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	Author’s Note

	 

	A few weeks ago, my publicist left a message on my phone: ‘Must talk; urgent!’ Assuming something was wrong, I called her back at once. To the best of my recollection, this was the gist of our conversation:

	‘You have a lot of new supporters out there and many have subscribed to your mailing list, follow you on Twitter, have become Facebook friends and are part of your launch team for The Hidden Genes of Professor K. They all want to know what’s happening’, she said.

	‘They know what’s happening; we are about to release the new book’, I replied.

	‘Yes, but we should reward them for their loyalty and support, and offer them something in return: a gift.’

	‘What kind of gift?’

	‘Well, they are all readers, so giving them something interesting to read would be a good idea ...’

	I realised at once where this was heading. ‘What’s on your mind?’ I asked, expecting the worst.

	‘A novella.’

	‘What? I’ve just finished The Hidden Genes of Professor K, and you want me to write a novella? Now? Just like that?’

	‘Exactly. No more than say, thirty-thousand words. Something exciting, a page-turner to showcase your writing. What would be really great is if you could feature your main characters and create a storyline that somehow touches on all of your three books. You know, come up with something really interesting that gives your readers something new, creates a little mystery and perhaps extends the plot,’ she prattled on, warming to the subject, ‘and answers some of the questions left open in the books and then ties everything together.’ She paused again, and took a deep breath.

	‘But something that would also be of interest to new readers who are not familiar with your writing,’ she continued, her face flushed. ‘Does this make sense?’

	‘Do you know what you’re asking?’

	‘Come on … you can do it!’

	‘I don’t know …’

	‘And think about the new readers who haven’t come across the Jack Rogan Mysteries before. This would be an excellent way to introduce them to the series and pique their interest...’

	‘I see what you mean.’

	‘Good. And one more thing …’

	‘Yes?’ I asked apprehensively.

	‘I really need it now! This is urgent! So, get right into it.’

	‘But I’m going to Japan next week; my walking tour, remember?’ I protested lamely. I always like to take some time off after finishing a book.

	‘No problem! You can think about the storyline while you walk, and then write it all down when you get back. Perfect! Sorry; must dash!’

	 

	Well, that’s how The Forgotten Painting started. I did go to Japan the following week, and for twelve blissful days without internet, I walked part of the famous Nakasendo Way, a historic Shogun trade route crossing the mountains from Kyoto to Tokyo. Surprisingly, I did find time to think about the storyline, how to combine all the necessary elements suggested by my publicist, and turn them into a novella that is both exciting and entertaining. It was quite a challenge. This is what I came up with. My little gift to you. I hope you enjoy it.

	 

	However, before you start reading, just a few words about the novella as a literary genre:

	 

	Robert Silverberg in Sailing to Byzantium describes the novella as: “one of the richest and most rewarding of literary forms ... it allows for more extended development of theme and character than does the short story, without making the elaborate structural demands of the full-length book. Thus it provides an intense, detailed exploration of its subject, providing to some degree both the concentrated focus of the short story and the broad scope of the novel.”

	 

	Silverberg, Robert (2000). Sailing to Byzantium. New York; ibooks, inc. ISBN 0-7861-99059

	 

	The Forgotten Painting is a novella, and as such, it is of course much shorter than my novels. That was one of the reasons I have chosen this genre as the vehicle to introduce new readers to my work. However, I hope it will also entertain existing readers and give them something new and exciting to explore and enjoy.

	New readers interested in finding out more about my writing, can find excerpts from my novels at the back.

	 

	Gabriel Farago

	Leura, Blue Mountains: 1 August 2016

	 


Warsaw Ghetto: 15 May 1943

	 

	The major looked at the devastation around him, and smiled. It was over. The uprising that had begun on 19 April 1943 had been crushed. His superiors would be pleased. Streets littered with corpses, smouldering ruins and the stench of death was all that remained of the once crowded ghetto. A gentle rain had made the pools of congealed blood on the pavements slippery. Grey skies wept, lamenting the senseless brutality and slaughter. The major’s men, all SS, were methodically searching every building for the few remaining survivors who had gone into hiding. Everyone else was either dead, or had already been deported to concentration camps.

	‘Herr Sturmbannfuehrer, in here!’ shouted one of the major’s men, waving from the other side of the street. ‘We found some.’ The major crossed the road and followed the man into the building. ‘They were hiding under the floorboards,’ continued the officer, ‘a whole family. Quite ingenious.’

	The major looked at the bearded man sitting next to a frightfully thin woman and three children—two boys and a girl—cowering on the floor in front of him. The man was clutching a violin case to his chest. ‘Your name’, demanded the major.

	‘Krakowski’, stammered the man, barely able to speak.

	‘Your wife and children?’

	The man nodded.

	The major pulled his gun, a Luger, out of its holster and pointed it to the man’s head. ‘Are there any others hiding in this building?’

	‘No’, whispered the man. ‘Spare them. It was my idea; let the children go.’ The major was about to pull the trigger when something caught his eye; a painting hanging on the wall above a sideboard. He lowered his gun, walked over to the painting and looked at it. ‘Yours?’ he asked.

	‘Yes.’

	‘Where did you get it from?’

	‘It was given to me.’

	‘By whom?’

	‘The artist himself.’

	‘How come?’ asked the major, and turned around to face the man on the floor.

	‘It was after one of my concerts in Paris in 1920.’

	‘You are a musician?’

	‘Yes. I play the violin.’

	For a while, the major looked thoughtfully at the wretch on the floor in front of him. Then he turned to the officer standing in the doorway and said, ‘Take them to the train station.’

	‘Jawohl, Herr Sturmbannfuehrer’, replied the officer.

	As soon as he was alone, the major reached into his tunic and pulled out a pocket knife. Extraordinary, he thought, staring at the signature at the bottom. Then he lifted the painting off the wall, placed it on the sideboard and began to carefully dismantle the frame.

	 


McCormack & Sons of London, Auctioneers: December 2014

	 

	The auctioneer glanced at his watch, adjusted his bowtie and looked at the excited crowd waiting for the auction to begin. The response had been overwhelming. With worldwide publicity creating unprecedented interest in the painting, a successful outcome seemed assured. He could recognise representatives of several leading galleries from around the world in the audience. They were rubbing shoulders with some of his regulars; all well-heeled collectors for whom money was no object when it came to acquiring something so precious and unique. All of them were potential buyers, even with the stratospheric estimates the painting was expected to reach. The high-profile art critics and journalists who were also in attendance, albeit for quite different reasons, would ensure the bidding would be spirited and go through the roof. It wasn’t often that a newly discovered painting by one of the most sought after impressionists came on the market. And then, there was more; so much more...

	This only comes along once in a career, thought the auctioneer. Satisfied, he walked slowly across to the lectern in the middle of the podium and, letting the tension grow, picked up his gavel and surveyed the excited faces looking back at him. He knew that a successful auction was as much about theatre as it was about having the strategy and experience to work the bidders in the right way. Suddenly, a hush fell across the auction room; a ripple of excitement and expectation washed over the silent crowd, realising that several million pounds were about to change hands.

	‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ began the auctioneer, ‘it gives me great pleasure to present to you one of the most exciting art offerings of our time: a newly discovered—or more accurately—rediscovered painting by none other than Claude Monet, one of the undisputed masters of impressionism.’ The auctioneer paused, once again for effect, and then walked across to the easel standing next to him and carefully lifted the blue silk cover off the painting. ‘I give you Little Sparrow in the Garden: a masterpiece!’ The crowd gasped. Discreetly lit by subdued lighting from above, the brilliant colours of the spectacular painting dazzled and beguiled even the most critical eye.

	‘Ladies and gentlemen, the painting has been carefully examined by several highly regarded experts. You will have seen their reports in the catalogue. Suffice it to say, they all agree that this is a genuine Monet, painted by the master towards the end of his long life, most likely around 1920, but before his cataracts were removed in 1923, which had a profound impact on how he saw colour and light. It would therefore appear that authenticity is beyond doubt.’ The auctioneer paused, letting this critically important statement find its mark. He adjusted his bowtie again, a nervous habit that helped him focus, and then continued.

	‘This brings me to the next most important subject—provenance—always a somewhat delicate topic that is rarely clear-cut and precise, yet it is of great significance to potential buyers. Ladies and gentlemen, this is a “fortunate” painting. Why? Because it can tell you all about its extraordinary journey from the moment it left the hands that created it, until it ended up right here in front of you, for sale. You will have read all about that in your catalogues too. Yet, as you will soon see, there is more; much, much more.’

	A master of creating anticipation and excitement, the auctioneer knew exactly how to appeal to potential bidders and how to hold their attention. He also knew that every gesture and every word counted, and one mistake could lift the curtain of fascination and burst the attention-bubble.

	‘It isn’t often the case, ladies and gentlemen, that the true legal owner of a painting that has been lost for such a long time, and the person who found it and then returned it to its owner, can both provide a detailed account of all the relevant facts and circumstances that brought about this extraordinary reunion, and prove them. Yet, this is precisely the case here, ladies and gentlemen. The owner of the painting, Mr Benjamin Krakowski, and Mr Jack Rogan, who found it, are both present today and ready to answer any questions you may have. You will have noticed in your catalogues that as part of the painting’s provenance, an important document is also included in the sale: a diary.’

	The auctioneer pointed to an elderly, well-dressed man sitting in the front row. ‘I would now like to invite Mr Krakowski to say a few words about the painting and its colourful—forgive the pun—history.’

	All eyes were now upon the tall man with a striking shock of white hair who walked slowly up to the microphone. Benjamin Krakowski had presence. To most people attending the auction, he was no stranger; his fame preceded him. As a celebrated composer and violin virtuoso, he was well-known to most, which made his presence even more exciting and intriguing.

	‘Ladies and gentlemen, this is a very important day for me,’ began Krakowski. ‘It brings back many memories; happy ones, but also very painful ones. As this painting belonged to my father and is about to be sold, I would like to share some of those memories with you, if I may. I believe that the painting’s story has to be told, not only because it forms part of that all-important provenance the auctioneer was talking about, but also out of respect for an extraordinary man who I loved.’

	Krakowski paused, as memories of a painful past came flooding back with alarming clarity, and looked at something in the distance only he could see. ‘The best way to begin,’ he continued after a while, ‘is at the beginning. I will tell you why and when the painting was created, why it is called Little Sparrow in the Garden, and how it ended up with my father. I will also tell you when and where I saw it for the last time, before Mr Rogan returned it to me last year.’

	Krakowski walked over to the painting and looked at it for a long moment, a distant, dreamy look clouding his face. Then, pointing to the painting, he said, ‘The young man here in the picture playing the violin at the edge of the lily pond is my father, Berenger Krakowski.’

	 


Monet’s Garden, Giverny: 1920

	 

	Monet loved the outdoors. Enjoying the warm sun of a spring afternoon, he was painting in his garden as usual. The light reflected by the lily pond was perfect, and the flowers in full bloom, a delight to behold. Facing the pond, Monet stood back from his easel, closed one eye, and then applied some more blue paint to the brilliant sky in the picture.

	‘He has arrived’, said the housekeeper, walking up to her master.

	‘Already? Please bring him here; I’m almost finished for the afternoon.’ Monet put down his paintbrush, wiped his fingers with a linen cloth and watched a young man walking slowly towards him out of the shadows the trees cast across the flowerbeds. It was a delightful scene. Movement and light playing with shadows; Monet’s trained eye noticed such things and stored them away for later.

	Berenger Krakowski looked at the old man with the long grey beard and straw hat standing at the edge of the pond. The invitation he received after his concert in Paris two days before had been a complete surprise. Claude Monet, the legendary artist, had invited him to afternoon tea in his garden. The invitation, however, had come with a request attached: Krakowski was to bring his famous violin with him.

	‘Thank you for humouring an old man’, said Monet, extending his hand. ‘You look much younger than I imagined.’

	‘It is an honour’, replied Berenger, shaking Monet’s hand.

	‘I wanted to meet you for a long time. Ever since 1905, when you gave that extraordinary concert in Vienna everybody was talking about. I think you were about fourteen at the time, playing Paganini, right?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘And Count Esterhazy presented you with a famous violin, a Stradivarius, because yours had been stolen by gypsies the day before the concert, and because no one else in the empire could play Paganini like you. The papers were full of it.’

	‘You have a good memory.’

	Monet pointed to the violin case. ‘Is that it?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘May I see it?’

	‘Of course.’ Berenger opened the violin case, took out his precious violin and held it up.

	‘A thing of true beauty’, said Monet, admiring the instrument.

	‘Its real beauty is in the sound’, replied Berenger.

	‘Of course. You had a nickname.’

	‘Yes, I did.’

	‘I remember. They called you Little Sparrow.’

	‘That’s right’, replied Berenger, laughing. ‘I haven’t heard that mentioned for a long time. So much has happened since... the war...’

	‘The violin has a name, I believe?’ said Monet.

	‘Yes. It’s called die Kaiserin: the Empress.’

	‘How curious; why?’

	Berenger ran his fingers gently along the smooth curves of the magnificent instrument, almost caressing it. ‘It was named after Kaiser Franz Joseph’s wife, Elisabeth, in 1867, the year of her coronation in Hungary’, he said. ‘She was a great beauty—very popular and much loved by her subjects. The violin belonged to a Hungarian noble family, the Esterhazys.’

	‘What a wonderful story’, said Monet.

	‘Yes, it is, but it has a sad ending.’

	‘How come?’

	‘Kaiserin Elisabeth was stabbed to death by an anarchist in Geneva in 1898. Beauty is fragile and fleeting. It is said that since then, the violin has been weeping. It’s all in the sound ...’

	Monet looked at the young man’s face, illuminated by a shaft of sunlight. Sad eyes, he thought. He knows suffering. ‘Would you mind playing something for me?’

	‘Not at all. What would you like to hear?’

	‘I leave it up to you.’

	‘Paganini?’

	‘Yes, please!’

	Berenger lifted the violin to his chin, closed his eyes and began to play.

	Transported by Paganini’s stunning violin concerto, which showed off Berenger’s virtuosity to perfection, Monet reached for his paintbrush and looked at the young man standing at the edge of the lily pond. It was a bitter-sweet moment of irresistible beauty he wanted to capture. With a few bold strokes, he inserted Berenger and his violin into the painting, immortalising both with his art.

	Berenger continued to play and Monet continued to paint until the sun went down, and the light faded. Satisfied, Monet stepped back, lifted the painting off the easel and turned to his guest. ‘This is for you: Little Sparrow in the Garden’, he said. ‘I’ll have it framed and sent to you as soon as it’s dry.’

	 

	* * *

	 

	‘This is how the painting got its name: Little Sparrow in the Garden,’ Krakowski told his spellbound audience, ‘and became one of my father’s two most treasured possessions. The other was the violin in the painting, the Empress. Looking back, I can see they were important reminders of a carefree, happier time. Little Sparrow in the Garden always had pride of place in our home, and on occasion, my mother would affectionately call my father Little Sparrow. ’Krakowski paused, steeling himself for what was to come.

	He then talked about the Warsaw Ghetto uprising of 1943, the arrest, and the family’s deportation to Auschwitz. ‘I saw the painting for the last time as we left the ruins of our home in the ghetto and were taken by the SS to the train station; final destination, Auschwitz. After that, my life changed forever. The unspeakable horror that followed blurred all of my memories of the past, and I forgot all about the painting and our life in Warsaw. It all seemed distant and irrelevant.’

	Krakowski paused, collecting his thoughts, and then, his voice barely audible as if he could only whisper what he was about to reveal, ‘My mother and sister were sent to the gas chamber first. My father followed sometime later. My brother David was killed during an unsuccessful escape attempt. I survived...’

	Krakowski turned towards the painting and looked at it as if to reassure himself that it was really there, and not just something haunting his imagination. Then, banishing the memories of that painful past, he faced his audience again and continued.

	‘Ladies and gentlemen, I’m not telling you all this only to establish the provenance of the painting. There is another, far more compelling reason, and it has to do with Dr Rosen here.’ Krakowski pointed to an elegant lady sitting in the front row. ‘I’m sure Dr Rosen and her foundation are well-known to most of you. Her outstanding work in the Third World to help the destitute and the sick, the forgotten and the weak with no voice, has only recently made headlines again around the world. She almost lost her life in Somalia after uncovering a human catastrophe. The entire proceeds of this sale will be donated to the Rosen Foundation in memory of my family. 'Then he added quietly, ‘Something good and noble can rise out of tragedy and the callous brutality of man.’

	Spontaneous applause erupted, and many in the audience rose to their feet, honouring a courageous man unafraid to face a painful past and share it with strangers.

	The auctioneer was delighted. Tonight, celebrities were doing the heavy lifting, and all he had to do was introduce them, and then step back and give them a free hand. Krakowski had been a hit, just as he had expected. The response from the audience had surpassed expectations, and a new element had just entered the bidding about to start: philanthropy. This would further loosen the purse strings, as bidders were less reluctant to pay a premium when a charitable cause was involved. And there was still more to come. It was time to introduce the trump card of the evening: Jack Rogan, the famous author and storyteller, was ready to weave his magic.

	‘Ladies and gentlemen, wouldn’t it be helpful to know what happened to the painting after all that?’ began the auctioneer once the applause had died down and Krakowski had returned to his seat. ‘Where has it been during the past seventy years? Well, there is someone who can answer that question: Mr Jack Rogan.’

	The auctioneer then introduced Rogan and spoke briefly about the phenomenal success of his books, especially Dental Gold and Other Horrors, which had catapulted him onto the world stage and made him a famous author and Time magazine’s Person of the Year.

