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Reader Testimonials

	 

	"After reading R.M. Morgan's fast-paced Crown Hunt, I felt he had taken me with him on an adventure of international intrigue. Not until Don, the main character, and Roth completed the hunt, and the antagonist is put to rest to solve the mystery could I breathe easier." 

	—  L.L. Carpenter.

	 

	"Suspenseful story and colorful characters; couldn't wait to see how it turned out. I highly recommend Crown Hunt for mystery lovers.” 

	— Sheila Larson.

	 

	"The Crown Hunt is a riveting detective mystery written by a talented storyteller who incites readers to sleuth for the truth."  

	— Leonard Szymczak, Award-winning author of Kookaburra's Last Laugh.

	 

	"R.M. Morgan's first book in his series of detective novels introduces Don Gannon, a likeable P.I. who works for an interesting lady, Harriett Roth. The story takes Don to South Korea and back to North Carolina, blending the two cultures in a search for missing historical artifacts…and a killer." 

	—Jacquelyn Hanson, author of Matilda's Story.

	 

	"Author R. M. Morgan weaves a tale of theft, murder and intrigue in his debut novel, the Crown Hunt. The mystery reader will certainly enjoy finding out about how Roth Security earned its well-earned reputation in this newly established series."

	— David Eugene Andrews, Author and storyteller.
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	South Korea—17 May 2000

	 

	Seong-gi Kim, a brooding man, believed life is good, and then evil pulls back the curtain into darkness.

	He had this dim view because he had become a man of advanced years and entered the frosty winter of his life. But his past had been pleasurable, his life’s work satisfactory.  In his traditional Korean home, with its gently sloping eaves, he sat on the floor in front of his TV at night and finished watching a Korean variety show. He thought about his family, his upbringing, and his years of hard work. His mind reminisced over his youth, at a time before the terrible war fifty years before. He had grown up in a poor farming family, without TV.

	He sighed and continued watching the television program, Happy Together, a favorite South Korean variety show. He was alone while his wife and mother were away visiting his son. At times like this, Seong-gi caught up with the programs he enjoyed. As he watched, he heard a sharp noise—Clang!—Clang! He ignored it, believing one never regrets putting off a task to watch TV. At a commercial break, the noise continued. The old man, his curiosity aroused, rose and checked his set, but the metallic sound came from outside, behind his home. He knew an animal such as a dog or a wild boar might’ve found its way into his yard, but neither could make this sound.

	Seong-gi slipped on shoes and pushed past a sliding door at the rear of his house. He saw nothing but shadows outside. Stepping into his yard and facing the source of the clanging, he walked toward a vine-covered concrete wall stretching across the rear of his garden. Treading bit by bit into the shadows, he discovered the noise maker.

	A toy bunny, standing about a foot tall, with its head tilted backwards, whacked little cymbals together with its paws. Seong-gi stared at the toy—a joke? 

	He bent over the robotic rabbit.

	Strong arms grabbed his right shoulder and the left side of his neck. A forearm squeezed his neck, putting pressure on his carotid artery, cutting off blood circulation to his brain. Another assailant, also from behind, seized his lower torso and left arm. Seong-gi’s mind cried out to run, to escape. His vision dropped out of focus and flip-flopped like successive scenes from an old-style movie film. Gradually, his awareness slipped into blackness.

	 

	# # #

	 

	Seong-gi awoke. He lay supine and stared at an unlit light bulb high above his feet. The seventy-year-old man felt the ache in his arms and legs—limbs crying out to move, to flex. His back rested on a wooden rack, his wrists and ankles seized firmly by rope, his head secured to the frame by a rubber-like mask. Though limber for his age, he could barely move.

	He rotated his eyes sideways and studied his surroundings. The rack was level like a table, set in a room with brown-gray walls of mud brick. The high-ceilinged room contained a single door to his right. Dust coated the four windows high on the wall to his left, and a metal funnel hung three feet directly over his face. Where was he? Seong-gi seethed with frustration, with anger. A tight sensation roiled his viscera as when a roller coaster drops abruptly from a height. He cursed silently, then shouted, “Help me! Somebody! Help!” No answer. Seong-gi closed his eyes. Remain calm.

	Later, he pushed aside his agony and anger and glanced around the room again. Daylight came in under one of the slanting windows, its white radiance illuminating the motes dancing in the air and shining on a section of the opposite wall. He heard birds, their sound broken by the occasional slap of river swales or the whistle of the wind. Once, the horn of a ferry wailed. He guessed he lay near the Han River, a major waterway near the border between North and South Korea.

