashlight on to illuminate its face.

For a few moments she couldnt make out what he was pointing to, her attention grabbed by Riccis staring, bloodshot eyes and the way that, from the shoulders up, his skin had turned a waxy purple, like marble. But then, trapped in the light of Gallos torch, she saw it. A black shape, a disc of some sort, lurking in the roof of Riccis mouth.

What is it? she breathed.

Thats what youre meant to be telling me, Gallo shot back.

Can I see it, then?

Gallo snapped his fingers and la Fabro handed him a pair of tweezers. To Allegras horrified fascination, he levered the object free as if he was prising  a jewel from an ancient Indian statue and then carefully deposited it inside an evidence bag, holding it out between his fingertips as if it contained something mildly repellent.

Knock yourself out, he intoned.

I thought it might be some sort of antique coin, Salvatore suggested eagerly over her shoulder as she turned it over in the light. It seems to have markings etched into it.

The ancient Romans used to put a bronze coin in the mouths of their dead to pay Charon to ferry their souls across the Styx to the Underworld, she nodded slowly. But I dont think thats what this is.

Why not?

Feel the weight, its lead. Thats too soft to be used in everyday coinage.

Then what about the engraving? Gallo asked impatiently.

She traced the symbol that had been inlaid into the coin with her finger. It showed two snakes intertwined around a clenched fist, like the seal from some mediaeval coat of arms.

I dont know, she said with an apologetic shrug. But whatever this is, its not an antique nor, I would say, particularly valuable.

Well, that was useful. Glaring angrily at Salvatore, Gallo turned his back on Allegra as if she had suddenly vanished.

Im sorry, Salvatore stuttered. I thought that

Weve wasted enough time. Lets just get him bagged up and out of here so the forensic boys can move in, Gallo ordered as he turned to leave. Then I want a priest or a cardinal or somebody else in sandals down here to tell me more about

It cant be a coincidence though, can it, Colonel? Allegra called after him.

Gallo spun round angrily.

I thought youd gone?

It cant be a coincidence that they killed him here? she insisted.

What the hell are you talking about?

In Roman times, this entire area was part of the Campus Martius, a huge complex of buildings that included the Baths of Agrippa to the north, the Circus Flaminius to the south and the Theatre of Pompey to the west, she explained, pointing towards each point of the compass in turn. The Senate even met here while the Curia was being rebuilt after a fire in 54 BC - she pointed at the floor - in a space in the portico attached to the Theatre of Pompey.

Here? Gallo looked around him sceptically, clearly struggling to reconcile the fractured ruins at his feet with the imagined grandeur of a Roman theatre.

Of course, the one drawback of this spot was that the Campus Martius stood outside the sacred pomerium, the citys official boundaries, meaning that, although it was quieter than the Forum, it  was not subject to the same restrictions against concealed weapons.

Whats your point? Gallo frowned wearily, and she realised that she was going to have to spell it out for him.

I mean that Ricci isnt the first person to be killed here, she explained, a tremor of excitement in her voice. I mean that in 44 BC, Julius Caesar was assassinated on almost this exact same spot.







SIX

The Getty Villa, Malibu, California 17th March - 10.52 a.m.

Verity Bruce had been looking forward to this day for a while. For nearly three years, to be precise. Thats how long it had been since she had first been shown the dog-eared Polaroid in a smoky Viennese café, first been winded by the adrenaline punch of excitement at what was on offer and chilled by the fear of possibly losing out.

Shed shaken on the deal there and then, knowing that the director would back her judgement. The trustees had taken a little more convincing, of course, but then they didnt know the period like she did. Besides, once theyd understood the magnitude of the find, theyd bitten and bitten hard, sharing her mounting frustration at the years lost to the scientists as test upon test had heaped delay upon deferral  until she was sure they must have finished and started all over again. And then, of course, the lumbering and self-perpetuating wheels of international bureaucracy had begun to turn, a merry-go-round of sworn affidavits, authentication letters, legal contracts, bank statements, money transfer forms, export and import licences and Customs declarations that had added months to the process. Still, what was done was done. Today, finally, the waiting ended.

She positioned herself in front of the fulllength mirror shed had bolted to the back of her office door. Had the intervening years between that first breathless, absinthe-fuelled encounter and todays unveiling aged her? A little, perhaps, around
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