	Jack Rogan loved nothing more than an attentive audience. A gifted public speaker with an engaging manner, he soon had everyone in the room mesmerised and under his spell.

	‘Ladies and gentlemen, you just heard the auctioneer ask that all-important question: where has the painting been during the past seventy years? Intriguing, isn’t it? Especially after what Mr Krakowski has just told us. Well, I can answer that question for you.’ Rogan held up what looked like a small notebook. ‘The answers are all in here, in the Francis diary. As you know, I’m a storyteller. So, allow me to tell you a story. And what a story it is! It’s worthy of a book on its own. Who knows ... perhaps one day’, teased Rogan. ‘But for now, ladies and gentlemen, we have to go on a journey together. We have to travel back thirty years to a remote cattle station in Australia, and the worst drought in a generation ...’

	 


Outback Queensland: December, 1985

	 

	Exhausted, the horses could barely move. The heat was unbearable and the cattle were dying. Choking on the dust, the three men riding slowly along the ridge looked dejected and defeated as the relentless outback sun sucked the life out of the parched, cracked earth, turning the meagre pastures into dustbowls. The few native creatures still alive were hiding underground and only ventured outside during the night.

	The man at the front pulled up his horse and looked across the plain, shimmering in the glare of the searing midday sun. ‘I don’t know how much longer we can keep going’, he said, wiping his neck with a red handkerchief. ‘Another ten dead this morning’, he added, his voice filled with sadness. ‘There’s no point ... It’s time to get out the rifles ...’

	‘We’ll get through this, Dad,’ said young Jack, ‘you’ll see.’

	The optimism of youth and inexperience, thought the man, looking affectionately at his son. He shook his head, but didn’t have the heart to contradict him.

	‘He’s right,’ said Gurrul, the last remaining Aboriginal drover, ‘we will.’ With most of the cattle dead or dying, all the other stockmen had been dismissed long ago. Gurrul, an Aboriginal elder, had known Jack all his life, and was part of the Rogan family. Jack looked gratefully at his friend. He loved that familiar face. Furrowed like the parched earth all around them and with deep creases and wrinkles crisscrossing the forehead, it looked as if it could hold three days’ rain. But what he loved most were the old man’s eyes, radiating intelligence and kindness.

	Gurrul knew that watching cattle die day after day was heartbreaking. He also knew that worse was to come: shooting the weak survivors to end their pitiful suffering without hope. He could see that the father’s despair was having a devastating effect on his son. Seventeen was a vulnerable age, and a drought like this could break grown men three times the boy’s age. Gurrul had been through it all before, and was determined to shield Jack from the pain of seeing the family’s livelihood reduced to rotting carcasses and bleached bones. Somehow, he had to get him away from all this for a while, before it was too late and the inevitable slaughter began. Fortunately, he knew exactly how to do just that.

	On the way back to the homestead, Gurrul fell in beside his boss. ‘I hear that the brothers at the Coberg Mission are looking for labourers,’ he said, ‘to help them renovate the classrooms and put a new roof on the chapel ...’

	‘What’s on your mind?’

	‘I was thinking of Jack ... he’s good with his hands.’

	For a while the two men rode along in silence. ‘I know what you’re getting at’, said Jack’s father. ‘Good idea.’

	‘I could take him over to the Mission in the morning, and then meet you to finish the job ...’ he added, lowering his voice.

	Jack’s father looked gratefully at the old man. ‘Thank you, my friend; let’s do that’, he said, relieved.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Brother Francis, one of the senior missionaries, was in charge of the building works. He watched Jack carry the heavy beams up the ladder and lower them carefully into the correct slots. He’s strong and keen to learn, thought Brother Francis. What he lacks in experience, he makes up in enthusiasm. The plight of the cattlemen all around them was well-known to the missionaries and they were keen to help the best way they could. Some employment with full board and a little money was worth a lot during difficult times.

	Set up after the First World War by German missionaries to educate Aboriginal children, the Coberg Mission had an excellent reputation. Most of the teaching was done by the sisters. The brothers worked in the fields, looked after the livestock and maintained the buildings, but they also taught practical skills such as carpentry and farming. The Mission was virtually self-sufficient, and the little that was needed and could not be produced, was purchased with donations and monies sent by the Order from faraway Germany. It was a successful division of tasks that had worked well for a long time.

	Over the years, the missionaries had earned the trust of the local Aboriginals, who left their children in their care during the school term to be educated while they went ‘bush’. Walkabout had been the way of life of their revered ancestors since the Dreamtime, and the older generation still followed this age-old tradition.

	However, during the nineteen-seventies, numbers began to decline rapidly in the missionary ranks. The number of headstones in the little cemetery next to the chapel was increasing faster than the seats occupied by new arrivals around the refectory table. For years there had been virtually no new missionaries, and the average age of those remaining was well above seventy. The days of the Coberg Mission were numbered, and the sisters and brothers knew it. Times were changing. They were content to live out their lives in this harsh new country, far away from the place they used to call home, and the people they once held dear. Every refuge has its price.

	Always eager to please and with a sunny nature and agile mind, Jack slipped easily into the mission routine. Nothing was too much trouble for him. Helping the sisters in the morning to light the cooking fires before sunrise, or preparing the tools and provisions for another day of drudgery in the fields for the brothers, Jack was always ready to crack a joke and lend a helping hand.

	In the evening, he would sit around the refectory table with the brothers to share the evening meal. This was his favourite time of the day. Fascinated by the stories told after dinner—mainly about the war, because most of the brothers had been soldiers—he listened in awe to stories about battles in North Africa, U-boat raids in the Atlantic, Messerschmitt dogfights over Berlin, and carpet bombing in Dresden. To an impressionable seventeen-year-old boy who had grown up on a remote cattle station in outback Queensland, this all sounded very exciting, the romance of adventure masking the tragedy and suffering that stood behind all of the stories, like ghosts of a bloody past.

	At first Jack didn’t notice the obvious hierarchy and discipline among the brothers. There appeared to be a strict, almost military chain of command governing everything they did. Jack put this down to how missionaries operated and how a religious order worked. It wasn’t until much later that he realised there was much more to it than that, and it had nothing to do with religion or missionary life.

	Impressed by Jack’s sparkling intelligence and inquisitive nature—he appeared interested in just about everything and was eager to learn—Brother Francis took Jack under his wing. They sat next to each other during meals, worked on the chapel roof together, went for walks before dinner and sat on the veranda, talking, long after everyone had gone to bed. At seventy-seven, Brother Francis’ life was almost behind him, but Jack’s was just beginning. Despite this generational gap, their mutual respect had developed into a deep friendship.

	Brother Francis was a wonderful storyteller, and without knowing it at the time, this was the beginning of Jack’s fascination with storytelling that would dominate his entire life. They spoke about history and music, astronomy and warfare, philosophy and religion, and the cruelty of man, which often saw them turning in well after midnight. After that, Jack would lie on his swag, looking up at the stars blazing above. Unable to sleep and with his head spinning, he would go over the stories Brother Francis had told him until it was almost time to get up and face another day.

	Jack stayed at the mission for three months. By the time Gurrul came to collect him and take him home, Jack the boy had matured into a young man with a dream.

	 

	* * *

	 

	‘I am telling you all this, ladies and gentlemen,’ said Jack, addressing the spellbound audience in the auction room, ‘because it will help you understand what happened next. I returned home to a cattle station without cattle, a desperate father who drank to avoid going mad, and a mother at the end of her tether—the bank manager had just refused to further extend credit to an enterprise without foreseeable prospects. But six months later, my family was thrown a lifeline from an unexpected quarter. I received a note from the Coberg Mission: Brother Francis had passed away. But that wasn’t all. He had made me his heir. After the funeral, I was handed a note Brother Francis had written just before he died.’ Jack reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper, creased around the edges. ‘This is it here’, he continued. ‘Allow me to read it to you:

	 

	Dear Jack,

	 

	By the time you read this, I will be in the Good Lord’s hands. I realise we knew each other for only a short time, but the length of days has nothing to do with friendship. There are many things about me and my past you don’t know, and when you do find out, you will be shocked and no doubt disappointed. Words cannot express the regret I have felt over the years for the things I have done.

	As a dying man and your friend, I ask you to help me right a great wrong. I know this is a big ask, but there is no time left to explain it all. The best I can do is point you in the right direction and hope you will one day grant me this last wish. Just before I left Europe after the war, I buried something in a cemetery. If you follow the instructions on the back of this note, you will find all the answers, and a lot more...

	 

	You are the son I never had.

	Your loving friend,

	Francis

	 

	Jack held up the note. 'On the back here is a diagram of a cemetery in Berchtesgaden, a village in Bavaria,’ said Jack, ‘with directions pointing to a particular grave.’

	Jack paused, folded the note along its well-worn creases and slipped it into his pocket. 'Life rarely moves in a straight line’, he continued. ‘It has taken me more than twenty years to find those answers, and when I finally did—guided by destiny and fate—they were as astonishing as they were surprising. Apart from this curious note, Brother Francis left me a tidy sum, which saved my family from ruin and allowed me to follow my dream.

	‘There was nothing left for me at home; no future. So I left, went to Brisbane and began working for a small newspaper. It was the beginning of my career as a journalist, and the beginning of a new life and a long journey that would ultimately allow me to grant Brother Francis’ last wish. This journey has almost reached its destination, right here, and you, ladies and gentlemen, are now all part of it.

	‘However, to fully understand how this has come about, we have to first visit a little cemetery in Bavaria.’

	 


Berchtesgaden: Christmas Eve, 2008

	 

	The snow had come early that year, and everyone was looking forward to a white Christmas. The little walled cemetery next to the Franziskaner Kirche in the middle of the picturesque village looked like something out of a fairy-tale. Almost all the graves had been decorated with small Christmas trees and candles as tradition demanded. Relatives stood around some of the graves and remembered loved ones long departed, before going into church to say a prayer and light a candle.

	Jack pulled up his collar, looked at the diagram in his gloved hand and tried to orientate himself. The heavy snow cover made this difficult, but at least he had a name: Berghofer, Johann and Elfriede. Johann died in 1932, and Elfriede eight years later. After counting the rows a second time, Jack had narrowed it down to two. Walking slowly along the silent rows, he looked at the names on the headstones, the large snowflakes tickling his face.

	Earlier that year, Jack had been investigating a high-ranking Nazi war criminal, and was writing a book—Dental Gold and Other Horrors—about the controversial trial that followed. While this was a totally unrelated matter at the time, Jack found himself in the vicinity of Berchtesgaden as part of his research for the book.

	Berchtesgaden, with its breathtakingly beautiful alpine scenery, had a notorious past. During the war, Hitler had spent a lot of time in his mountain fortress on the Obersalzberg above Berchtesgaden, and in the stunning Kehlsteinhaus—the famous Eagle’s Nest—presented to him on his fiftieth birthday by the Nazi Party.

	Over the years, Jack had forgotten all about Brother Francis and his cryptic note, considering it fanciful or a long shot at best, but the trial and his recent research had somehow made him think of Brother Francis and his kindness and generosity when he had needed it most. A dying man’s wish is something sacred, thought Jack, feeling good about finally being able to do something to honour that wish.

	He had almost walked to the end of the second row, when he saw it: Johann Berghofer Gebor: 1868, and below, Gestor: 1932.

	My God, this is it, thought Jack, reading the inscription on the headstone a second time. Exactly as shown on the diagram. Who would have believed it! By now the visitors had left, and Jack found himself alone in the deserted cemetery, with the organ music and singing drifting across from the church the only sound intruding into the stillness of the night. Most of the candles had gone out and it was almost dark, with snowflakes descending like a blanket of peace upon the silent graves.

	According to the diagram, a small piece of marble in front of the headstone could be removed. Whatever Jack was supposed to find was apparently buried underneath it. Jack knelt down, pulled out his Swiss army knife and began to loosen the rectangular slab. To his surprise, it began to move quite easily, and soon he was able to lift it up, exposing a shallow little pit below. Holding his breath, Jack peered inside, not really expecting to find anything. Yet there was something. A metal box, he thought, reaching into the pit, his hands shaking.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Jack paused again, collecting his thoughts. He ran his fingers through his hair and looked wistfully at Krakowski sitting in the front row. ‘What I found in that metal box—wrapped tightly in some thick, waterproof material—was this…’ Jack held up the little notebook he had shown his audience before. ‘Brother Francis’ diary. But this wasn’t all’, continued Jack, enjoying himself. ‘There was one more important item in the box: a key. As it turned out, a very special and unique key.’ Jack held up a photograph. ‘I can only show you a picture of it, because the original had to be returned to where it belonged; an extraordinary place in the heart of Vienna. But I will tell you more about this later.

	‘As you know, ladies and gentlemen, the Francis diary forms part of the sale, and with good reason. It answers all the questions and explains everything, but more importantly, it ultimately led me not only to the painting itself, but to this man,’ Rogan pointed to Krakowski, ‘its rightful owner.’

	A wave of excitement and anticipation washed over the spellbound crowd, who were following Jack’s story with interest and hanging on his every word.

	‘But how all this came about is quite a story in itself that also has to be told. The journey of the painting would be incomplete without it, and it all began on a cold winter’s day in Warsaw. Inspector Jana Gonski, an Australian Federal Police officer, and I were following the trail of a Nazi war criminal who was being prosecuted in Australia. The trail pointed us to Jakob Finkelstein, a colourful character known as The Watchmaker of Warsaw. Without him and what he told us, we wouldn’t be here, and this extraordinary painting would most likely have been lost forever. This is what happened…’

	 


Warsaw: December 2007

	 

	Jana Gonski knew she was lost. Warsaw in winter was grey, damp and freezing and the empty cobblestoned backstreets all looked the same. She walked up to an old woman at a bus stop and asked for directions. Jana’s childhood Polish was a little rusty, but adequate. When she finally found the tiny shop it was almost dark. ‘Jakob Finkelstein—Watchmaker’, said the faded sign above the door. A torn blind covered the narrow shop window; there was no light inside. A nauseating smell of boiled cabbage and sewage filled the air. Jana pulled the brass bell knob next to the door. She could hear a bell ringing in the back of the shop but nothing happened. She tried the bell again.

	‘Yes, yes I’m coming’, a voice called out from inside. Someone fumbled with a reluctant key in the lock. Finally, the door opened with a creak and a small, wizened old man squinted at Jana through thick glasses. ‘I’m closed; can’t you see? I’m eating dinner. What do you want?’ said Finkelstein gruffly. Jana smiled at him and mentioned the name of the American GI who had written a book about the musicians of Auschwitz. The old man’s demeanour changed abruptly. ‘Don’t just stand there; come in’, he said. Stepping aside, he pointed down a dark corridor leading to the back of the shop.

	The room at the back was Finkelstein’s world. The walls were covered with all kinds of clocks. Old Viennas were busily ticking next to elaborately carved cuckoo clocks from the Black Forest. Marble mantle clocks and bracket clocks of all shapes and sizes lined the shelves. In the far corner of the room, an elegant English mahogany grandfather clock was rubbing shoulders with an old Dutch lantern clock, which had once belonged to a sea captain. The dimly lit room was full of movement and sound. Fascinating shadows crept along the walls, following polished brass pendulums in mesmerising unison. The regular tick-tock of a hundred intricate mechanisms was deafening.

	Finkelstein lived in the past, surrounded by his treasures—each reminding him of former customers. He could still remember all their names, yet he could barely recall the name of someone he met only the day before. Most of the clocks had been brought to Finkelstein for safekeeping during the war. Unlike their unfortunate—predominantly Jewish—owners, the clocks survived the Holocaust, securely hidden in the spacious cellar beneath his shop.

	‘My faithful friends’, explained Finkelstein, pointing to the clocks. ‘They are all special, but I do have my favourites of course. Take this one for instance’, he continued, running his hands affectionately along the gleaming mahogany case of a tall grandfather clock. ‘Made in Glasgow in 1820; magnificent workmanship. It took me three weeks to repair it. It was very difficult. It needed new parts. I make all the parts myself, you know’, he explained. Jana smiled at him. ‘It belonged to Professor Horowitz, a great man. Ah, and over here I have something really special. Come, look.’ Jana followed the strange little man to his workbench. He pointed to an exquisite porcelain table clock on the shelf above. ‘Meissen china; the best. It once stood in King Ludwig’s dining room in Neuschwanstein. Wait until it chimes—superb.’ Finkelstein became quite animated and began to stroke the tip of his white goatee. ‘Forgive me, but I can see you didn’t come here to talk about my clocks.’ He motioned towards a threadbare sofa next to the workbench. ‘Please, take a seat.’ Jana glanced at the steaming bowl of evil-smelling broth on the bench and sat down. ‘Would you like some? It’s borscht; I made it myself.’ Jana declined politely. Finkelstein climbed onto his stool in front of the bench and continued to eat his dinner. ‘If it’s not clocks, then what brings you here?’

	‘Auschwitz.’

	Finkelstein put down his spoon and looked wistfully at Jana through his thick glasses. ‘It never really goes away, does it?’ he said at last, wiping his mouth with the back of his shaking hand. ‘It just goes on; the ghosts are still with us.’

	‘You were playing in the camp orchestra until the end, I’m told.’

	Finkelstein nodded, a haunted look clouding his wrinkled face. 'They made us play at the camp entrance when the trains arrived. Mainly cheerful Viennese music, would you believe. A polka to sweeten the march to the gas chamber. Terrible. The things one did to stay alive…’ Finkelstein shook his head. ‘But I was still a young man then, full of hope. One of the lucky ones, I thought at the time. I was sent to Auschwitz with my wife and two small daughters soon after the ghetto revolt in forty-three. The orchestra needed another musician; my clarinet saved my life. I thought it would save theirs as well’, he added sadly. ‘It didn’t.’