	Seong-gi’s stomach quivered in a chill dread in the dark room. Someone had brought him here; somebody had to be near. He bellowed out curses and called for relief. Again, no answer. He tried stringing together more thoughts. Try as he might, Seong-gi could no longer concentrate, collapsing into thick, black oblivion.

	 

	# # #

	 

	Seong-gi felt a sharp pain in his chest and recovered consciousness a second time.

	A man, his face covered by a close-fitting knitted cap—a black balaclava—stood above Seong-gi and struck him again with the heel of his hand.

	Seong-gi cried out. The overhead light bulb had been turned on and illuminated his tormentor’s barren eyes, eyes showing no interest in the old man’s cry of agony. Seong-gi studied the black-clad figure, his captor. A full outbreak of anger galvanized his body. He shouted, “Who are you? Damn you!” He threw curse after curse at his captor, who neither moved nor replied. Finally, Seong-gi gave up and stared blood-red animus at the man beside the rack.

	“Answer one question,” his tormentor began, “and you go free. Never see me again.”

	Seong-gi realized the individual in the balaclava spoke with a cold voice, without feeling. “Cut me loose. I hurt.”

	“Your pain interests me not. Reply to my question.”

	Tilting his eyes to the right, Seong-gi made out the ridged weave of the black balaclava close to his face. He smelled the faint scent of lemon, the odor of a detergent used to wash clothes. He recoiled from his captor’s voice with its frozen, condescending timbre. Anyone who would capture an old man and lash him to a table had to be evil. Don’t trust him.

	But Seong-gi had to find a way off the rack. He had to get this mystery man to release him. “What question?”

	The man thumped Seong-gi’s chest with stiff fingers. “Fifty years ago, you stole objects. Where are they?”

	Seong-gi gazed at the windows high on the sidewall. The falling-plunge feeling returned to his gut. He thought maybe the continuation of his life hung on his answer and his existence had grown darker. He had to figure out his captor: who was he?

	How had the man in black found out about a long-ago event? Through his pain, he visualized an earthen mound in a valley, a small hill covered in vegetation by the passing years. Seong-gi must keep his knowledge from the man in black.

	“Do not know . . . about the objects you seek.” Seong-gi’s eyes dropped under the intense stare of his tormentor’s eyes, unable to conceal the lie. He began pleading with his tormentor. “Let me go.”

	The captor’s dead eyes held steady on the old man. “Time is not ripe. I want you to want to speak. Meet my persuader.” Seong-gi heard a wooden box being pulled up to the rack. The man in the black balaclava stepped up and fiddled with the funnel above the old man’s face.

	A liquid drop fell onto Seong-gi’s forehead, a region not covered by the rubber mask.

	Plop!

	He focused on the funnel above his head; a few seconds later another drop fell onto the same spot.

	Plop!

	Because Seong-gi’s restraints immobilized his head on the wooden rack, the funnel targeted all the drops into the middle of his brow. His tormentor disappeared. The overhead light bulb had darkened.

	An hour passed. The old man grew frantic. The tingling in his bound limbs continued, and the dripping drops bounced onto his skull like non-stop drilling by a dentist. He watched each liquid drop form on the tip of the tap, pause, then fall onto the identical site on his forehead. His mind created the image of a tunnel growing in the middle of his skull. 

	Stay calm. Find a way to escape.

	 

	# # #

	 

	Seong-gi woke a third time. Looking up at the windows, he viewed soft moonlight illuminating the tilted window, giving a blue hue to the frame holding the glass.

	A drop hit his forehead. He sensed wetness over his face. The droplets cascaded like a column of ants. He rotated his eyes to see if the man in the black balaclava had returned. Seong-gi was alone. 

	Then his abductor turned on the overhead light bulb. The man in black stood next to him, with his unblinking, emotionless eyes. Another droplet dripped. He waited to bluff his tormentor. He would deny knowing about stolen objects.

	“Where are the items you took?”

	Would this devil ever let him go? Exhausted, he wondered, How much longer can I go on? His captor just watched him through the eye holes in his face covering, unmoving, maybe waiting for the old man to give up. “Can’t tell you . . . I know nothing.”

	The tormentor remained motionless. “Tell me. Then you can go. Your suffering stops.”

	“Stop the water pounding my head.”

	“Answer me. I will loosen your ropes and stop the drips.”

	Seong-gi wanted to believe him. Perhaps his captor would be faithful to his words and not trick him. His captor hadn’t shown his face or said who he was. If released, Seong-gi did not know him, couldn’t point him out to the police. However, his intuition continued to distrust the man in black.

	“Yes, loosen my bonds—I will talk.” Seong-gi rotated his body as best he could to stretch his limbs. He had to get feeling back. 

	“I am in charge. You will suffer until you give me what I want.”

	Through his pain-driven stupor and overwhelming frustration, the old man saw the overhead bulb go dark and heard his tormentor leave.

	 

	# # #

	 

	Days passed. The old man grew weak. He began to feel defeated, caring less and less about withholding his knowledge. His pain-numbed brain struggled to register when one day ended, and another started. One night, the sound of constant rain meant clouds cut off moonlight and starlight. He felt an impacting droplet. Then he caught the lemon scent. The balaclava man stood near.

	“Where are the objects?” his captor said, switching on the light. 

	“I do not . . . do not trust you.”

	His captor’s head nodded as if he had been waiting. “Give me what I want. I will not hurt you. You do not know who I am.”

	Seong-gi’s brain had fallen into sluggish inactivity, into near total exhaustion. His head ached when he tried to think. Eager to stop his crushing pain, anxious to rest, he whispered, “I will tell you . . . what we took.”

	“And where?”

	Seong-gi faltered and then responded, “And where.”

	For hours, Seong-gi described the house holding the objects. He gave a detailed account of how to enter a locked room.

	The old man ignored another liquid splash. “Let me go. Told you all.”

	“Tell me once more,” his captor demanded. “I have to make sure you keep telling the same story again and again.”

	Seong-gi blacked out. 

	When he regained consciousness, his captor said, “We will pick up where you left off.”

	After more hours of interrogation, Seong-gi said, “I told you everything. Release me.”

	Maybe satisfied he had his answer, the tormentor seemed to relent. “You did well. I set you free.” He unfastened the cords around Seong-gi’s feet. While standing on the box, he reached to the funnel overhead and closed the tap.

	“I feel . . . nothing in my legs,” Seong-gi gasped.

	His captor released his arms. “Your feeling will return. Flex your ankles.” 

	Seong-gi rotated into a fetal position and emitted soft groans.

	 

	# # #

	 

	Watching the old man bend in evident relief, the captor moved behind Seong-gi and pulled a .22 pistol out of his waistband. He held the barrel near the old man’s head and squeezed the trigger twice. Bullets tore through the center of Seong-gi’s brain.

	The assassin removed his balaclava and chuckled, pleased with his work. “See, I told you I would set you free—you will never see me again.”

	He turned off the light and went into the next room where his accomplice sat at a desk. “Clean up the mess and wrap the body in plastic. Tonight, we drop it into the Han River.”

	“I wanted to kill him,” the man at the desk said.

	The assassin stopped, frowned. “I don’t care. Remember, follow my orders.” He left the room.
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	Asheville, North Carolina—14 June 2000

	 

	My brain roiled in waves of agony and noisome vertigo—payback for overindulgence. Last night, I drank too much beer with my best friends, Bruce Seeker and Mickey Ploughman. I went to bed late and slept even later in one of the nine bedrooms in my boss’s two-story mansion, the headquarters for Roth Security. I had slumbered in an inert ball like an ancient mangy dog. Ordinarily, I would have bolted out of bed at sunrise and jogged around the gray brick house with its ten-acre grounds and surrounding woodlands. This morning, I woke two hours late at nine.

	Like a squirrel exiting hibernation, I opened an eye and peeked out my open window. A pleasant June morning; Asheville daybreaks seemed either heavenly or shrouded in the rain like a monsoon in Southeast Asia. Through the window, I sniffed cloves, a smell coming from rhododendron shrubs with the white flowers. I padded across the hardwood floor to my bathroom, one of seven in our mansion, where I took an Alka-Seltzer—my preferred cure for a combined headache and upset stomach. After a shower, I dressed and ambled downstairs for breakfast.

	I heard the faint sounds of Taylor Ploughman—cook extraordinaire and strange hillbilly lady—preparing our meal.  A spoon clinked against a ceramic bowl and plates clanged together. Most mornings, our chef served food in a combined kitchen and dining area. This room had long been my favorite in the mansion, an elegant-looking structure built in the fifties.