	Suddenly, an extraordinary cacophony of sound filled the room. The clocks announced the hour with an exotic melange of whistles and bells, hooting owls and chipper cuckoos, sonorous gongs, lullabies and folk tunes. It was seven o’ clock.

	‘No matter how hard I try, I can never quite get them to do it all on time’, shouted Finkelstein. ‘There are always a few slow ones.’ The chiming went on for several minutes until the last of the stragglers finally caught up.

	Jana opened her handbag and pulled out the photograph. ‘Do you recognise this man?’ she asked, pointing to the German officer in the photo.

	Finkelstein took off his glasses, adjusted the lamp on the bench and pressed his round watchmaker’s magnifying glass to his right eye. He examined the photograph for a long time and Jana noticed that he kept coming back to the dog in the picture.

	‘Do I recognise this man?’ repeated Finkelstein, putting down his magnifying glass. ‘Strictly speaking, no. As you can see, his face is barely visible under the visor of his cap.’ He pointed to the officer’s head. ‘Yet, there’s something familiar about him. His stance, his arrogance; I can’t really explain it. And then of course, there’s the dog…’

	‘What do you mean?’

	‘Well, there was this German officer who visited the camp regularly. He used to come to the train station with his dog and often spoke to us about music before the trains arrived and the selections were made. He was always looking for new arrivals with certain special skills. They were taken to another camp close by. He had a dog just like this one.’ Finkelstein pointed to the snarling beast in the photo. ‘The dog had an unusual metal collar with an inscription on it’, he explained.

	‘What inscription?’ Jana asked hoarsely.

	‘Ah, yes, I do remember now: Arbeit macht frei. Crazy. We didn’t know what to make of it. Typical SS, they were all mad.’

	Jana could barely contain her excitement. 'Is there anything else you can remember about him?’ she asked hopefully.

	‘Not really. It was a long time ago and my memory isn’t what it used to be, I’m afraid.’ Finkelstein shrugged, and handed the photograph back to Jana.

	‘Do you know of anyone else who might?’ she asked casually, almost as an afterthought.

	‘Strange you should ask; I was just thinking the same thing… There was this musician at the Auschwitz remembrance service—you know the fiftieth anniversary of the camp’s liberation. I was there.’

	‘What about him?’

	‘Well, as a young boy he used to play in the camp orchestra with his father. Perhaps he can remember something. You see, he survived—his father didn’t. I spoke to him afterwards. It was all very moving.’

	‘Did you recognise him?’

	‘No, but I did remember his father. He was a well-known violin virtuoso and music teacher right here in Warsaw before the war.’

	‘What was his name?’

	‘I knew you would ask that. I’m sorry, but I just can’t remember right now’, said Finkelstein apologetically. ‘I’m rather bad with names…’

	‘But you must!’ Jana almost shouted, unable to control her frustration. She put her hand on the old man’s shoulder. He shook his head sadly. Embarrassed, Jana withdrew her hand.

	‘Wait, there is someone who might know’, said Finkelstein, waving his finger at Jana. ‘My friend Moritz was with me at the liberation ceremony. We spoke a lot about it at the time; he might remember the name.’

	‘Where’s your friend?’

	‘He lives close by; we play chess almost every day. I will ask him in the morning. Why don’t you come back tomorrow and we’ll see…’

	 

	* * *

	 

	‘When I returned to Finkelstein’s shop with Jana Gonski the next morning,’ continued Jack, ‘we found the old man lying face down, the back of his skull crushed. On the floor next to his head was a piece of marble covered in blood. All the clocks in the ransacked room had been smashed to pieces. The floor was littered with broken glass, twisted pendulums, dented brass weights, steel springs and splinters of wood. Finkelstein had been murdered during the night. Why it had happened was a separate, complicated matter linked to our investigation, but we managed to discover the name he couldn’t remember the night before. The name was Benjamin Krakowski, a vital lead in our case.’ Jack paused, letting this remarkable revelation find its mark.

	‘Little did I know at the time,’ said Jack, speaking softly, ‘that a few months later, I would come across that name again in a totally unrelated matter,’ Jack held up the little notebook, ‘in here, in Brother Francis’ diary. And little did I know at the time what that would lead to, and how. Destiny, and fate—’

	A young woman in the audience held up her hand.

	‘Please’, said Jack, grateful for the interruption.

	‘Cecilia Crawford, New York Times’, said the woman, standing up. ‘You may not remember, but I spoke to you in New York after the release of your book, Dental Gold and Other Horrors—’

	Jack smiled. How could I forget, he thought, remembering the stunning, well-informed reporter who had given him a polite grilling about his book. 'I do remember,’ interrupted Jack. ‘The press conference in Central Park.’

	‘Yes’, replied the woman, obviously pleased. ‘Are you suggesting that Mr Krakowski here is the same man who features in your book and was the key witness in the trial of Sir Eric Newman, alias Sturmbannfuehrer Wolfgang Steinberger, the notorious Nazi war criminal?’

	‘I know this may be difficult to accept, but yes, he’s the same man.’

	Crawford shook her head and sat down.

	‘As you can imagine,’ continued Jack, ‘I hurried back to my hotel room in Berchtesgaden to examine what I had just found. Despite the metal box and the waterproof wrapping, it soon became apparent that the diary had been significantly damaged. Not only was the small, spidery handwriting difficult to decipher, but the ink had almost completely faded away in certain places, and water damage had destroyed several pages.

	‘My limited German was totally inadequate to make sense of what was left, so I had the text translated by an expert. Slowly, line by line, I began to piece together an extraordinary story about an interesting, complex man. It was the beginning of an exciting journey of discovery with many twists and turns that finally brought us right here, to this very moment.

	‘It all began in 1939, with the first entry.’ Jack held up a sheet of paper. ‘I have the translation right here’, he said. ‘Let me read it to you: Today, at 10 a.m., I joined the Nazi Party. A glorious future awaits Germany, and I look forward with pride to my contribution to my country’s destiny. Potent words indeed, ladies and gentlemen, especially in light of what was to come.

	‘But before going any further, I must point out something significant that may have a bearing on everything I’m telling you. The true identity of the author of this diary is not known. There is no name or any other form of identification, or clue in the text. There is only one link: Brother Francis. However, I do believe it is reasonable to assume that he is the author, and if you will allow me, I would like to proceed on that basis.

	‘The Coberg Mission closed down many years ago and I was unable to discover who Brother Francis really was. However, in hindsight, it has become clear to me that the brothers I met at the mission all those years ago were all high-ranking SS officers who had joined the Order to escape Germany after the war under a cloak of protection provided by the Church. The discipline I had observed at the mission as a boy wasn’t monastic, it was military.

	‘According to the diary, soon after joining the Nazi Party, Brother Francis joined the SS and advanced rapidly through the ranks. He even became a member of the notorious LeibstandarteSS Adolf Hitler, Hitler’s personal bodyguard, and spent a lot of time on the Obersalzberg near Berchtesgaden, close to Hitler’s inner circle of power. What is particularly relevant to our story here is the fact that he was one of the senior SS officers in charge of putting down the Warsaw Ghetto revolt in 1943.

	‘Until the middle of 1944, the tone of the entries is very enthusiastic, even bombastic about what was happening in Germany. The atrocities, the defeats, the disasters are all seen as part of a bigger picture: the struggle of the glorious Reich, destined for victory.

	‘However, towards the end of 1944, something significant must have occurred, because things begin to change—dramatically. Suddenly, there is a drastic shift in the tone of the entries. Blind optimism and unquestioning loyalty and belief are replaced by doubt and fear. Some of the entries are almost incoherent and often written days, if not weeks after the event. Entries become fewer and fewer, the gaps wider. By Christmas, they cease altogether; nothing until January 1945, only silence.

	‘Then, on the twenty-eighth of January, something curious happens; a writing frenzy. Obviously jotted down in a great hurry—the changes in the handwriting support this—the entries deal with only one subject: the Warsaw Ghetto revolt of 1943 and the part played by the author—let’s call him Francis—in crushing it. He describes the brutality and the atrocities in graphic detail and the tone is one of regret and despair. However, one particular event stands out, and he deals with it over and over as if putting down what had happened on paper could make it undone. The event? Sending the Krakowski family to a concentration camp to face certain death, and then stealing the only thing of value left behind in their miserable home: a painting.’

	Jack paused again and looked at the audience, the stunned expressions on many of the faces a clear indication that this surprising revelation had found its mark.

	‘So why not just get rid of this painting that appears to have caused so much soul-searching and regret and be done with it? Why single out this particular incident, which would have been one of many? I thought a lot about this, and the most plausible explanation I could come up with was this: before joining the Nazi Party, Francis was an art teacher in Munich. The diary is clear about this. He knew and appreciated art, and therefore recognised the true significance and value of this painting. It resonates with him. That is why he couldn't just dispose of it, and in January 1945, he still has the painting,’ continued Jack, ‘only by now it has become a burden, an accusing reminder of what he has done.

	‘He sinks deeper and deeper into despair and becomes obsessed with one particular subject: returning the painting to where it belongs; its rightful owner. Of course this makes no sense in light of what has happened, but he is no longer rational or coherent, only obsessed. It is as if the salvation of his tortured soul depended on this.

	‘Then suddenly, the entries stop again, only to resume once more for the last time in June 1945. Francis is in Vienna, on the run. The war is over and the Russians have occupied the city. They are relentlessly hunting down the few armed combatants still roaming the ruins. To avoid being captured, Francis is hiding among the dead, literally. The place he has chosen is as ingenious as it is unique, and as it turns out, it serves him well: the magnificent Imperial Crypt, beneath the Capuchin Church on the NeueMarkt, the final resting place of the German and Austrian emperors. It is almost certain that the last entries in the diary were written in the crypt, and what transpired there is perhaps the most astonishing and intriguing aspect of this entire story.

	‘After the Francis diary had been translated and I finished piecing the entries together, which took quite some time, I went to Vienna and visited that extraordinary crypt under the Capuchin Church. Let me tell you why …’

	 


Imperial Crypt, Vienna: 2012

	 

	Jack turned up the collar of his coat, pulled a street map out of his pocket and began to orientate himself, the numbing cold making his fingers stiff and clumsy. It must be right here, he thought, looking across the road at a small church of insignificant appearance. He had expected something grander, bearing in mind what was located under the Capuchin Church: the imperial vaults, within the stunning family crypt of the Habsburgs. Jack remembered the pamphlet he had downloaded earlier, pulled it out from his other pocket and began to read:

	The first Capuchin fathers came to Vienna in 1599, and in 1617 the wife of Emperor Matthias, Empress Anna, granted the Capuchins a church that was to become the burial site for her and her husband. The foundation stone of the church was laid in 1622, not far from the house in which Joseph Haydn composed the Austrian imperial national anthem many years later.

	Over the next three hundred and fifty years, the crypt was modified and expanded many times by emperors who wore the crown of the Holy Roman Empire, the Austrian imperial crown, and the Hungarian crown of St. Stephen. Today, it is perhaps the most significant and unique burial chamber in the world.

	What makes the Imperial Crypt so unique is the fact that with one exception, all one hundred and forty-five persons buried there belong to one family, the Habsburgs, and include twelve emperors and seventeen empresses. As a depository of European history, it is unparalleled.

	As tradition demanded, most of them were embalmed after dissection. Their brains, innards and eyes were placed in copper urns and laid to rest in the Duke’s Crypt in St. Stephen’s Cathedral, the famous Stephansdom. Their hearts, however, were placed in silver jars and taken to the ‘Hearts Crypt’ of St. Augustine’s in Vienna.

	Open to the public, the crypt is one of the little hidden gems of Vienna. A stairway to the right of the church leads down into the crypt below.

	Jack was early. This was quite intentional as he wanted to arrive ahead of the crowds. Before entering the Habsburg necropolis, he unfolded the relevant pages of the Francis diary he had copied and, taking a deep breath, entered the crypt.

	Nothing could have prepared him for what was waiting inside. Rows of magnificent sarcophagi, each a masterpiece of artistry and craftsmanship, lined the walls of the crowded burial chambers, the subdued lighting making the marble, bronze and silver gleam, and giving the sculptures and reliefs decorating the sarcophagi an almost lifelike glow. Grinning skulls with crowns, weeping angels, upturned hourglasses, imperial coats of arms, lanterns, dragonflies and candles—potent symbols one and all—greeted the visitor with messages of the fleeting fragility of life, and the certainty of death. A cold shiver raced down Jack’s spine as he found himself momentarily alone with the famous dead who had ruled one of the greatest European empires for centuries.

	Jack steadied himself and reread the entry he had highlighted in the diary and knew almost by heart:

	By now the Russians had complete control of the city, and the Capuchins who had given me shelter asked me to leave because they were afraid of the consequences of harbouring a dangerous fugitive like me. I was no longer safe and knew I had to leave the painting behind. I asked one of the Capuchin fathers for advice. He suggested I hide the painting in one of the sarcophagi. An excellent solution, I thought at the time. We unlocked one of the chests with an elaborate key. Together, we opened the heavy lid, and I placed the painting on top of the wooden coffin containing the embalmed body of the deceased. To my surprise, the father handed me the key.

	Here it comes, thought Jack; damn! The next page began with a description of the sarcophagus, but the writing had been almost completely destroyed by water damage, as was the rest of the diary. Jack ran a trembling finger along the top line that was still legible: the simple sarcophagus stands on a podium and is decorated with...This was the last legible entry in the diary and there was no additional information or clue as to the identity of the deceased.

	Jack looked at the gleaming rows of sarcophagi, a wry smile creasing his face. Where are you? he pondered walking slowly from chamber to chamber, each filled with the burial monuments of emperors and empresses long gone and faded into the pages of history.

	Jack realised that without additional information it would be impossible to identify the sarcophagus containing the painting. The only thing left was the key. He reached into his pocket, pulled out the key he had found in the grave in Berchtesgaden, and held it up. To which one do you belong? he asked himself, walking slowly from one monument to the other, each protected by an elaborate alarm system. It soon became obvious that a different approach was needed.

	 

	* * *

	 

	‘I went to see the custodian of the crypt later that day’, said Jack, addressing his audience at the auction. ‘I told him about the Francis diary and the extraordinary story of the painting. I then showed him the key. He confirmed that it certainly looked like one of the many coffin keys belonging to the crypt, but he was otherwise noncommittal. Behind the veneer of Austrian politeness, he appeared displeased, annoyed even, about the whole affair. However, he did indicate that for every sarcophagus there are two keys. The Capuchin fathers are the custodians of one, the other is kept in the spiritual treasury chamber in the Hofburg.’ Jack paused, collecting his thoughts.

	‘He then showed me politely to the door. On the way out he told me that all the keys kept by the Capuchins were accounted for, but he couldn’t comment about the keys kept at the Hofburg. His parting words of advice were that it would be best if I were to forget all about this, as opening one of the sarcophagi on some kind of treasure hunt, however intriguing, was unthinkable.

	‘I had to leave Vienna the next day and that’s where matters rested until I contacted Mr Krakowski in London. It was time to tell him all about this extraordinary story and see what he had to say about it, and what he suggested we should do.’

	Jack looked at the auctioneer standing next to him. ‘What happened next is another remarkable piece of this puzzle, and if we haven’t exhausted the patience of everyone here, it would be best if Mr Krakowski were to tell you about it.’

	Smiling, the auctioneer stepped forward. He had carefully watched the potential bidders sitting in front of him and gauged their reaction. He was convinced that they were as fascinated and intrigued by Jack’s story as he was, and were eager to learn more. He therefore had no hesitation in inviting Benjamin Krakowski back to the podium.

	‘Ladies and Gentlemen,’ began Krakowski quietly, ‘when Mr Rogan contacted me in London and showed me the Francis diary, I found it difficult to come to terms with what was happening. The painful past I had tried so hard to put behind me was once again closing in. Five years earlier, we had exhumed my brother’s body from a mass grave in Austria as part of the prosecution of a notorious Nazi war criminal. However, the information contained in the diary was not only convincing; it left no doubt about the veracity of what we were dealing with. Once again, I was swept up by destiny and fate, irresistibly. Needless to say, I couldn’t just walk away from all this, tempting as it was at the time. I owed it to my murdered family to investigate the matter further.

	‘Once again, fate intervened. I was due to give a concert in Vienna a month after Mr Rogan’s visit, and we agreed to meet there and see what could be done. We had one valuable contact in Vienna, Dr Otto Gruber, who had assisted us in locating the Nazi mass grave. Dr Gruber, a high-ranking public servant, had excellent connections in high places. As it turned out, Dr Gruber came up with an ingenious plan to help us.

	‘My concert in Vienna had received a great deal of publicity. This was in no small part due to the fact that I would be bringing the Empress, my famous violin, with me. Those of you who have read Mr Rogan’s book, Dental Gold and Other Horrors*, would be familiar with the violin’s turbulent history. The Empress is named after Empress Elisabeth, affectionately known as Sisi, the wife of Emperor Franz Joseph. Both she and her husband are buried in the Imperial Crypt.

	 

	*Dental Gold and Other Horrors is another title used here for The Empress Holds the Key which is Book One in the Jack Rogan Mysteries Series.