	Stepping into the breakfast room, I sniffed fresh polish on the wooden floor and the heavenly smell of eggs, apples, and biscuits. I dropped into a chair and listened to the sounds of percolating coffee and crackling and sputtering oil. Bruce sat at the long dining table. Roth’s computer expert, he possessed an in-depth understanding of geek stuff, like search techniques and databases.

	Bruce sported a silly grin like an ugly Cheshire Cat. After a brutal night of drinking at the Naughty Hops pub, he had arrived at the breakfast table before I did; his smirk seemed to match his delight at beating me.

	“Good morning all,” I said.

	“Howdy Donnell,” Taylor replied, as she flipped the eggs on the stove across the room.

	I turned to find Taylor bringing me a mug of coffee. Caffeine, my favorite morning drug.

	Bruce ceased grinning and sipped his hot coffee. “No morning run to greet the rising sun? Just drop out of bed to feed your face? You peaked at twenty-eight and are now fading swiftly—sad.” 

	Bruce and I had been close friends for over a decade. An African American of average height, he had the body of a bull.

	“More's the pity,” I teased him back. “Quick as I am, I find you already entrenched at this table, shoveling grub into your face.”

	Bruce took some of the grits off his plate. “You have the skin color of a mackerel. Go back to bed. You shouldn’t be impersonating an investigator today.”

	“I may not be Sherlock Holmes, but I’m a damn good private investigator. Though our boss, Harriett Roth, hasn’t said it, I’m sure deep down, she’d agree. Maybe one day, she’ll tell me, ‘Donnell Gannon, your skills of observation are so insightful, I’m giving you a raise.’”

	He snorted at me.

	“Oh dear! Are we having an unhappy-hangover morning?” Taylor asked as she brought a platter of food to our table. Petite with red hair and blue eyes, she had grown up deep in the mountains around Asheville, where her parents instilled a deep appreciation of Appalachia. Sort of a female Huckleberry Finn. As an old saying goes, she is “as different as chalk from cheese.”

	She positioned the serving in the middle of the table. “This here is crispy fried apple. Hep yourself to biscuits and gravy, fried eggs, and pork chops. I also made country grits and fresh-squeezed orange juice. Eat up.”

	“Yum,” Bruce responded.

	“I appreciate you’ns, Bruce. When I was a-growin’ up, my people always a-fixin’ up a big breakfast. For my grits, I boil water and slowly whisk in a cup of old-fashioned grits . . . old-fashioned grits are stone-ground, whole kernel grits.”

	As she turned back to her cooking, he whispered, “She’s a treasure, and I’m beginning to understand what she’s saying.”

	I spooned food onto my plate. “Bruce pal, you see the transforming power of Harriett Roth. She has taken Taylor under her wing and is upgrading her phraseology. Think of Cockney flower girl Eliza Doolittle.”

	“Works both ways,” Bruce noted. “Our buddy, Mickey, changed after he married Taylor—what is it now, roughly two years past? Now he sounds like he’s chewing tobacco when he talks.”

	“Because I love you like a brother, Bruce, I will not breathe a word—to Taylor or Mickey—of what you just said.” I glanced around the table for the newspaper. “Do I remember right? We’re meeting some Korean-American guys this morning?” 

	“You do. What’s the topic?” my partner asked.

	“No idea. Roth told me these guys were in a rush to see us.” 

	Bruce wolfed down the remaining grits. “Is this . . . the same company we do security for in Northern Virginia?”

	I grabbed the newspaper off the table. “Yeah. We installed the security system in their building a year ago.”

	Bruce pushed his plate aside and sat back with a mug of coffee. “Pass me the sports section.”

	I tossed part of the paper at him. “I’ve got sports just now. Here’s the front section.”

	He frowned at me. “You always hog the paper.”

	“No, I don’t. You’re too slow.”

	My partner began reading the front page. “This is interesting. There’s news about divers finding the ancient port of Alexandria.”

	That caught my attention. Most often we discuss TV and sports, not the newspaper.

	“Alexandria, Virginia?”

	“No. Alexandria, Egypt, you dummy.”

	I put down my sports section. “Are you saying divers discovered the ancient city of Alexandria?”

	“Yep.”

	“The one created by Alexander the Great? As in Cleopatra and Mark Antony’s time?”

	My friend had piqued my interest; I read history books and watched history programs on TV. On many nights, I dropped off to sleep reading about ancient times.