	 

	‘Sisi is without doubt the most famous Habsburg in Vienna today. Visitors are bombarded with information and anecdotes about this famous woman and her tragic life. In short, Vienna has made her a tourist and publicity icon, and Dr Gruber came up with a cunning idea to exploit this and enlist the help and cooperation of the authorities to assist us in our search for the sarcophagus fitting the key. He suggested that after the concert, I give a small solo performance in the Imperial Crypt. I would be playing my famous violin, the Empress, in homage to Sisi.

	‘As it turned out, this was embraced by the city fathers with great enthusiasm, and thirty or so hand-picked guests, including the president of Austria, were invited. This unique event was a huge success, and turned into a moving tribute to one of Austria’s most loved monarchs. The papers around the country carried the story on the front page the next day, the huge publicity paving the way for the official cooperation and permission needed to proceed with our search.’

	Krakowski pointed to the painting on the easel next to him. ‘As you can see, ladies and gentlemen, the search was successful. We eventually located the sarcophagus, opened it with the key Mr Rogan had discovered in the grave in Berchtesgaden, and found the painting—undamaged—resting on top of a wooden coffin, which was draped in black velvet and gold. The sarcophagus, which stood on a podium, just as described in the Francis diary, was decorated with an inscription plate, ivy wreaths and lion head handles. However, how we finally located the sarcophagus is an extraordinary story in itself, which Mr Rogan may perhaps one day write about. But for now, ladies and gentlemen, this is more than enough, and I thank you for your patience in listening to this rather long account of the painting’s journey from my parents’ home in Warsaw in 1943, to the auction that is about to begin.’

	Krakowski turned to the auctioneer standing behind him. ‘Mr Auctioneer, I think it is time ...’ Krakowski bowed to the audience and returned to his seat, as deafening applause erupted in the room.

	 


The Auction

	 

	Basking in the excitement all around him, the auctioneer stepped up to the microphone and adjusted his bowtie. Then, taking a deep breath, he reached for his gavel and held it up to calm the potential bidders, brimming with anticipation. It was the obvious signal that the auction was about to begin.

	‘Ladies and gentlemen, the moment you’ve all been waiting for has arrived’, said the auctioneer and turned towards the painting. You’ve just witnessed something rarely seen at auctions like this: an eyewitness account of the painting’s extraordinary history from the very people who were involved in its unique provenance. It isn’t often that a masterpiece like this, with such a unique history, comes on the market. Yet here it is, for sale. And you’ve heard what will happen to the proceeds. A worthier cause than the Rosen Foundation is difficult to imagine.

	‘I’m sure you’ll agree that every major gallery around the world would be proud to own this masterpiece. I’m in your hands, ladies and gentlemen. I give you … Claude Monet’s Little Sparrow in the Garden.’

	The auctioneer paused, letting the tension grow, the anticipation on the faces in front of him a clear reflection of what was about to happen. ‘Do I have an opening bid?’

	‘Twenty’, a man’s voice called out from the second row.

	‘Twenty million pounds I have’, said the auctioneer, nodding in the bidder’s direction. ‘Twenty million it is. Any advances on twenty million?’

	‘Twenty-five’, said a lady at the back.

	‘That’s the spirit; thank you ma’am. Twenty-five million I have. Twenty-five million. It’s against you now, sir. Any advances on twenty-five million?’

	‘Twenty-seven’, called out someone else at the back. A new bidder had entered the arena.

	Sitting next to Krakowski in the front row, Dr Rosen’s head began to spin as the bidding became more spirited and advanced rapidly towards the thirty million mark. She reached for Krakowski’s hand and squeezed it. Transported by memories of that fateful morning in Warsaw a lifetime ago, Krakowski remembered his distant past, images of his murdered family and Auschwitz merging into a painful blur. He turned towards Dr Rosen and whispered, ‘Pinch me and tell me this is real’, tears glistening in the corners of his eyes. Dr Rosen squeezed his hand again in silent reply.

	By now, three new bidders—all galleries—had entered the contest, quickly pushing up the price. Delighted—his face glowing with excitement—the auctioneer glanced in the direction of his two assistants, who were each taking bids over the phone from regulars wanting to stay out of the limelight.

	One by one, the bidders in the room fell silent as the bidding approached the thirty-five million mark, until only the two phone-bidders remained. A hush fell over the auction room as the auctioneer focused on his assistants, their mobile phones pressed to their ears.

	‘Thirty-five million I have; thirty-five million pounds for a masterpiece with a unique history. Any advance on thirty-five?’ the auctioneer droned on, carefully watching his assistants, anxious not to lose momentum. Then suddenly, one of the assistants shook his head and slipped the phone into his pocket. The auctioneer lifted his gavel. ‘Thirty-five million once; thirty-five million twice …’ The auctioneer paused, staring around the silent room. ‘Are you all done?’ he asked, all eyes in the room on his gavel. For a long moment, everyone in the room was completely still. Then suddenly, the pregnant silence was shattered as the auctioneer slammed down his gavel, denting the side of the lectern in front of him. ‘Sold!’ he cried out triumphantly. ‘Sold for thirty-five million pounds; congratulations!’

	Cecilia Crawford pushed through the noisy crowd heading for the exit and tried to reach Jack, who was shaking Krakowski’s hand in front of the podium. ‘Mr Rogan,’ she shouted, holding up her notebook, ‘a brief word?’

	Jack looked at the breathless reporter and smiled. ‘What can I do for you, Miss Crawford?’

	‘Can you tell me what happened in the Imperial Crypt in Vienna?’ she asked, giving Jack her best smile. ‘My article wouldn’t be complete without it.’

	‘I see. Dinner?’

	‘Sure; why not?’

	‘My hotel at seven?’

	‘Where are you staying?’

	‘The Waldorf.’

	‘I’ll be there.’

	 

	Jack watched the striking young woman walk slowly towards him in the lobby. Wow! What a transformation, he thought, extending his hand. Jeans, sneakers and sweater had been exchanged for a simple black designer dress, high heels and a pair of stunning earrings. Swept up, Cecilia Crawford’s hair looked stylish and exposed her graceful neck. Well aware of the effect she had on men, she walked confidently up to Jack and shook his hand.

	‘Drink?’ he asked, motioning towards the bar.

	‘Absolutely.’

	‘Thank you, Mr Rogan’, said Cecilia Crawford, sipping the vodka martini the barman had placed in front of her.

	‘What for?’

	‘Talking to me. I have to file my article later tonight …’

	‘Please call me Jack’, interrupted her host, enjoying himself.

	‘Then you must call me Celia; all my friends do.’

	‘Chanel?’ asked Jack, leaning towards his guest, the tone of his voice conspiratorial.

	A little taken aback, Celia looked at Jack. This guy is good, she thought, a smile creasing the corners of her mouth. ‘Not bad’, she said. ‘It is. Allure, in fact.’

	‘Ah.’ Jack nodded appreciatively. He had a knack with perfumes and had used it often to break the ice and put women at ease. ‘I’ll tell you why I agreed to this meeting’, he said. ‘According to my publicist, you are very thorough, objective and do your homework. I think she’s right. I particularly liked your article about Dental Gold and Other Horrors. You obviously read my book; few journalists do.’

	‘Well, thank you’, replied Celia, acknowledging the compliment. ‘I’ve read all of your books.’

	‘You have? As a fan perhaps?’

	‘Purely professional’, replied Celia, enjoying the banter.

	‘Pity. Just when I thought …’

	‘Don’t look so disappointed. You just told me what you liked about me. Allow me to tell you what I like about you—’

	‘Another drink?’ interrupted Jack, a little embarrassed.

	‘Please.’

	‘Well?’

	‘You are completely unaffected by your fame; you've managed to retain your persona; you speak your mind and don’t pander to the media. Very refreshing.’

	‘Wow! That’s direct’, said Jack, laughing. ‘You reckon you can take the boy out of the outback, but you can’t take the outback out of the boy? Is that it?’

	‘Something like that.’

	‘My publicist would be disappointed to hear that. I always get into trouble with my wardrobe. She thinks I dress like a country bumpkin and makes me buy stuff I don’t like … Boss or Armani; it just isn’t me.’

	‘Don’t listen to her. It’s part of your charm; trust me’, interjected Celia. ‘You should have seen the people at the auction this morning when you spoke. You had them in the palm of your hand; hanging on your every word. Not many can pull this off. A bit like the news conference at Heathrow you gave with Dr Rosen after you returned from Somalia in the Time Machine’s plane. That was quite a show.’

	‘You were there?’

	‘I was. It was one of the most exciting media appearances I’ve been to; like a movie, but without a script. You are a born storyteller.’

	Jack held up his hand. ‘Enough! No more compliments, please. Let’s have dinner; I’m starving’, he said, laughing. ‘Country appetite, I’m afraid. Another one of my failings.’

	Celia put down her glass, her eyes sparkling. ‘Let’s do that.’

	 

	Jack ordered two cognacs and sat back in his comfortable chair after the waiter had cleared away the dinner plates. Enjoying the ambience in the elegant dining room and the company of the exciting woman sitting opposite, he began to relax.

	For a journalist pursuing a story, Celia had been very restrained. Not once had she mentioned the Imperial Crypt or the sarcophagus with the painting. Instead, she had engaged in entertaining, light-hearted conversation during dinner, and left it up to Jack to raise the subject when he was ready.

	Smart girl, thought Jack, appreciating her tact. ‘You are right about the storyteller bit,’ he began, holding his warm brandy balloon with both hands, ‘that’s me. So, let me tell you a story about a lost painting, a coffin key and a remarkable boy with psychic powers—’

	‘Young Tristan?’ interrupted Celia. ‘As in The Disappearance of Anna Popov and The Hidden Genes of Professor K?’

	‘The very same’, replied Jack, impressed. ‘You have read my books!’

	‘You have a special bond with that boy, don’t you?’

	‘Very perceptive of you. Yes, I have. He’s without doubt one of the most remarkable teenagers I’ve come across. And besides, he saved my life in Somalia.’

	‘Ah yes, during the sinking of the Calypso, if I remember correctly, the Blackburn flagship. It’s all in your book.’

	‘Yes. The Hidden Genes of Professor K; spot on. If you want to file your story tonight, I better get on with it’, said Jack. ‘It all happened during that impromptu concert in the Imperial Crypt that Benjamin Krakowski mentioned at the auction. It’s a remarkable story. As you know, I’m a strong believer in destiny, and destiny was certainly at play that night, no doubt about it. It’s the only way I can explain what happened. Let me tell you about it, and you can judge for yourself.’

	 


A Coffin Key and a Boy with Psychic Powers:
Imperial Crypt, Vienna: 2012

	 

	‘Everything is ready, Herr Krakowski’, said Dr Gruber, waiting for his famous guest backstage. Krakowski had just completed the final curtain call to a standing ovation, after performing his second violin concerto at the Musikverein, Vienna’s most famous concert venue for classical music.

	‘So am I’, replied Krakowski, carefully placing his famous violin, the Empress, back in its case. He was very fond of Dr Gruber. With the curious title of Oberregierungsrat, Dr Gruber was in charge of some obscure department for the preservation of monuments in Austria, and had helped Krakowski and his legal team to cut through the legendary Austrian red tape before. But that wasn’t all. Highly regarded and well connected in government circles, he was also a master tactician who knew how to get what he wanted.

	‘I have made arrangements for us to remain in the crypt after your performance’, said Dr Gruber, lowering his voice. I have explained everything to the custodian and spoke to him and his superior about the Francis diary and your search. Cooperation is assured and permission from the relevant authorities has been obtained; I have the necessary permits with me.’

	‘I’m indebted to you’, said Krakowski, closing his violin case.

	‘It’s the least we can do in return for your generosity.’

	Dr Gruber realised that to have a world-famous artist like Krakowski perform a musical tribute to Sisi, one of Austria’s best-loved monarchs, at her final resting place—the Imperial Crypt—was quite a coup. In Austria, something like this counted for a lot. The publicity value alone was immeasurable, and to have the president of Austria attend the occasion was certainly the icing on the cake. In Austria, reputation was everything, and for a senior public servant like Dr Gruber to pull off something like this would elevate his reputation to enviable heights.

	‘Your guests will meet us at the crypt’, said Dr Gruber, leading the way to the exit. ‘Everything has been arranged; it isn’t far.’

	Jack turned to Tristan and pointed to the entrance leading down into the crypt, guarded by two uniformed policemen. ‘Remember what I told you about this place?’ said Jack.

	Tristan looked at him and smiled. ‘Don’t fret; I know what it is. I’m ready.’

	‘I hope so.’

	‘Don’t worry about him,’ said Countess Kuragin, linking arms with Jack, ‘he’ll be fine.’

	Jack already had second thoughts about asking Tristan to come along. Fully aware of the boy’s psychic powers, he had hoped that Tristan could somehow assist in the search. He knew the boy was wired differently, and had seen him in action many times. There was no doubt that his late mother’s gift had resurfaced in the boy, only stronger. Jack still remembered what she had told him about her son: ‘He can hear the whisper of angels and glimpse eternity …’

	Since the death of his parents, Tristan had been living with Countess Kuragin in her chateau in France. Eternally grateful for the return of her lost daughter, Anna, and the role Tristan’s mother had played in her rescue, the countess had taken the orphaned Tristan into her home, and her heart. At first, she hadn’t been too pleased about Jack’s suggestion. But when Krakowski personally invited her to attend the concert in Vienna with Tristan, she had reluctantly agreed.

	Dr Rosen fell in beside Jack. ‘You look worried’, she said.

	‘It’s this place. It’s spooky; you’ll see’, whispered Jack. ‘This whole affair is weird to say the least. Looking for a lost painting hidden inside someone’s coffin … a little grotesque, don’t you think? Perhaps we should just forget it all and walk away.’

	Dr Rosen stopped and turned to face Jack. ‘What? Are you serious?’ she said. ‘That’s not like you, Jack. Why the cold feet suddenly?’

	‘Don’t know…’

	As they gathered at the entrance to the chapel, Dr Rosen glanced again at the brochure Jack had given her earlier, it read:

	The Imperial Crypt is divided into several separate vaults. At the entrance is the large Leopold Vault followed by the Karl Vault, which leads into the Maria Theresia Vault with the spectacular double sarcophagus of Austria’s most famous empress and her husband. The sarcophagi of Empress Elisabeth—Sisi—her husband, Emperor Franz Joseph, and her son, Crown Prince Rudolf are in the Franz Joseph Vault next to the crypt chapel.

	With standing room only, the hand-picked guests—the cream of the Austrian establishment—were waiting in the chapel for the performance to begin.

	A ripple of excitement washed over the guests as Dr Gruber stepped forward. ‘Mr President, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen,’ began Dr Gruber, ‘it gives me great pleasure to welcome you here this evening to a very special occasion rarely seen in a solemn place like this. Mr Benjamin Krakowski has kindly agreed to perform a special tribute to Empress Elisabeth, our beloved Sisi, right here in front of her final resting place. We know she loved Mozart, and Mr Krakowski will play some of her favourite melodies for us in her memory.’

	A round of subdued applause began, but Dr Gruber held up his hand. ‘However, there is another very touching, quite personal twist to all this. We are about to witness a piece of history. Mr Krakowski has brought his famous Stradivarius, the Empress, with him tonight. Most of you would be familiar with the violin’s turbulent history, which is closely linked to Sisi, the Hungarian Esterhazy family, and the Holocaust. It is the centrepiece of Jack Rogan’s best-selling book, Dental Gold and Other Horrors, and its story has touched millions of readers around the world.’

	Dr Gruber paused and pointed to Jack standing at the front. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we are fortunate indeed to have Mr Rogan here with us this evening to witness another chapter in the violin’s history.’

	More subdued applause echoed around the chapel.

	‘In fact,’ continued Dr Gruber, warming to his subject, ‘the instrument is named after the Empress—Sisi—herself, and it is therefore most befitting that it should pay tribute to her here tonight with sublime music played by a virtuoso.’ Dr Gruber turned to Krakowski standing next to him. ‘Maestro, please …’

	Krakowski walked up to Empress Elisabeth’s sarcophagus and bowed. Then, lifting the violin to his chin, he turned around, faced his spellbound audience and closed his eyes. This moment of total concentration was how he focused before every performance. Crypt or concert hall, an audience was an audience. For a moment there was total silence in the chapel, all eyes on the man standing motionless in front of the empress’ sarcophagus. Then slowly, the bow touched the strings and the first notes of a sublime Mozart adagio drifted eerily across the burial chamber, breaking the deathly silence with Mozart’s genius.

	Standing between Countess Kuragin and Jack, Tristan couldn’t take his eyes off Krakowski as the maestro began to play. At first, he was transported by the music. Soon, however, the music faded away and all he could hear was the whisper of voices closing in from all sides. Tristan pressed his trembling hands against his ears, but the voices wouldn’t go away. Instead, they were drilling into his tortured brain with messages he couldn’t understand. Countess Kuragin noticed Tristan’s distress and gently put her arm around him. This seemed to calm the boy, and the disturbing voices faded away. Feeling better, he looked gratefully at the countess as he remembered his mother’s warning: 'Be careful; glimpsing eternity comes at a price’.

	After the performance, the president thanked Krakowski personally, and the visitors began to leave. A beaming Dr Gruber then ushered Krakowski and his guests into the New Crypt behind the chapel, and asked them to wait.

	‘That was quite something, Benjamin’, said Dr Rosen, kissing Krakowski on the cheek.

	‘I’ve never played in a place like this. Very moving …’

	Standing next to Krakowski, the countess looked at Tristan with a worried look on her face. The boy looked pale and shaken. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked, frowning. ‘What was all that about?’

	‘Glimpsing eternity comes at a price’, replied Tristan, repeating his mother’s warning.

	Jack overheard the remark. ‘What do you mean?’ he asked.

	‘I heard voices; coming from everywhere …’

	Jack wasn’t surprised by the answer. ‘Could you understand what they were saying?’

	‘No.’

	‘Were they angry?’

	‘No; urgent.’

	‘How curious.’

	‘This is Brother Balthazar’, said Dr Gruber, introducing the custodian of the Imperial Crypt Jack had met before. ‘He has kindly agreed to assist us in our search. He has considered the description in the Francis diary and has come up with a suggestion. Brother …’

	The custodian appeared polite and cooperative, but his body language told a different story. It was obvious he wasn’t pleased about the unwelcome intrusion into his domain, and didn’t agree with disturbing the dead, however compelling the reason.

	‘The diary talks about a simple sarcophagus standing on a podium decorated with …’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, that’s where the description ends abruptly. There are several sarcophagi fitting this description, but you must understand, we cannot just go from sarcophagus to sarcophagus and try to open—’

	‘We understand completely’, Jack cut in, trying to placate the custodian and smooth his ruffled feathers.

	Mollified, Brother Balthazar turned to Jack. ‘However, the coffin key could help’, he said. ‘Have you brought it with you?’

	Jack reached into his pocket, pulled out the elaborate key and handed it to him. Standing in the shadows, Tristan was watching carefully. Then suddenly, the voices were back, but more subdued than before. One voice in particular, a woman speaking French, became more prominent. It was as if the coffin key had somehow triggered something…

	Slowly, Tristan walked over to Brother Balthazar and held out his hand. ‘May I?’ he asked. The custodian looked at him, surprised, and handed him the key.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Jack paused and looked at Celia, who was hanging on his every word. She had her writing pad on the table in front of her and was busily taking notes. ‘Another drink?’ asked Jack, pointing to the empty brandy balloons.

	‘No thanks. My head’s spinning already just from the story! Come on, Jack, keeping me in suspense like this isn’t fair. Tell me what happened!’

	‘Such impatience’, sighed Jack, and ordered another cognac for himself.

	‘Well, Tristan took the key from the custodian and began to walk slowly from sarcophagus to sarcophagus. He appeared to have entered a trance, oblivious to everything around him except the coffin key, which he held up to his ear like a phone—’

	‘Communicating with the dead?’ interrupted Celia, a mischievous sparkle in her eyes.’

	‘I know what you’re thinking, but you weren’t there.’

	‘Come on, Jack …’

	‘I will tell you what happened, and you can make up your own mind.’

	‘Sorry; I better have that drink now.’

	Jack pushed his brandy across the table towards Celia. ‘Here, have mine; you’ll need it. But back to the crypt …’

	‘What happened?’

	‘’Tristan had us under his spell, especially the custodian, who crossed himself several times and began to pray. Silently, we followed Tristan from vault to vault, from sarcophagus to sarcophagus, like a funeral procession. Each time he entered a new chamber, he held up the key, looked around, and listened. Then suddenly, he stopped, and for what seemed an eternity, stared at a simple sarcophagus in front of him.’

	Jack paused again, and ordered another drink.

	‘For Christ’s sake, Jack; get on with it,’ urged Celia, ‘or I’ll miss my deadline!’

	‘The sarcophagus stood on a podium and was decorated with an inscription plate and ivy wreaths, symbolising eternity’, continued Jack. ‘Lionhead handles, a symbol for the resurrection of the dead, were the only other features of note. After a while, Tristan walked up to the sarcophagus and put the key on top of it. “This is the one”, he said, and stepped back.’

	‘What happened next?’ demanded Celia. ‘This is worse than pulling teeth!’

	‘The custodian put the key in the lock—a perfect fit—and unlocked the sarcophagus. I then helped him open the heavy lid.’

	‘And?’

	‘As Benjamin told us at the auction, we found the painting—intact—resting on top of a wooden coffin that was draped in black velvet and gold. The sarcophagus belonged to Empress Marie-Louise, the wife of Napoleon I, who died in 1847 in Parma.’

	‘Unbelievable!’ exclaimed Celia. She closed her notepad, reached for her handbag and stood up. ‘You have to excuse me. I really must dash!’

	‘Of course’, said Jack and stood up as well. ‘I’ll call you a cab.’

	Outside the hotel, Jack opened the back door of a cab and stepped aside.

	‘Thanks for a marvellous evening, Jack’, said Celia, and kissed Jack on the cheek.

	‘You are most welcome. Aren’t you just a little bit curious to find out who bought the painting?’ asked Jack.

	‘Of course I am. I tried my best to get it out of the auctioneer. No chance! He didn’t give anything away.’

	‘I’m not surprised’, said Jack, laughing.

	Celia turned around to face Jack. ‘You know, don’t you?’ she said, her voice sounding hoarse.

	‘Aha.’

	‘Now you tell me! You—’

	‘I’m meeting the proud new owner for lunch tomorrow’, replied Jack calmly. ‘You can come with me if you like.’

	For a moment, Celia just stared at Jack, disbelief and exasperation clouding her face. 'Are you serious?’

	‘Deadly.’

	‘You’re on!’

	‘I’ll pick you up at twelve-thirty.’

	‘Okay. I’m staying at the Tower Thistle.’

	‘How opportune.’

	‘Why?’ asked Celia, climbing into the cab.

	‘Because it’s very close to where we’re going.’

	‘I don’t believe this’, mumbled Celia.

	‘I hope you write something nice about me.’

	‘I’ll think about it.’

	‘See you tomorrow’, said Jack, and closed the door of the cab.

	 

	Jack hadn’t told Celia everything. He didn’t tell her about the other intriguing item he had found under the painting in Empress Marie-Louise’s coffin. The reason he hadn’t mentioned it was not because he didn’t trust her, but something quite different. He was still trying to work out what it all meant. However, something told him that it was important as certain cryptic references in Brother Francis’ diary were beginning to make sense. All Jack needed was a little more time to investigate and follow the breadcrumbs of destiny.

	 


The Thirty-Five Million Pound Painting and The Megastar

	 

	Celia was waiting for Jack in front of her hotel overlooking the Tower Bridge.

	‘You are a dark horse, Jack, I give you that’, she said breezily, and climbed into the cab. ‘No sleep for me at all last night, but my editor was mighty pleased with the article.’

	‘So you found some nice things to say about me? Is that what kept you up all night?’ teased Jack.

	‘You’ll just have to wait for the article to find out.’

	‘Payback?’

	‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

	‘If your editor was pleased with your stuff last night, wait for what’s about to happen.’

	‘Are you winding me up?’

	‘Something like that.’

	‘Are you going to tell me where we’re going, or do I have to beg?’

	‘Won’t make any difference. Tell you what; I’ll give you a clue.’

	‘Go for it.’

	‘The person you are about to meet is without doubt one of the most unique, talented, mega-rich, eccentric superstars alive on the planet today.’

	‘What? Are you serious?’

	‘I am. Any ideas?’

	‘No. Any more clues?’

	‘Adored by millions around the world…’

	‘Yes?’

	‘All right; one more. You’ll know in a moment anyway. If you’ve read all of my books, you’ve already met her’, teased Jack.

	‘The megastar in The Hidden Genes of Professor K?’

	‘Smart girl; I knew you would work it out.’

	‘Are you serious, Jack, we are going to meet—’

	‘Look over there,’ Jack pointed to a large converted bond store on the banks of the Thames, ‘the Time Machine Studios.’

	‘Are you suggesting that Isis is the mystery buyer who just paid thirty-five million pounds for a lost painting?’

	‘Exactly. And you are about to meet her. You’re in for a treat; trust me.’

	 

	‘How do I look?’ asked Isis, putting the finishing touches to her almost theatrical make-up.

	‘Stunning as always’, her assistant Lola assured her.

	‘We haven’t seen Jack in ages. And Krakowski and Dr Rosen can make it, you say?’

	‘They should be here in a moment.’

	‘Excellent. All is ready for lunch?’

	‘Absolutely.’

	Isis stood up and looked at herself in the mirror. ‘Not bad for an old chook who’s been to death’s doorstep and back’, she said.

	‘You can say that again.’

	Dressed in a pair of tight-fitting culottes, high heels that would have made Lady Gaga envious, and an electric blue Chanel blouse—one of her favourites—Isis almost looked her glamorous self again. The only reminder of her terrible illness was her short hair. Instead of wearing a wig, as she did on stage, she had decided to keep her hair short, pixie-style, which gave her an endearing, young, boyish look, accentuating her prominent cheekbones. As a transsexual, she looked fabulous, and many women would have killed for a figure like hers. Anyone looking at her would have found it difficult to believe that Isis was in fact George Edward Elms who, since the brutal murder of his parents two years ago that brought down the Conservative Government, was now Lord Elms.

	‘That should do it. I’ll come down as soon as they’ve arrived.’Lola smiled. Isis never missed an entry to impress.

	‘And the painting?’ fussed Isis.

	‘In place. Next to the table set for lunch; just as you requested.’

	Isis kissed Lola on the cheek. ‘Thank you for putting up with me’, she said. ‘It can’t be easy.’

	Lola beamed. She lived for moments like this. She adored Isis with every fibre of her body and would gladly have laid down her life to serve her mistress.

	‘Pinch me, Jack, and tell me this is real’, said Celia, following the security guard into the lobby of the Time Machine’s legendary headquarters, a converted nineteenth-century bond store right on the Thames, not far from the Tower Bridge. Complete with recording studio, offices, underground parking, resident staff, guest accommodation and a spectacular penthouse overlooking the river on top, it was the Time Machine’s state-of-the–art nerve centre, and Isis’ London home. It even had an in-house restaurant with seating for fifty, twenty-four-seven room service, and a communications facility that would have made the BBC envious. Industrial chic at its very best. Functional, trendy, secure and totally original.

	‘It’s just as you describe it in your book’, said Celia, looking around.

	‘You ain’t seen nothin’ yet’, said Jack. ‘Wait till you see the penthouse.’

	Lola was waiting for them at the lift. She hurried towards Jack, threw her arms around him and kissed him on both cheeks. ‘I can’t tell you how wonderful it is to see you’, she said, tears sparkling in her eyes. ‘And this must be Ms Crawford’, she said, turning immediately into the professional PA. ‘Welcome to the Time Machine. Isis will meet us upstairs.’

	‘You must be the pilot’, said Celia, shaking her head.

	‘Among other things, yes.’

	‘Look who’s just arrived’, said Jack, pointing to the entrance. Krakowski and Dr Rosen were getting out of a cab. They looked up and waved.

	‘What a reunion’, said Lola, beaming. ‘Everyone’s here. Let’s go upstairs; Isis is waiting.’

	Silently, the glass lift whisked them to the top floor.

	‘Wow!’ Celia took in the breathtaking view of the London skyline. The penthouse—a two-storey, open-plan steel and glass cube—looked like an art gallery perched on top of an industrial complex. One part of the large space was divided by a huge canvas. Reaching from the marble floor to the glass ceiling two stories above, the painting reminded Celia of Jackson Pollock's Blue Poles. Other, smaller paintings were displayed along galleries linked by exposed glass stairs and steel bridges crisscrossing the open space, with the odd bronze bust of a Roman emperor or Greek philosopher thrown in to enhance the eclectic collection. In pride of place on a ledge just above the lift, a stunning Maori war canoe—complete with paddles—conjured up images of cannibals, bloody raids and brutal death.

	‘Isis likes to surround herself with art and curios’, said Lola, showing her guests to comfortable leather lounges facing the view. ‘It inspires her.’

	Jack pointed to a massive reclining stone Buddha greeting visitors at the lift. ‘This is my favourite’, he said to Celia, who tried to take it all in, her eyes darting from one spectacular piece to another.

	‘What a surprise to find that Isis was the mystery buyer’, said Dr Rosen, leaning back in her comfortable leather chair.

	‘Perhaps not so surprising,’ said Krakowski, ‘if we consider what has happened to her.’

	‘I agree’, said Jack. ‘Once it became public that you were donating the proceeds to the Rosen Foundation, the whole thing began to make sense. Isis has made it clear that funding charities like the Rosen Foundation and medical research are her top priorities. And I’m sure she has plans for the painting too …’

	‘I think Jack is right’, said Lola. She pointed to the glass stairs leading down from the top floor. ‘Why don’t we ask her? Here she comes now.’

	Jack walked towards the stairs and looked up. Isis had presence. The consummate performer, she knew how to make an entrance. Slowly, taking one step at a time, she came down to meet her visitors, the anticipation in the room crackling. Isis embraced Jack at the bottom of the stairs and held him tight. It was a spontaneous gesture of deep friendship and love. Then, holding Jack’s hand, she walked over to her guests to greet them.

	Krakowski couldn’t take his eyes off the painting and thought it looked different in the spectacular setting. The mood had changed. It was as if it had been reborn, entered a new life, and in many ways it had done just that.

	‘I thought before we have lunch, I should tell you why I bought the painting and what I intend to do with it’, said Isis. ‘I can see you are all dying to know, but too polite to ask.’

	Subdued laughter told Isis she was right.

	‘The fact that I am standing here in front of you today at all, is in no small way due to what you, Jack, Bettany, Lola and Benjamin, and many others, have done for me. Jack would say that destiny has brought us together, and I agree with him.

	‘Drifting along the edge of life as I had done not long ago, gives you time to think; to reflect. I know I am on borrowed time, and what time I have left I want to use wisely. As you know, I recently lost my entire family, and for the first time in my life I had to face my own mortality and come to terms with what really matters. On stage, fantasy becomes real, the illusion becomes your reality. Adoration can be very intoxicating and it can distort everything. Yet you crave it like a drug until you are hopelessly addicted to it and eventually, believe your own legend. That was me. But not anymore.

	‘Looking back; so far, it’s been all about me. From now on, my friends, it will all be about making a difference’, said Isis quietly, her voice quivering with emotion and sounding hoarse.

	Sensing her distress, Dr Rosen walked over to Isis and put her arms around her. ‘Facing your demons is the first step’, she whispered. 'After that, it’s easy. Trust me; I know.’

	Isis looked at her gratefully, a wry smile creasing the corners of her mouth. 'Your decision, Benjamin,’ continued Isis, ‘to donate the proceeds of the auction sale to the Rosen Foundation in memory of your family was the trigger. You showed me the way. For some time now, I wanted to set up a Time Machine Foundation and harness our worldwide connections and exposure to do something really worthwhile. Lola even came up with a slogan: A TIME MACHINE FOR A BETTER FUTURE—’

	‘It’s got a good ring to it’, interrupted Jack. ‘I like it.’

	Isis, a sophisticated art connoisseur herself, walked over to the painting and pointed to the delightful scene of the man playing the violin by the pond. ‘I thought that this wonderful painting with its extraordinary history could become our foundation centrepiece; our emblem. In a way, it has become a very personal painting, even for me. Now that thought has become a reality.’ Isis turned to the waiter standing behind her and asked him to serve the champagne.

	Theatrical to the core, she was enjoying the performance. ‘My friends, a toast.’ Isis looked at the painting and held up her champagne flute. ‘May the Little Sparrow in the Garden turn into a time machine for a better future. I give you, Little Sparrow in the Garden!’

	‘Little Sparrow in the Garden’, echoed the others and raised their glasses.

	 

	‘Why have you brought me here, Jack?’ asked Celia, as they took their seats at the table. ‘I feel like an intruder.’

	‘Don’t. Very soon, you’ll be part of this family.’

	‘What on earth do you mean?’

	‘Isis wants to go public with this, right now. I suggested you.’

	‘Me? Why?’

	‘Because you are the right person for the job.’

	‘And this is okay with Isis?’

	‘She trusts my judgement. Now let’s have some tucker. I’m starving.’

	‘Tucker? What’s tucker?’

	‘Aussie for lunch. I’m a country boy, remember? Let’s get stuck into it!’

	 


The Old Man in the Swiss Mansion

	 

	‘Have you seen the headlines?’ asked the housekeeper, pointing to a bundle of newspapers on a tray. The cook shook her head and shrugged. ‘He won’t like it. I better take them up; he’ll be expecting them by now. Get his breakfast ready.’

	Emil Fuchs was in remarkable shape for someone who had just turned ninety-five. His body was fragile, but in reasonably good condition for his age. His mind, however, was as sharp and agile as ever. Confined to a wheelchair, he spent most of his time in his mansion in Gstaad, just up the road from Valentino and other celebrities. The mansion, a large, three hundred-year-old converted Swiss chalet with spectacular views over the Alps, had been his home for over seventy years.

	Fuchs had made his personal fortune during the war. As a young executive in his father’s bank, he acted as the go-between between the bank and the Nazis. The Nazi war machine could not have rolled across Europe without access to an international banking system. It could not have purchased the raw materials needed to keep its foundries, its shipyards and munitions factories operational, without the regular supply of hard currency acceptable to its trading partners. Throughout the war the Swiss supplied both: the Swiss franc as a much coveted and internationally acceptable currency, and their banks to facilitate payment. Neutrality was very profitable.

	Huge amounts of gold were transferred regularly by the Nazis to Switzerland, mainly through the Reichsbank, or smuggled into the country by various clandestine means, and Emil Fuchs had been one of the most resourceful smugglers of them all.

	Most of the gold was looted from the conquered treasuries of occupied countries, or stolen from murdered Jews. Some of it was obscenely grizzly; dental gold extracted from the bodies of gassed Jews in the camps. The gold was purchased by the Swiss with Swiss francs, thus providing Berlin with the currency it needed to keep its industry functioning.