	Bruce continued to read the paper. “The old town is underwater. No one has seen it for roughly 1,200 years.”

	“Alexandria had the world’s oldest university complex and one of the Seven Wonders of the World, the Pharos,” I said.  “I read about the Pharos, a 440-foot-high lighthouse.”

	Bruce frowned. “Thank you, amateur historian.”

	I gazed around to see if Taylor would bring more coffee. “If you’d read more, you’d know such things.”

	Bruce ignored me. “Paper says divers found the ancient city sunk about thirty feet under the water surface.”

	I dreamed of finding an ancient statue or holding old pottery. “Maybe Egypt will open old Alexandria to exploration—so we could scuba-dive down to see those ruins.” To dive down into the Mediterranean waters and hold a Greek vase or a wine drinking cup in my hands would swamp me with adrenalin, skyrocketing my heart rate. Wiping the vessel’s grime away to expose its original texture and color would be my dream. Afterwards, would I give the receptacle to the authorities or steal it away? Not me. Faced with a practical choice of keeping a historical object or turning it in, I would do the right thing. If I am anything, I am ethical.

	I glanced up at the old-fashioned clock on the wall. “Hey, nearly time for Roth’s guests to arrive.”
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	Asheville—14 June 2000

	 

	Shortly before ten o’clock, a black Lincoln Town Car parked in front of the mansion. Three Koreans in dark-blue suits, white shirts, and light-blue ties exited the vehicle, walked up the stone stairs, and stopped at the front door. Our visitors appeared similar in age: late sixties or early seventies. They smiled to greet me but—apparently eager to move into the house and meet Roth—they walked around me to the open door.

	The shortest Korean acted as their spokesperson, advancing before the other two. “My name Sook Park.”

	I turned to the second man, the tallest of the three. He introduced himself. “My name Bin Bie.”

	Unlike Sook and Bin, who were thin and frowned a lot, the third man wore a slightly rumpled suit, carried extra weight, and smiled a lot. “Hi, I Yeong-ho Park.” He projected the relaxed comedian, a chubby funnyman who smirked and waved his hand at me from three feet away.

	I, in my outfit of a mid-gray, classic-fit Burberry suit, light-gray tie, white dress shirt, and brown Gucci moccasin shoes, led them through the glass-paneled front door and onto the polished oak floor of the foyer. I pressed a button on the intercom. “Ms. Roth, your visitors are here.”

	“Escort them to my office,” she replied.

	Walking through the hallway, Sook Park glanced up at the chandelier with its electric candles and sideways at the landscape paintings along the wall to our right. “Grand house.”

	“Just a house,” I said. “It’s exciting because it’s crawling with remarkable individuals.”

	Roth is mostly an enigma to me. I talk with her daily but have little idea who she is. However, I don't fret because I am gradually learning. Several times, she has refused to tell me where she grew up; I think she’s from the north. She went to college at a prestigious college for women and married a medical doctor. I dug that out of her one evening when she drank too much wine at dinner. Harriett Roth loved her husband and depended on him extensively. A single tragic event defines Harriett's life: her loss of her beloved husband by suicide, following a slide into abject poverty.  From that moment forth, Harriett became determined never to be sans large sums of money. Rumor has it she sank everything she owned into her start-up detective agency. Roth leads us, her group of investigators, from the headquarters in Asheville, NC. She guides us with wisdom, compassion, and craftiness. Her character is complicated at times: cranky, agoraphobic, and greedy.

	I steered them into Roth’s office at the rear of the mansion, an airy room with a row of windows along one wall, a room filled with a red leather couch and lots of chairs. Positioned to the right of the fireplace, Harriett Roth, clad in a black, full-length dress of luxurious satin, stood at her desk. Her alabaster white hair fell to the top of her shoulders. A vase of purple cornflowers sat on her desk, and she had potted plants on the mantle and in crocks in two corners.

	Her intense black eyes looked the Koreans full in the face. Taylor, Bruce, and Mickey rose from the sofa. My boss shook hands with Sook Park. “You came to complain?”

	“You did good work for us,” Sook Park responded stiffly. “Now, I need you for different job.”

	She pointed to the chairs facing her desk. “Be seated.”

	Our guests scanned the office and the bookshelves lining the front wall. Sook Park and Bin Bie sat in leather chairs while Yeong-ho searched for the roomiest chair and moved it in front of Roth’s desk. 