	A frequent visitor to Berlin, where the dashing young banker was feted and entertained by the Nazi elite, he had access to the highest echelons. His weakness for art—especially paintings—was well-known, and the Nazis made sure that ‘bargains’ came his way every time he visited. During the last three years of the war, Fuchs managed to acquire a vast collection of priceless paintings, which he kept at his home in Gstaad. A man of precision and a stickler for correctness, he always paid for the pieces personally, and insisted on detailed receipts, documenting each transaction. The fact that most transactions were shams arranged by the SS didn’t occur to the young banker, who didn’t appear to notice that most of the time the vendors, mainly Jews, were coerced into the sale and had no say in the matter. Nor did it occur to him that the amounts asked for the paintings were a pittance of their actual value. Blinded by the opportunity, Fuchs didn’t ask any questions. Any moral considerations were conveniently brushed aside, overshadowed by his lust for possessing priceless art.

	The housekeeper knocked and entered.

	‘What took you so long?’ demanded Fuchs gruffly. He waved impatiently and pointed to the small table next to his wheelchair facing the large, panoramic window. Reading the papers in the morning was one of his little pleasures and the highlight of his day. He always began with The New York Times, his favourite.

	Enjoying the warmth of the morning sun reflected by the glass, he let his eyes wander over the headlines until they came to rest on something extraordinary:

	Mystery buyer pays 35 million pounds for lost Monet

	During an epic auction that lasted several hours, a mystery buyer bidding over the phone paid 35 million pounds for ‘Little Sparrow in the Garden’, an unknown painting by Claude Monet that had recently been rediscovered.

	The celebrity auction, which was well attended, has made headlines around the world. This was due to the painting’s colourful history. As part of its provenance, a diary was also included in the sale, which throws some light on the painting’s intriguing background and ownership …

	The article then mentioned Krakowski and Jack as being intimately involved in the painting’s extraordinary discovery, and then went on to say that the entire proceeds of the record-breaking sale had been donated to the Rosen Foundation. The article concluded with a summary of the painting’s fascinating provenance.

	What nonsense is this? Fuchs fumed, reading the article a second time to make sure he had not been mistaken. However, the photo of the painting at the bottom of the article filed by Cecilia Crawford left no room for doubt. Fuchs folded the paper carefully along its creases, put it back on the table and then stared intently out the window.

	Rogan again! he thought. Poking his nose into the past; unbelievable! Will that man never leave me alone! Only two years before, Jack’s book Dental Gold and Other Horrors had catapulted Jack to international fame and triggered a massive class action by Holocaust survivors and their relatives against a number of Swiss banks, Fuchs’ included. With mounting international pressure and damning evidence and criticism, the banks eventually capitulated and opened their ledgers and their vaults, resulting in massive compensation payouts and humiliating apologies.

	After a while, Fuchs turned his wheelchair around, and wheeled himself towards the stone fireplace at the other end of the large room. A shaft of sunlight reached through the window, across the room towards the fireplace like an accusing finger, momentarily illuminating the painting hanging on the wall next to it. Fuchs positioned his wheelchair in front of the painting—one of his favourites—and looked at it for a long time. His mind raced back to a bleak, rainy day in Warsaw, almost seventy years ago. In the centre of the brilliant painting stood a young man playing a violin at the edge of a lily pond.

	‘This is my Little Sparrow in the Garden’, mumbled Fuchs. ‘Some fool just paid thirty-five million for a fake.’ He then turned his wheelchair abruptly around, wheeled himself back to the window and rang the bell on the table.

	The housekeeper appeared almost immediately. ‘Yes, Herr Fuchs?’

	‘Dictation! Now!’ demanded Fuchs, the tone of his voice agitated and angry.

	‘I’ll send up your secretary at once’, replied the housekeeper, surprised by his violent outburst.

	‘You do that!’

	 


The Email from Gstaad

	 

	Jack felt his mobile vibrating in his pocket and answered it. It was Celia. ‘Jack, we must talk, it’s urgent,’ she said, sounding excited.

	Jack knew instantly something was wrong. ‘What’s up?’ he said.

	‘Not over the phone. We must meet—now! Where are you?’

	‘In my hotel. I’m having a drink with Benjamin and Bettany before dinner.’

	‘I’ll come over right away.’

	‘All right. See you shortly’, said Jack, and hung up.

	‘What was that all about?’ asked Dr Rosen.

	‘Don’t know. It was Celia. Something important.’

	‘Did she say what?’ said Krakowski.

	‘No. But we’ll know soon enough. She’s on her way.’

	Looking a little pale and flustered, Celia joined them in the bar half an hour later.

	‘You look like you need a drink’, said Jack.

	‘I do. Make it a large one.’

	‘Something wrong?’ asked Krakowski.

	‘Not sure.’ Celia opened her handbag and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. ‘My editor received this earlier today. A response to my article.’

	‘Oh? How interesting; may I see it?’

	Without saying another word, Celia handed Jack the piece of paper.

	‘Wow!’ said Jack. ‘I need another drink.’

	‘Are you going to tell us?’ asked Krakowski.

	Jack passed the piece of paper to Krakowski. ‘Here, better read it yourself.’

	Krakowski read the short text several times and then stared at the two pictures at the bottom.

	‘Well?’ prompted Dr Rosen. ‘Don’t keep us in suspense.’

	Krakowski held up the piece of paper with trembling hands. 'It's addressed to the editor of The New York Times and refers to Celia’s article we read this afternoon.’ He began to read:

	‘Dear Sir

	I must inform you that someone has just paid thirty-five million pounds for a fake. Why? Because the original painting, namely Claude Monet’s ‘Little Sparrow in the Garden’, hangs right in front of me on the wall in my house here in Switzerland. (See photo).

	I purchased the painting from Berenger Krakowski in 1942 in Warsaw. He wanted to sell the painting and I bought it. It was a legal, arm’s length transaction. He wanted to be paid in gold, which I did. I still have the original bill of sale. (See photo). I think it is important to set the record straight. Your readers are entitled to know the truth, and so is the unfortunate buyer for that matter.

	Emil Fuchs.

	Gstaad.’

	Visibly shaken, Krakowski put the piece of paper on the table in front of him. ‘There are two photos at the bottom’, he said quietly, his voice sounding hoarse. ‘A photo of the painting, and a close-up of some kind of handwritten document.’

	Jack picked up the piece of paper. ‘It looks like a receipt’, he said. 'It mentions the painting, a sum of money received from Emil Fuchs, and is signed Berenger Krakowski.’

	Stunned silence.

	‘Is that your father’s signature?’ asked Jack after a while.

	‘Looks like it’, said Krakowski. Shocked, he covered his face with both hands and it looked as if he was sobbing. ‘I’m confused. I don’t know what to think.’

	Dr Rosen put her arm around him to comfort him, and Jack ordered another round of drinks. ‘That’s what I call a bombshell’, said Jack to Celia.

	‘This is serious. What are we going to do, Jack?’

	‘We’ll think of something; don’t worry.’

	‘You are enjoying this, aren’t you?’

	‘You must admit, it’s a great story’, replied Jack, smiling.

	‘Think of the consequences’, said Celia, a worried look on her face. ‘The implications are enormous.’

	‘Sure are. You are going to become famous, Miss Crawford. But we have to play this the right way’, said Jack, turning serious.

	‘What do you mean?’

	‘Dinner first, strategy later. I’m a starving country boy, remember?’

	‘How can you ...?’ said Celia, shaking her head in frustration.

	‘Never make an important decision on an empty stomach”, my first editor used to say. You should take this on board, Celia; seriously.’

	Celia turned to Dr Rosen. ‘Can you believe this guy?’

	‘I’m used to him, and so is Benjamin. Let’s go and have dinner’, said Dr Rosen, and stood up. ‘He’ll be impossible otherwise.’

	 

	‘Well, let me tell you something about Emil Fuchs’, began Jack, after the entrée plates had been cleared away.

	‘You know him?’ interrupted Celia.

	‘Kind of. He’s a wealthy Swiss banker; old school. I haven’t met him, but I’ve certainly come across him—big time.’

	‘How?’ asked Krakowski.

	‘The class action against the Swiss banks, triggered by my book Dental Gold and Other Horrors. He, or more accurately, his impressive legal team, were the most vocal opponents to the proceedings. They came up with ingenious arguments resisting the claims. It must have cost Fuchs millions. He never left his Swiss mansion and ran the entire case from there. He was well in his nineties; impressive guy.’

	‘Amazing’, said Dr Rosen.

	‘Sure is. In the end, however, the pressure became too much, and he caved in. “Compromised” would be the better term perhaps. He put a certain offer on the table—take it or leave it—and then just stared down his opponents; very gutsy.’

	‘What happened?’ asked Celia.

	‘Everyone was very tired by then; litigation fatigue had set in. The proceedings had been dragging on for ages, costs were mounting up, and public interest began to wane. I’m sure this was part of Fuchs’ strategy. When all else fails, delay can be a very potent weapon, if you can afford it. And that guy had deep pockets, I tell you. A compromise was reached and the case was settled.’

	‘That was it?’

	‘Yes. As you know, it was hailed as a great victory against the Swiss banks, and in many ways it was. However, it was time to close that painful chapter in the history books. Everyone had had enough.’

	‘And Fuchs?’ asked Krakowski.

	‘He maintained to the end that as a neutral banker he had done nothing wrong. Of course, this didn’t wash with the press, but legally he had an argument and he stuck to it.’

	‘So he got away with it?’ said Celia.

	‘Not exactly. His reputation and that of all the banks was badly tarnished; millions were paid in compensation, but this guy has a rhino hide, a giant ego and an unshakable self-belief. I was of course very critical of the banks and their actions during the war in my book, and exposed many of their questionable dealings. Fuchs certainly didn’t like this and has attacked me and my book several times in public; in the press mainly. He was trying to discredit me.’

	‘Did it work?’ asked Celia.

	‘No. It backfired; badly. So as you can imagine, I’m not very popular with Mr Fuchs. He must therefore have been mighty pissed off to find that here I was again, this time taunting him with the painting.’

	‘And this is going to help us?’

	‘I think so.’

	‘How, exactly?’ asked Krakowski.

	‘Rule number one,’ replied Jack, ‘know your opponent. I think I know that man, and how we should deal with him.’

	‘So, what’s on your mind, Machiavelli?’ said Celia.

	‘All right, let’s have a closer look at what we have here. To begin with, we can safely assume that this is no hoax. Someone like Fuchs doesn’t play games.’

	‘What does that mean?’ interrupted Krakowski.

	‘There now appear to be two identical paintings attributed to Monet. In short, Little Sparrow in the Garden has a double. Obviously, there can only be one original; the other has to be a fake, unless Monet painted two, which we can dismiss as nonsense. We can also safely assume that Fuchs is convinced that he has the original, and that he can prove it.’

	‘But that’s impossible’, protested Krakowski. ‘You know the history of our painting; you are part of it. You’ve seen what the experts had to say. They all agree—’

	Jack held up his hand. ‘I know, Benjamin. This must come as a shock, but we have to deal with the facts, and the facts tell us that we have an original and a fake, and we have to show beyond doubt which is which.’

	‘And how are we going to do that?’ asked Dr Rosen.

	‘I have an idea, but we must act quickly.’

	‘Tell us, Jack’, said Celia, leaning forward.

	‘First, you call your editor now and ask him to reply to Fuchs’ email.’

	‘How?’

	‘Like any reasonable paper would. Express interest in the matter but tell Fuchs that without additional substantiation the paper cannot take the matter further. You are throwing him a challenge, and I can promise you, he’ll go for it. The editor should then make him an offer.’

	‘What kind of offer?’ interrupted Celia.

	‘To send a journalist—you—to interview him at his home tomorrow.’

	Celia looked at Jack, surprised. ‘Are you serious?’ she asked.

	‘Absolutely.’

	‘Just like that? He’s in Switzerland, for Christ’s sake.’

	‘So? Leave the logistics to me. If he agrees to this, which I believe he will, we are halfway there.’

	‘You seem pretty sure about all this’, said Krakowski.

	‘I am. The most important thing at the moment is to keep this out of the public domain. Isis just paid thirty-five million for the painting, you just sold it, and the Rosen Foundation has received the proceeds. The last thing we need is some scandal hanging over this, with competing claims about authenticity flying back and forth and, God forbid, ending up in court. Also, I believe Isis must be told about all this now. I will go and talk to her after dinner.’

	Krakowski kept staring at Jack, a worried look on his face as the magnitude of the dilemma began to sink in.

	‘Don’t look so glum’, said Jack, turning to face Krakowski. ‘For what it’s worth, I have no doubt we have the original painting. We just have to convince Fuchs that this is so.’

	‘And how exactly are we going to do that?’ asked Celia, shaking her head.

	‘Ah. Here comes our main course now’, said Jack. ‘You know how it works: tucker first, strategy later.’

	 


Arrogance and Pride

	 

	Jack met Celia in front of her hotel early the next morning. ‘Your editor sent the email?’ he asked.

	‘Exactly as you suggested.’

	‘And?’

	‘You were right. Fuchs agreed to the interview at once, just as you predicted.’

	‘The old bugger can’t help himself. This is all a great adventure for him, can’t you see? A lonely old man at the end of his life feeling important, most likely for the last time. We are giving him exactly what he craves: attention. He can’t resist it.’

	‘Well played, Jack; I’m impressed. Fuchs expects me sometime today. I have his phone number. Pray tell me, how am I going to get there in time?’

	‘That’s the easy bit’, said Jack, brushing Celia’s concerns aside.

	‘You’ve managed to book a flight?’ she asked hopefully.

	‘No need. We don’t need tickets.’

	‘I don’t get it.’

	‘You will in a moment. Let’s go.’

	‘Where are we going?’

	Jack was enjoying himself. ‘To the airport of course,’ he said, ‘where else?’

	The taxi dropped them at the terminal reserved for private planes. ‘Here we are’, said Jack, and paid the cabbie.

	‘You chartered a plane?’ asked Celia, her eyes wide with astonishment.

	‘No need; we have our own.’

	‘You lost me ...’

	‘Ah, here she comes.’

	‘Who?’

	‘Lola; our pilot.’

	Jack had spent the entire night with Isis discussing the situation, and together, they hammered out a plan of attack. Isis placed Pegasus—her private jet—at Jack’s disposal, which took care of the logistical considerations involved. Lola was delighted. She hadn’t flown the plane for quite some time and was keen to get her hands on the controls and take to the air. Pegasus was always on standby, day or night, and could be prepared for take-off within a couple of hours.

	‘Have you been in one of these before?’ asked Jack, following Celia into the cockpit.

	‘No; this is amazing.’

	‘Then you are in for a treat. You sit behind Lola.’

	Lola was in her element. Flying was her passion because to her, it meant freedom. Strapped into the seat behind her, Celia watched her prepare the jet for take-off. Fascinated by Lola’s ability to manipulate the aircraft’s sophisticated controls, she listened to the instructions coming from the traffic control tower as the jet taxied slowly along the runway. With excitement and a little fear churning in her stomach, Celia felt like a co-pilot sitting in a fighter jet, ready to take off and roar into battle. A few moments after the A380 in front of them had disappeared into the morning mist, traffic control gave Pegasus permission to take off.

	‘Here we go’, said Lola, her hand on the throttle.

	Celia had never before experienced such power in an aircraft. Pressed into the seat by the breathtaking acceleration of the jet, Celia felt a great sense of exhilaration gripping every fibre of her tense body. It was a wonderful feeling of freedom. ‘Wow!’ Celia cried out, gripping the arms of her seat as the plane left the ground and rapidly began to climb.

	As soon as the plane reached cruising altitude and levelled out, Lola turned to the co-pilot sitting next to her. ‘Okay Joe, she’s all yours’, she said, unclipping her seatbelt and getting out of her seat.

	‘Come, Celia,’ said Lola, ‘let’s go to the back. It’s a little more comfortable there. The weather forecast is good, and we should get some great views of the Alps before we land in Bern. I have arranged for a hire car to take us to Gstaad. Should only take us a bit over an hour.’

	‘Just like the good old days’, said Jack, leaning back in his comfortable seat. ‘Lola and I have been around the world in this little beauty, haven’t we Lola?’

	‘Sure have. And we had quite an adventure taking off in Mogadishu. Only just made it—’

	‘That was after the sinking of the Calypso, the Blackburn flagship, wasn’t it?’ interrupted Celia excitedly. ‘It’s all in your book—The Hidden Genes of Professor K.’

	‘It is’, said Jack.

	‘And you gave that fateful news conference at Heathrow after you arrived from Somalia. I was there!’

	‘Small world, isn’t it Lola’, said Jack, and kissed Lola on the cheek. ‘Now, let’s get down to business. This is a short flight’, continued Jack. ‘Listen carefully; this is our plan of attack.’

	 

	Fuchs watched the black hire car pull into the driveway below his window. It was just after noon. He adjusted his binoculars and watched the driver open the rear door of the limousine; a young woman got out of the back seat and looked up.

	Ah, Miss Crawford. Right on time, thought Fuchs, well pleased with the effect his email had had in such a short time. For the first time in years, he felt a sense of excitement and control he thought he would never experience again. Once more, he was pulling the strings, and Fuchs was a cunning puppeteer who could make people dance to his will to get what he wanted.

	Fuchs turned his wheelchair around to face the door and watched the young woman walk slowly towards him. ‘Miss Crawford’, said Fuchs, extending his hand. ‘You are much younger than I imagined.’ Celia walked over to the old man and shook his hand. It felt like old parchment; dry and flaky. ‘Good of you to come, and so quickly. Very impressive.’