	Roth glanced at Taylor. “Can Mrs. Ploughman offer you fresh-brewed coffee, tea, or fruit juice?” A cool breeze came through the open windows as she served drinks. When she had finished, Roth gestured for her to leave the room.

	I sat in front of and to the side of Roth’s desk. Our visitors shifted in their seats and glanced at each other with vacant looks, like students waiting to take an examination. Sook Park clicked a ballpoint pen in his left hand. Otherwise, silence settled in the chamber. My boss waited for them to speak.

	Sook Park ceased snapping the retractor of his pen. “I discuss awkward topic. May we speak in private, without others present?”

	Roth remained still as if contemplating Sook’s words. Then, my boss raised both hands, pointing her palms toward Sook Park. “These three men—Mr. Gannon, Mr. Seeker, and Mr. Ploughman—are my confidants. They will keep our discussion confidential. They stay.”

	Upon Roth’s pronouncement, Sook emitted a low exhalation. “I wish them leave room.”

	She kept an expressionless visage. “Each of these men has a unique forte. Collectively, they’ve learned to work together and get the job done. Take me; take my team.”

	Our three visitors whispered back and forth in Korean. I would need a Korean phrase book if I ended up working with them. The whispering stopped, and they nodded at each other. Sook Park turned to Roth. “We agree to your condition. Keep my words private. Tell no one.”

	Sook Park hesitated again. Roth impatiently tapped the index finger of her right hand on her desk. Mr. Park seemingly wanted to go the slow-boat-to-Korea route; she appeared to want to cut to the chase. I studied my moccasin shoes, expecting an eruption from Roth.

	“I heard you always reach your goal,” Sook Park began. “You, hmm, solve problems, even if you have to break a rule.”

	Roth appeared cautious, pursing her lips, and squinting at him. She interrupted. “I assume you aren’t planning to commit a crime. If you are, do not tell me, as I must inform the police.” 

	She tapped her finger waiting for Sook Park’s response. Bruce and I had learned that the longer a client kept our boss waiting, the more irritated she became. I fingered a crease on the left leg of my pants. 

	Finally, he spoke again. “Two days ago, Monday, burglars stole priceless relics from our house in Northern Virginia.”

	She ceased tapping. “Have the police taped off your house as a crime scene?”

	“We have difficulty. Cannot go to police because of legalities.”

	He and my boss stared at each other until Roth asked, “And?”

	“You find artifacts—bring back to us.”

	Sook’s words puzzled me. Burglars stole property from him. Why didn’t he call the cops? Did he have a lawful right to the objects?

	My boss frowned at him. “Does this legality concern your involvement in homicide or a robbery in the United States?”

	“No.”

	Roth paused half a minute to purse her lips and rubbed her nose as if she worried. “Very well, continue—no wait—we need to establish a client privilege between my company and yourself. Pay me a dollar and retain me as your consultant.”

	Sook had a puzzled expression. “This is binding? We have confidential relationship?”

	“A private investigator may not release information acquired during an investigation, other than to the client. However, if criminal offenses are involved—” Roth raised her eyebrows in concern.

	Sook Park took out his wallet and handed her a dollar. He settled back in his chair. “Fifty years ago, we—Bin, Yeong-ho, a fourth person presently in South Korea, and I—fought the North Koreans as they invaded my country. We were young. We struggled against tanks and soldiers with guns.

	“We battled all the way from Han River in the north, down roads in middle of our country, and to Pusan farther south. Our brains harbor dark memories from those times. At night, our memories emerge in ungodly nightmares.”

	Sook Park paused like he had lost his way through his lengthy discourse. I waited. When he continued, I thought of a character in a Shakespeare tragedy delivering a monologue.

	“In course of fighting, we unearthed buried riches from old Silla Kingdom.”

	He paused, possibly to let his words sink in. No one moved. No one spoke. No one breathed. “We removed gold crown and other relics from earth. We smuggled wealth into America—fifty years ago.”

	I glanced at Bruce and Mickey. They showed blank expressions. They didn’t know what the Silla Kingdom meant.

	Roth also noticed their befuddlement. “Do you know about the Korean kingdom of Silla?”

	The two of them—Mickey and Bruce—shook their heads.

	Roth glanced at me. “You’re our amateur historian. Tell them.”

	I walked to one of the bookcases, grabbed a book, and flipped through several pages. “The Silla kingdom emerged in what is now South Korea in the first century B.C. It grew to control what is now the southeast portion of the Korean peninsula.”

	“That’s a big area,” Bruce said.

	“The Silla kingdom fell apart sometime in the tenth century A.D.,” I continued.

	Sook smiled. “Our artists built marvelous artwork of gold.”

	“Ancient Silla made unique pottery with surface like slate,” Bin Bie added.

	Roth pursed her lips. “Describe what you found and did.”

	“We took Silla treasure to America,” Sook said. “Carried gold crown with antler-like decoration, six bracelets, four rings, three sets of earrings, three swords with ornate handles, a chest-lace, and smaller items.”

	“You branded all those objects into your memory,” Roth said. 

	Sook glanced around the room to ensure we followed his tale. “We sold some smaller pieces. We kept rest of treasure in safe house in Great Falls, Virginia. This past Monday, thieves broke into house and took relics.”

	Bruce glanced at me and raised his eyebrows. Our visitors had arrived at what they wanted.

	Sook began clicking his ballpoint pen again. “Must recover artifacts.”

	“The artifacts you initially seized in Korea fifty years previously?” Roth asked.

	“Those relics.” 

	For a minute, my boss appeared to be thinking. Then she said, “If we recovered the stolen items, knowing you had purloined them, the authorities would likely revoke our P.I. licenses. Such an undertaking carries extraordinary risk.”

	Sook Park traded glances with his two companions. They both nodded. He turned back to Roth. “I propose exceptional approach. You recover Silla pieces from thieves, without involving the police. We split treasure with you.”

	I stared at Sook with my mouth open.

	He waited several seconds before continuing. “Rather than you return stolen items to us, you salvage lost items. Rescue lost property. Because you had no knowledge of goods before past Monday, you not responsible for property snatched fifty years ago in Korea.”

	Roth tapped her fingers without speaking. No doubt, she was calculating profits. Mercenary, thy name is Harriett Roth. Bruce, always cautious, signaled his disapproval by shaking his head. Our three visitors sat frozen, waiting for her answer. Sook Park chewed on his lower lip. My boss pursed her lips again.

	Sook Park stood up. “We lost everything, and we lack skill to search and recover. You are our road back. Half better than nothing.” Sook nodded to his companions, then sat down on the edge of his chair.

	No one spoke. Outside, the robins broke the silence, their whistles rising and falling in pitch. My boss stared at Sook Park. I suspected visions of a vault filled with her gold pranced through her head. 

	“We would not be paid to recover property you stole,” Roth muttered to herself. “But we would locate and take back lost items—and split those salvaged items with you, is that right?”

	The way she spoke indicated to me what she would do: she had shown her hand.

	Sook Park eased back in his chair. “Together, we can recover lost wealth we never could separately.” 

	Roth tapped her fingers and stared aimlessly at the ceiling. “It would be a finder’s split,” she mused to herself. She lowered her gaze to Sook Park. “Do you have information to jumpstart a search? Where to look? Do you have any theories about who did it?”

	Park traded glances with his two colleagues. They shook their heads. “I know nothing of relics’ location. I not sure where search.”

	Roth tapped her fingers and stared at the ceiling again. “Surely you have a clue?”

	“We had hidden in America for fifty years. No idea how a mystery man found us.”

	“Do you have video cameras around your house?”

	“None.”

	“Were the robbers seen?”

	“No.”

	Roth frowned, wrinkling her nose. I suspected she wanted the three Korean-Americans out of the mansion while she decided what to do. “I am intrigued by your stratagem, your deception. I will discuss your proposition with my three associates and give you my response later. I’ll tell you by four o’clock this afternoon.”

	The three whispered among themselves and ended by nodding at her.

	The three men's bodies perceptively loosened a little, perhaps relieved that Roth had not rejected their proposition at once. “All right,” Sook answered. “We wait in Asheville and return here at four for your decision.”

	Roth furrowed her brow. “Go back to northern Virginia—await my decision there.”

	Sook Park grew agitated, and his eyes opened wide. “No! We anxious. We wish hear your choice directly.”

	Roth shook her head from side to side. “If you come back to the mansion and aren’t satisfied, you will want to debate my decision.”

	She turned to me and pointed her finger at the door out of the room. “I will give you my final decision at four. Mr. Gannon will show you out. Go back to Virginia.” I walked the three men to their car and returned to my boss’s office.

	Roth seemed to pause on a precipice. “I need counsel,” she said. “Let me take a few minutes and call him.”

	As Roth dialed Mr. Otis Quayle, Mickey turned his head to me and whispered, “Her oily lawyer.”