	‘Thank you, Herr Fuchs,’ replied Celia, giving the old man her best smile, ‘for the opportunity to meet you.’

	Despite the wheelchair, at ninety-five, Fuchs was still an impressive man. Impeccably dressed in a white shirt, blue blazer and grey slacks, he obviously took great care with his appearance. A shock of white hair, neatly parted in the middle, and gold-rimmed glasses gave him a studious look, like a retired university professor. But most striking of all were his eyes: clear and ice-blue, they radiated intelligence and danger.

	‘Shall we sit by the painting?’ suggested Fuchs. ‘It’s just over there.’

	Celia followed Fuchs across the room. Fuchs didn’t believe in polite chitchat and decided instead to come straight to the point.

	‘What do you think?’ he asked, and pointed to the painting.

	Celia was stunned. The striking painting looked exactly like the one she had seen at the auction. The only difference appeared to be the frame, which was far more elaborate. Displayed on a small table in front of the painting was a piece of yellowish paper; obviously the receipt.

	‘Extraordinary’, said Celia, genuinely surprised.

	‘Your article that first alerted me to all this the other day was excellent, Miss Crawford. I like your style. Good journalism; quite rare these days.’

	‘Thank you.’

	‘Since then, my secretary has obtained a full transcript of what Mr Krakowski and Mr Rogan had to say at the auction. You can assume that I am familiar with all that.’

	‘What do you think of the painting’s provenance?’ asked Celia, coming straight to the point. She sensed that Fuchs would like that. He did.

	‘Impressive, and convincing, if it weren’t for this.’ Fuchs picked up the piece of paper on the table in front of him and handed it to Celia. ‘I bought the original painting in 1943 from Berenger Krakowski; here’s the proof.’

	‘With respect, what makes you so sure it is the original?’ asked Celia quietly.

	‘I understand, of course, where you are coming from. Firstly, I know art, Miss Crawford. In my considered opinion, this is a genuine Monet. However, there is more. The circumstances of the purchase.’

	‘Please explain.’

	‘The painting was offered for sale in the Warsaw Ghetto in 1942. Those were desperate times, Miss Crawford. For a man like Krakowski living in the ghetto with his family, selling a fake to the authorities would have been a death sentence; unthinkable.’

	‘You seem very sure about all this.’

	‘I am.’

	Arrogance, thought Celia. She realised that the next part was the tricky bit and she had to proceed with caution. ‘I don’t quite know how to put this, Herr Fuchs, but for my paper to take this further, we need more.’

	‘What do you mean?’ snapped Fuchs.

	‘The painting sold at the auction was examined by a team of leading experts, and unanimously pronounced to be a genuine Monet. You also claim to have the genuine article …’ Celia paused, collecting her thoughts. ‘Obviously, both cannot be right, can they?’

	‘Are you suggesting this is a forgery?’ demanded Fuchs, squirming in his wheelchair.

	‘Certainly not, but you must understand it isn’t for me to say.’

	‘No, of course not. Forgive me. So, where to from here?’

	‘My paper has a proposal.’

	‘Oh?’

	‘It is willing to engage Professor Moreau—who is, as you are no doubt aware, the leading authority on Monet’s work—to come here and examine the painting.’

	‘And he has agreed to this? Moreau has agreed to come here?’

	‘Yes. My paper has already been in touch with him and he is prepared to take on the assignment, should you agree. As you know, he examined the painting sold at the auction, and is therefore very interested in having a look at this one. “A unique situation”, I think he called it. He lives in Paris, but we could have him brought here tomorrow should that be convenient.’

	‘How extraordinary’, said Fuchs, running his fingers nervously through his hair. ‘Moreau coming here to examine my painting.’

	Pride, thought Celia. Got ya!

	‘I have nothing to fear, Miss Crawford. I am happy to agree to the arrangement, but with one proviso.’

	‘Yes?’

	‘That you write an article about the findings, and give it the prominence it deserves in your paper.’

	‘Agreed’, said Celia. ‘After all, that’s what this is all about.’

	‘Splendid. Now, let’s have some tea, shall we?’

	 


The Examination

	 

	For the leading expert on Monet with a worldwide reputation that had collectors, art galleries and auction houses hang on his opinions as pronouncements set in stone, Jacques Moreau was a surprisingly unassuming man. Quietly spoken, small in stature and balding, he looked more like a retired country librarian than the feared and respected expert he was. When it came to Monet, his word was final, and insurers set their valuations and premiums according to his opinions. If your Monet wasn’t on Moreau’s list, it wasn’t a Monet; simple.

	Isis had acted quickly. By offering Moreau an astronomical fee and a ride in her private jet, she secured the services of the man needed to address the looming problem. After Fuchs had agreed to the proposed arrangement, Lola flew to Paris and collected Moreau. Despite his fearsome reputation and droll appearance, Moreau was surprisingly good company, and Jack in particular got on very well with him from the start. In fact, Lola, Celia and Jack spent an entertaining evening with Moreau in one of Gstaad’s finest hotels.

	‘What do you think about all this, Jacques?’ asked Jack, leaning back in his comfortable chair facing the huge fireplace in the hotel bar. Helped by copious quantities of vintage wine consumed during the sumptuous dinner, he and Moreau were already on first name terms, and appeared to be getting on famously.

	The little man sitting in the chair next to Jack seemed to have come to life. ‘It’s a unique situation for sure’, he said. ‘I haven’t come across anything quite like this before, especially with an artist like Monet. Two identical-looking paintings, both with unique histories and a convincing provenance, but as we both know, there can only be one original.’

	‘Quite. So what’s your approach tomorrow?’

	‘Same as usual: methodical and scientific. However, the painting will hold all the answers—it always does—and I will have to find them; that’s the challenge. There’s a tried and tested way to do this. In the end it all comes down to a few simple points. It’s all about uncovering facts. Facts cannot hide. It’s not that complicated at all.’

	‘Many would disagree with you there’, said Jack.

	‘Perhaps.’

	‘How did you get into this?’ asked Jack. ‘I mean, become an—’

	‘Authentication expert?’ Moreau cut in, laughing. ‘That’s what they call me, you know, but I like to think of myself as a forgery sleuth; does that make sense?’

	‘A forgery sleuth? I like that.’

	‘Usually, I can see—sense would be more accurate—a forgery as soon as I set eyes on a painting. The rest of the process is to support this with reasoning and facts. That’s the tedious bit. But first impressions are everything, and rarely prove me wrong.’

	‘How interesting. Are you suggesting that when you see Fuchs’ painting tomorrow for the first time, you will form a view then and there?’

	‘Most likely, yes.’

	‘Just as you did with the painting at the auction?’

	‘Yes. I have no doubt that is an original Monet, just as I said in my auction report. Nothing will change that.’

	‘It’s been a long day. We had better turn in’, said Jack. ‘What do you think?’

	‘I’ve enjoyed talking to you, Jack. We must do this again.’

	‘Absolutely. I’m sure we’ll have an interesting day tomorrow.’

	‘I hope so.’

	 

	The next morning, the hire car pulled up in front of Fuchs’ mansion at ten o’clock sharp, as arranged. Fuchs watched from above as Moreau and the others got out of the car. Moreau coming here; how fabulous, thought Fuchs, becoming quite excited, a rare emotion for a man like him. But when it came to his paintings, he turned into a different man; passionate, even emotional. His paintings were his friends, and in his lonely old age, they were the only friends he had left.

	Just before Celia closed the car door, something caught Fuchs’ eye: someone sitting in the back seat who didn’t get out. Fuchs reached for his binoculars. Just before the car pulled out of the driveway, he caught a glimpse of the profile of a man. I wonder, thought Fuchs, smiling, I wonder…

	Fuchs chatted to Moreau while Celia’s team set up the equipment. It had been agreed that the examination would be recorded on video, and she had engaged an experienced cameraman with crew in Bern.

	‘You have a fabulous collection, Herr Fuchs’, said Moreau, pointing across the room. ‘Degas, Manet, Renoir, Cezanne; how extraordinary! You are a fortunate man.’

	Fuchs was obviously pleased. This was more excitement than he had had in years. His almost hermit-like lifestyle prevented contact with the outside world, and with no family to speak of, he lived like a recluse in monastic isolation surrounded by his paintings, and liked it that way. But to have an expert, the expert on Monet, sitting next to him discussing art, was a different matter altogether. Basking in the attention, Fuchs felt like the man he once was: powerful, in control, respected. A heady cocktail that made his heart beat faster.

	‘We are ready for you, Monsieur Moreau’, said Celia, walking up to the two men sitting by the window.

	‘Before we start, Miss Crawford, I would like to ask you something’, said Fuchs.

	‘Yes?’

	‘There was a man sitting in the back of the car with you. He looked familiar. May I ask who he was?’

	Celia froze, her mind racing. He saw Jack! she thought.Shit!What am I going to tell him? Fuchs was watching Celia carefully. 'That was Jack Rogan, the writer, who addressed the auction about the painting’s history the other day’, she replied after a while. Celia decided that this was not the time to gamble: if Fuchs had recognised Jack, which was possible, then any attempt to deceive him could have unwelcome consequences. Coming clean appeared the best option.

	‘I thought I recognised him’, said Fuchs, frowning. ‘Please tell me, what is he doing here, Miss Crawford?’

	Celia had been expecting the next question, and was ready for it. 'We, that is the paper and I, thought it could be helpful to have him stand by in case Monsieur Moreau had some questions—you know—about the other painting …’ she replied casually.

	‘I see’, said Fuchs, obviously satisfied with the answer. ‘So why not ask him to join us?’

	Celia realised she had to be careful how she answered this. ‘We thought that might be inappropriate, considering—’

	‘Our previous, let’s say, dealings?’ Fuchs cut in, laughing.

	‘Exactly’, said Celia, relieved.

	‘I appreciate your tact, Miss Crawford, but we are all adults here. I have nothing personal against Mr Rogan’, Fuchs lied. ‘In fact, I would very much like to meet him. So, why don’t you ask him to join us?’

	Celia looked at Fuchs, surprised. It wasn’t what she had expected. ‘I’ll call him right away, if you wish’, she said.

	‘Please do that’, said Fuchs, and turned towards Moreau, who was talking to the cameraman. ‘Ready to start?’ asked Fuchs.

	‘Just about’, said Moreau. ‘This is the moment when I feel like a forensic pathologist, dissecting other men’s genius’, he joked.

	Moreau adjusted the spotlights set up by the crew, which were washing over the painting, and stood back, the silence in the room deafening. At first, he looked at the painting from a distance and then slowly walked closer until he stood directly in front of it. With his hands folded behind his back, he let his expert eyes roam methodically over the canvas, taking in all the details of the painting: the colours, the brushstrokes, and countless other aspects only a lifetime of experience can interpret and absorb.

	As his mind began to process the vast amount of information, something stood out: a name. David Herzl, thought Moreau. All the hallmarks are there. Then his eyes came to rest on the frame.

	‘Now this is interesting’, said Moreau, looking at the frame. ‘I am almost certain that this is one of Monet’s standard issue picture frames. However, to be sure I would have to examine the back of the painting, which we’ll do later.’

	Yes! I knew it, thought Fuchs, sensing victory.

	‘The frame is a carved and gilded frame from the Régence period and appears to be from Monet’s original selection. Several of his paintings are still in his standard frame, notably the Grainstack, which he sold in 1891 to Horatio Lamb of Boston; catalogue number twenty-four’, Moreau droned on.

	‘Frames can be very important pointers and most helpful in establishing provenance. However, authenticity can never rely on such considerations alone. A holistic approach is needed. The focus must always be on the painting itself.’ Moreau paused, stepped back and for a long moment stood perfectly still. He kept staring at the painting, looking at something only he could see. Mesmerised, Celia watched the fascinating little man do his stuff.

	The housekeeper knocked and opened the door. ‘Mr Rogan’, she announced, and stepped aside. Celia walked over to Jack. ‘He saw you. I didn’t know what else to do’, she whispered. ‘He wants to meet you.’

	‘It’s all right; don’t worry’, said Jack, and walked confidently into the room.

	‘Ah, Mr Rogan,’ said Fuchs, ‘we meet at last.’

	‘I was hoping this would happen one day’, said Jack, and walked over to the old man in the wheelchair to shake his hand.

	Fuchs pointed to an empty chair next to him. ‘Please take a seat, Mr Rogan’, said Fuchs. ‘My life is full of surprises lately, and they all have one thing in common: you.’

	‘You don’t say’, said Jack casually, and sat down.

	‘I always wanted to meet the man who cost me millions. I just didn’t think it would be today.’

	 


Warsaw Ghetto: August 1942

	 

	By August 1942, the mass deportations from Warsaw were in full swing. As part of the wider ‘Operation Reinhard’, Grossaktion Warschau had only one aim: to deport thousands of Jews from the ghetto to Treblinka for extermination. Between 23 July and 21 September 1942, some three hundred thousand ghetto residents were sent to the death camps.

	Berenger Krakowski walked over to the window and looked down into the street below. ‘Look at them’, he said, watching another column of several hundred march silently towards the Umschlagsplatz on Stawki Street, the notorious collection point. There, herded together like cattle, they would wait for the arrival of the trains.

	‘What are we going to do, Berenger?’ asked Ruth, his wife. ‘They are coming closer; it will be our turn any time now.’

	‘I spoke to Mandel again yesterday’, said Krakowski. Emanuel Mandel was a Jewish ghetto policeman working for the SS, who was helping the Germans to keep order in the crowded ghetto. Krakowski had given violin lessons to Mandel’s daughter and was on reasonably good terms with him. He had fostered the relationship and used it as a source of valuable intelligence of what was happening in the ghetto. Being one step ahead of the SS could make the difference between life and death.

	‘What about?’ said Ruth.

	‘The Germans are looking for paintings, especially impressionists…’

	‘Why?’

	‘Not sure, but Mandel seems to think that he can prevent our deportation if we can come up with something.’

	‘The Monet?’

	‘It’s all we have left; we’ve sold everything else, except for the violin.’

	‘No Berenger! You can’t do that!’

	‘If the painting can save us, why not? As you know, I’ve taken it to Herzl a few weeks ago and asked him to make us a copy.’

	‘I was wondering about that...’

	‘If we give them the painting, at least we’ll have something to remind us …’

	Ruth walked over to her husband and put her arms around him. ‘You are a good man, Berenger’, she said, and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Do what’s best for us.’

	‘Always.’

	David Herzl was a talented painter, but in the ghetto, he was known as a master forger. Krakowski and Herzl were close friends, and when Krakowski told him that he was thinking of giving his Monet to the Germans to avoid transportation, Herzl offered to copy it for him.

	Krakowski walked into Herzl’s ‘studio’ hidden in the back of a damp cellar. ‘How’s it going?’ he asked.

	‘See for yourself. ’Herzl pointed to his easel.

	‘Incredible’, said Krakowski. The painting was finished, but still drying. ‘I can’t tell them apart. I don’t know how you do it, David; it’s perfect.’

	Herzl smiled. ‘I can’t create, but I can copy’, said Herzl, slapping his friend on the back.

	‘Mandel came around again today. He wants to arrange something for tomorrow if possible. About the painting, I mean.’

	‘What?’

	‘A sale.’

	‘A sale? What do you mean?’

	‘Apparently, the SS want to bring someone over, some big-shot from Berlin who wants to buy original paintings here in the ghetto. He’s especially interested in impressionists.’

	‘Buy, you say? How weird.’

	‘That’s what I thought. But who are we to question the Germans, eh? They are all mad, right?’

	‘You can collect the painting in the morning,’ said Herzl, ‘a couple of finishing touches and I’m finished. I’ll keep the copy for you here until you’re ready. I’ll even frame it for you.’

	‘Thank you, my friend. Perhaps one day I can do something for you in return. I’ll let Mandel know.’

	Herzl worked through the night to make sure the painting was dry. He had perfected his own technique in that regard, and knew all the little tricks and shortcuts. Finally satisfied, he stood back and smiled. It was one of the best copies he had ever made. Exhausted, he lay down on his bunk next to the easel to get some sleep. He closed his eyes, but the much needed sleep wouldn’t come. Instead, Monet’s Little Sparrow in the Garden began to whisper to him, seductively suggesting something daring. Covered in sweat, Herzl tossed and turned restlessly in his bunk and tried to put the crazy idea out of his mind, but it wouldn’t go away because he knew how much the painting meant to his friend. Finally, he sat up and lit a candle. Why not? he thought. It’s good enough. They’ll never notice the difference, those barbarians!

	Feeling better for having made a decision, Herzl walked over to the copy on the easel and touched the edge of the painting with the tip of his finger. Dry; perfect, he thought it’s ready to go. Then he took the original painting off the wall and began to carefully pull the frame apart.

	 


Warsaw Ghetto: the ‘sale’

	 

	The convertible Mercedes pulled up in front of Krakowski’s dilapidated apartment block at precisely noon the next day. The driver jumped out of the car and opened the back door for the SS major and his young guest.

	‘Here we are, Herr Fuchs’, said the major, and got out of the car.

	Mandel was waiting nervously at the entrance, cap in hand, and watched the major come strutting towards him. ‘Is everything ready?’ demanded the major.

	‘Jawohl, Herr Sturmbannfuehrer’, said Mandel, standing to attention. ‘First floor.’

	‘Show us the way.’

	‘Jawohlu, Herr Sturmbannfuehrer.’

	Wearing his best—and only—suit, Krakowski was waiting in his tiny, sparsely furnished apartment. He had sent his wife and children to stay with neighbours to avoid any embarrassment or, God forbid, unintended offence. SS Officers were totally unpredictable; anything could happen.