	Roth put the conversation on speakerphone. She gave Otis a long narrative and then asked if a salvage operation along the lines suggested by Mr. Park had legal standing. Her phrasing left no doubt she wanted the money.

	Quayle’s voice came over the speakerphone. “Can your clients overhear our consultation?”

	Roth leaned over the speakerphone. “They are gone.”

	“I know about salvage operations,” Quayle began. “You did not take part in the acquisition of the items fifty years ago, or know of them until they were, shall we say, lost to the owners.”

	“I told you that. Get to the point.”

	“I have read the Supreme Court ruling on the British ship Blackwall, which caught fire in San Francisco harbor. Let me discuss this decision with my assistant.”

	Bruce whispered, “Quayle doesn’t have an assistant. He’s searching for the book with the Blackwall ruling.” Over the speakerphone, I heard the rustling of pages turning. “He’ll charge Roth time for the assistant.”

	Quayle resumed his account. “Any award amount—and I think this is what we seek—does not depend on the ship’s prior history. Award depends on the labor and skill of the salvagers, the danger to the rescuer’s property and person, and the property saved and damaged.

	“Therefore, the award amount did not hinge on whether the owners stole the Blackwall or not. In the situation you described, I can legally defend you if you salvage the missing items.”

	Roth smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Quayle. Goodbye.” She terminated the call.

	Bruce and I giggled. All that for a substantial lawyer’s fee!  

	She faced us, Bruce, Mickey, and myself. “We’ll discuss at two o’clock this afternoon. I need time to assimilate Mr. Park’s salvage offer. Opportunity comes to us each one but, when all is done, we remember most our lost opportunity.”

	I reasoned it best not to argue with her for now. I guessed the odds as nineteen to one that Roth would accept Park’s proposition and lead us through a door into a knotty mystery: who took the crown?
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	Two o’clock that afternoon, Bruce, Mickey, and I met Roth in her office. Bruce had always avoided high-risk cases and would push for dropping the Koreans’ offer of a job based on a vague salvage claim. He inched forward in his chair, maybe anxious to argue his opposition. Roth sat back, appearing lethargic as a cat. However, she had a way of getting her will once she sniffed gold.

	All was quiet except for the hum of the AC, recently turned on to battle the afternoon heat. Then, in a sharp tone like the bang of a starter’s pistol, Roth began. “Let’s start. We’re here to discuss the salvage plan proposed by Mr. Park.”

	Bruce raised his hand.

	“You may begin,” she said.

	Bruce shook his head. “Guys, we reject this salvage hunt because the North Carolina License Board will discover the four Koreans stole the goods. Cuz, our P.I. licenses be toast when the Board learns Mr. Park and colleagues took the items from South Korea.”

	Mr. Park’s brainchild stumped me. The cost might be high, but then the benefit could be significant. I judged the salvage argument shaky, but we were not going to broadcast our intentions to the police. “We could investigate the Great Falls crime scene. Maybe the CSI folks could dig up a clue—who burglarized the home. Little pain; could be a big gain.”

	“I agree,” Roth said. “We have a skilled crime scene investigation crew at our disposal.”

	“Begin the case,” I continued. “If we learn the artifacts have left the U.S., going who knows where on this planet, then we pull out.”

	“Why we look, Sherlock?” Bruce asked. “I can tell you da treasure done bolted out of the country.”

	This discussion would take a while. I leaned back in my chair to get comfortable. “You don’t know this.”

	Bruce shook his head and glared at me. “You named Don after Don Quixote? What you suggest is we run out and tilt at windmills? How we recover a crown without getting ourselves killed?”

	He reminded me of a hound who had a bone in its mouth and wouldn’t let go. “You can believe I’m Don Quixote or not. I believe in half a Silla treasure.”

	Roth slammed her hand on her desk. Crack! Her face rotated between Bruce and me, a bobblehead that yawed instead of pitching. “You two can squeeze the most argument into a discussion better than any other human beings I ever met.”

	She pointed at Mickey who hadn’t spoken. “Mickey is practical. Why can’t you two be more like him?”

	Mickey didn’t acknowledge Roth’s remark, possibly because he had just stuffed a donut, brought from the kitchen, into his mouth. Powdered sugar coated his chin.

	Bruce opened his mouth as if to give a rebuttal to Roth. I shook my head—leave it alone. He saw me and shut his mouth.

	Mickey
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