	The painting was hanging in its usual place above the sideboard. Krakowski had been painstakingly briefed by Mandel earlier that day. He had been told what to say and how to say it, how much to ask for the painting, and how to explain why he wanted to sell it. He had also been told that the buyer would ask for a receipt. Krakowski had pen and paper ready as instructed, and was waiting for his visitors to arrive.

	Mandel opened the door and let the major and his guest enter. Ignoring Krakowski completely, the major walked over to the sideboard and pointed to the painting. ‘This is it, Herr Fuchs’, he said, I hope this is what you are looking for.’

	Krakowski watched the tall young man follow the major across to the painting. Impeccably dressed in a grey double-breasted suit, white shirt, silk tie and black shoes so shiny they almost sparkled, the young man pulled a silver cigarette case out of his pocket. Turning to the major, he offered him a cigarette and they both lit up.

	‘This is a truly remarkable painting’, said the young man. He bent down to look at the signature at the bottom of the painting. ‘A Monet; no doubt about it. And you wish to sell it, Herr—’

	‘Krakowski’, interjected Mandel.

	‘Krakowski’, repeated the young visitor. Krakowski then went through the prearranged charade and said all the things he had been instructed to say. After that, it only took a few minutes to complete the transaction. The major and his satisfied guest then swept out of the room followed by the driver, carrying the painting under his arm.

	Slowly, Krakowski closed the door and then stared at the empty space above the sideboard. He felt as if part of his life had been torn away from him, never to return.

	For the next hour, Krakowski wandered aimlessly through the ghetto until he found himself in front of Herzl’s studio.

	‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost’, said Herzl, looking at his friend. ‘Come in.’

	Herzl reached behind his bunk and pulled out a half-empty bottle of schnapps; a precious commodity obtained on the thriving black market. Krakowski took a swig, making the back of his throat burn with welcome pain. ‘Cheer up, not all is lost, my friend’, said Herzl. ‘You still have this—remember?’ He pointed to the painting on the easel. ‘I framed it for you this morning.’

	Feeling better, Krakowski walked over to the painting and looked at it. 'My God, David, I could swear it’s the real thing; thank you.’

	Herzl smiled. ‘Take it home, my friend’, he said. ‘It will make you feel better. Also, for your family’s sake …’

	‘You’re right; I’ll do that.’

	Herzl took the painting off the easel and handed it to his friend.

	‘I can’t tell you what this means to me’, said Krakowski. He reached into his pocket, took out two small gold bars and placed them on the easel. ‘Take this, it’s for you. This is what they gave me for the painting. I can’t keep it. The painting was never for sale.’

	‘I understand’, said Herzl, and gulped down the last of the schnapps in the bottle. ‘We’ll buy some more of this.’

	What Krakowski couldn’t have known was that the gold given to him in payment for the painting by the impeccably dressed young man was dental gold. Gold that had been harvested from the bodies of dead Jews in the concentration camps. Gold fillings mainly, and bridgework, broken out of the jaws of the corpses by other Jews, doing the unthinkable to stay alive. This gold was then melted down, and often mixed with gold from other sources—mainly gold looted from other victims’ possessions on their way to the gas chambers—to disguise its true origin. It was then stamped with the German eagle insignia, the Reichsadler, and given a new, ‘respectable’ identity acceptable to the Swiss bankers before being transferred to ‘neutral’ Switzerland to finance the war.

	What Krakowski didn’t know either was that Herzl had exchanged the painting in the original frame with his copy, and that the painting a very dejected Krakowski was carrying home was in fact his original Monet, given to him by the famous artist himself on that sunny afternoon in the master’s garden many years ago.

	 


The Verdict

	 

	Moreau instructed the cameraman to take some more close-ups and reached for his notebook. ‘There is one final task left’, he said, and pulled a large magnifying glass out of his kitbag. ‘If I’m right, we should have the decisive answer shortly.’ Moreau adjusted the spotlight and began to methodically inspect the painting with the magnifying glass. He began at the top left-hand corner and then moved slowly to the right, and then back to the left again, covering every square inch of the painting.

	‘What is he doing?’ asked Fuchs, leaning forward to see better.

	‘Looking for something, I’d say’, replied Jack. ‘He’s certainly very thorough.’

	‘Your book created quite a storm’, said Fuchs, changing direction. ‘You pressed all the right buttons, even after all these years.’

	‘It took on a momentum of its own,’ said Jack, ‘and became unstoppable. I was perhaps more surprised than most by its unexpected success.’

	‘It’s always difficult to interpret history after such a long time. Much becomes distorted, memories play tricks on people, and looking at the past through the lens of the present will always rewrite history.’

	‘There’s a lot of truth in that’, conceded Jack. ‘However, facts are facts, whichever way we look at them.’

	‘Quite, provided they are the right facts. A bit like what Monsieur Moreau is doing right now, I suppose. Uncovering facts.’

	‘You seem very certain,’ said Jack, ‘about your painting, I mean.’

	‘I am’, Fuchs said calmly.

	‘Just as you were about the origin of the gold shipments your bank received from the Nazis during the war?’

	Fuchs shot Jack a withering look that would have sent an attacking tiger running for cover. ‘I didn’t know about the dental gold’, snapped Fuchs. ‘None of us did. Our bank always acted in good faith. We were neutral. It was all strictly business.’

	Jack realised he had almost overstepped the mark and decided to change his approach to placate Fuchs. ‘I understand’, he said. 'It was a long time ago. Would you perhaps be interested in an interview to set the record straight?’ he asked, dangling a carrot in front of Fuchs’ ego he knew would be quite irresistible.

	‘Could be’, replied Fuchs, surprised. ‘An addendum to your book, perhaps?’

	‘It would depend—’

	‘On what?’ Fuchs interrupted.

	‘On what you tell me, of course.’

	‘Here it is!’ Moreau cried out. ‘Just as I thought. Hidden in the lily pond; how ingenious!’

	‘What exactly?’ asked Fuchs. He wheeled his chair over to the painting.

	‘Here, have a look’, said Moreau. He handed Fuchs his magnifying glass, and pointed to a certain spot in the lily pond.

	‘What am I looking for?’

	‘Something that doesn’t belong in a lily pond.’

	Fuchs raised the magnifying glass, bent forward and, for what seemed an eternity, kept staring at the painting. Looking suddenly quite pale and shaken, he let the magnifying glass fall into his lap and turned around to face Moreau. ‘Is, is this a p-prank?’ he stammered.

	‘Far from it. It’s a signature.’

	‘Are you telling me that what looks like a tiny Star of David and a small heart under this rock here is a signature?’

	‘It is’, Moreau replied, elated. ‘And not just any signature, but the signature of David Herzl.’

	‘Who is David Herzl?’ demanded Fuchs, becoming angry.

	‘David Herzl was one of Europe’s most accomplished forgers during the war. He always signed his work in ingenious ways, with a Star of David, obviously for David, and a small heart for Herzl, which as we know means heart in German. He lived in the Warsaw Ghetto and was killed during the uprising in 1943.If it’s any consolation, this is without doubt one of the best forgeries of a Monet I’ve come across. In its own way, it’s a masterpiece.’

	 


The Fallout

	 

	Jack admired the way Fuchs appeared to recover from the humiliating blow. Fuchs invited everyone, the crew included, to join him for lunch in the elegant dining room on the ground floor. This had obviously been planned earlier, because everything was ready by the time they went downstairs.

	Fuchs seemed calm and controlled, but inside he was seething. Something that was supposed to have propelled him into the limelight had unexpectedly turned into a crushing defeat. His reputation as an astute art collector and connoisseur was on the line. Astute art collectors don’t buy forgeries, and collectors who do, become the butt of jokes and are ridiculed. All that was left, therefore, was damage control. To have this controversial episode splashed across the pages of his beloved New York Times was unthinkable, and had to be prevented at all cost. He had to find a solution quickly, while all the players were present.

	All his life, Fuchs had been a master tactician who knew how to deal with the unexpected. He had navigated the family bank through the difficult and dangerous war years and made a fortune. He had seen people in high places come and go, and powerful regimes sink into the dustbin of history. He was therefore well equipped to deal with the problem at hand: he had to keep his embarrassment out of the public domain, and to do that, he needed a plan.

	Racing through the events of the morning, he was formulating his approach. He knew that Jack and Benjamin Krakowski were close; he knew that Krakowski was the man of the moment with his generous donation of the auction proceeds to the Rosen Foundation. He also knew that Celia had written several leading articles about this. To therefore have Krakow ski's father exposed as a dishonest man who sold forgeries, regardless of the desperate times and circumstances, could cause some unwelcome character damage and take the gloss off the generous gesture and his reputation.

	One of Fuchs’ many strengths has always been his ability to read people and find their weak spots. He therefore knew instinctively that he was on the right track.

	‘Monsieur Moreau, I must congratulate you. The way you solved this intriguing puzzle has been truly inspirational.’

	‘Thank you. I know it wasn’t the result you expected,’ replied Moreau, enjoying his second glass of splendid vintage Bordeaux, ‘but we are all ruled by facts.’

	‘Quite. But something puzzles me …’

	‘What is that?’ asked Moreau.

	‘The frame. You said that in your opinion, the frame is an original. I think you called it one of Monet’s original selection frames; something like that.’

	‘Yes, there’s no doubt about that.’

	‘An original frame with a forgery?’

	‘That puzzled me too’, said Moreau. ‘But facts …’

	‘And the original painting you examined before the auction had a simple, quite ordinary frame, you say?’

	‘Yes, it did.’

	‘Certainly not a Monet original—right?’

	‘No. it was added much later.’

	‘That would suggest, would it not, that the deception was quite deliberate. I mean, when I purchased the painting from Berenger Krakowski, I was deliberately sold a forgery with an original Monet frame to make it look authentic.’

	‘One could look at it that way,’ conceded Moreau, ‘but we’ll never know, will we?’

	‘Perhaps not.’

	Fuchs turned to Celia sitting on his right. ‘What an eventful morning, Miss Crawford’, he said. ‘It would appear that Benjamin Krakowski’s father wasn’t exactly the man we all thought he was.’

	‘What are you suggesting, Herr Fuchs?’ asked Celia, a little irritated.

	‘Well, I bought the painting from him in good faith, paid for it with gold as requested, got a proper receipt for the transaction, and was sold a forgery, albeit apparently a very good one. These are the facts, Miss Crawford, whichever way we look at the situation.’

	Jack was carefully watching Fuchs and realised at once what he was doing. He thought it was time to step in. 'That's one way to look at it, but this whole episode has turned into—forgive me if I speak frankly—an embarrassment for you, has it not?’

	‘There’s no denying that’, said Fuchs cheerfully. So far, the conversation was going exactly as he had hoped it would. He was getting closer to where he wanted to go. ‘However, you have to admit that the story has lost its gloss. The potential controversy has gone away. So, I have to ask myself, why write anything about it at all?’

	Celia looked at Fuchs, surprised, but Jack had seen this coming all along. 'Let's cut to the chase, Herr Fuchs, shall we?’ said Jack, turning serious. He folded his napkin in half and reached for his wineglass. ‘If I understand you correctly, you would prefer it if we, that is, Miss Crawford’s paper, would forget all about this, and not publish anything about you and the forgery at all. Am I right?’

	Fuchs looked at Jack, and smiled. He recognised in Jack a man he could deal with, because he understood the rules of the game: give and take; something for something; compromise.‘Exactly’, said Fuchs.

	‘And why should we do that?’ interjected Celia. ‘After all, we have invested in this story. At your request, I might add.’

	‘Because of what I’m about to offer you in return.’

	‘And what might that be?’ asked Jack, admiring the cunning old man’s tactics.

	‘I will take care of all the expenses, reimburse the paper in full, pay for everything it has spent on this story.’

	Jack took a sip of wine and watched Fuchs carefully. ‘And?’

	‘I will agree to a comprehensive interview with you and Miss Crawford about your book—Dental Gold and Other Horrors—no holds barred. I assure you, I can fill in many of the gaps, set the record straight and, add a few surprises.’ Fuchs paused to let this sink in. ‘And,’ he continued, ‘Mr Krakowski’s reputation remains intact without a slur on the family name, or the painting for that matter. An important consideration I would have thought, especially in light of recent events: the auction … the donation … and the mystery buyer you are about to reveal. Let’s be frank, a story about a forgery could only muddy the waters and cast a shadow over everything, don’t you think?’ said Fuchs cheerfully, and reached for his glass. ‘And that’s certainly not what you would want, is it?’ he added quietly.

	Celia shot Jack a meaningful look, the question on her face obvious.

	‘Would you excuse us for a moment’, said Jack, and stood up. ‘Miss Crawford and I need a word in private.’

	‘By all means’, said Fuchs, and raised his glass, confident of having won the argument.

	 

	‘I think we made the right decision here’, said Jack on their way back to London. They had just left Bern airport and were flying over the Alps.

	Celia looked out the window, enjoying the glow of the setting sun reflected on the snow-covered peaks floating by. ‘I hope so, Jack.’

	‘Your editor seemed pleased.’

	‘Why wouldn’t he be? Thanks to you, I get to interview Isis, the megastar, and break the story about the mystery buyer. Without doubt the story of the moment. And then there’s the interview with Fuchs. No holds barred—remember? You’ll get a lot of publicity out of that, and my paper comes along for the ride. And as Fuchs quite rightly pointed out, the forgery story has certainly lost its controversy appeal. Not bad. I just don’t like being manipulated, especially by an old rogue like Fuchs.’

	Jack began to laugh. ‘You must admit, he played this to perfection. You have to admire him for that. And, he’s paying all of the expenses. Your paper would have liked that too.’

	‘I suppose so, but—’

	‘Celia, this is the real world. You have to be flexible; prepared to change your mind. I think we’ve come out way in front.’

	‘I think you’re right. Thanks for everything.’

	‘We should drink to that’, said Jack, and reached for the bottle of champagne Lola had left for them in the ice bucket. She was in the cockpit flying the plane.

	Celia watched Jack open the bottle. He’s without doubt the most exciting man I’ve met in a long time, she thought. Time to make a move. Sensing the growing tension, Jack looked at her, a mischievous sparkle in his eyes.

	He’s thinking what I’m thinking, thought Celia and put her hand on Jack’s thigh. ‘Come here,’ she said, her voice sounding hoarse, ‘I wanted to do this for a long time.’

	‘Oh? What?’ asked Jack, trying to sound nonchalant.

	‘Kiss a country boy, silly.

	 


Six Months Later

	 

	Jack was visiting Tristan and Countess Kuragin at her chateau in France, when he received a phone call from Isis.

	‘I just had a mystery parcel hand-delivered by special courier’, said Isis. ‘Had to sign for it myself; in person.’

	‘Oh? What is it?’

	‘A surprise. You should really come over and see this for yourself.’

	‘That important?’

	‘It is.’

	‘I’ll catch the Eurostar in the morning’, said Jack, his curiosity aroused. ‘I need a break anyway. I’ve been working on my Fuchs interview notes for a couple of weeks now, trying to incorporate them into my book. It’s tedious, but potentially quite explosive stuff, especially now that he’s dead.’

	Emil Fuchs had passed away in his sleep two weeks earlier after contracting pneumonia. ‘My editors are on my back and my publicist is calling twice a day. I hate pressure!’

	‘Poor boy. That’s what happens when you’re famous. Don’t let them rattle you.’

	‘Easier said than done. Any hints?’

	‘Little Sparrow in the Garden.’

	‘Now you’ve really got me intrigued’, said Jack.

	‘I’ll send a car to pick you up from the station. See you tomorrow.’

	Boris was waiting for Jack with Isis’ black Bentley at St Pancras Station the next morning and drove him straight to the Time Machine Studios. Lola greeted Jack downstairs and took him up to Isis’ apartment.

	‘What’s all this about?’ asked Jack, enjoying the familiar ride in the glass lift. Lola shook her head. ‘Come on, you can tell me.’

	‘No way! She’ll skin me alive if I let anything slip.’

	‘Oh. That serious, is it?’

	‘You’ll see in a minute.’

	Isis looked like someone who had just stepped off the catwalk. Her impeccable make-up, perfect hairdo and the latest creation by one of her favourite fashion designers told Jack that Isis was definitely back to her true self again. She hurried towards the lift, her high heels clop-clopping on the marble, threw her arms around Jack and kissed him on both cheeks; French style. ‘You’re in for a big surprise’, she said, pointing to the easel standing in the middle of the room.

	‘Little Sparrow in the Garden, still in pride of place, I see’, said Jack.

	‘It is, but what do you think is next to it?’ asked Isis, pointing to another easel covered with a black velvet cloth.

	‘No idea. Something new you’ve bought?’

	‘No. I didn’t have to buy it. It was a gift.’

	‘How interesting.’

	‘Any ideas?’

	‘No.’

	‘What do you think, Lola; shall we put this poor wretch out of his misery and show him?’ asked Isis.

	‘Might as well.’

	Isis walked over to the easel and began to slowly lift the black cloth like a magician revealing the impossible. The only thing missing was the drumroll. As the cloth inched closer to the bottom of the frame, Isis quickly pulled it off with a flourish and stood back.

	‘I don’t believe it!’ said Jack, completely taken by surprise. He walked up to the frame and looked at the familiar painting. ‘How … did … you …?

	‘Fuchs left it to me.’

	‘Incredible!’

	‘I received a formal letter from his executors. Oh, and this is for you’, said Isis. She handed Jack a sealed envelope with ‘Jack Rogan’ written across the front in a spidery handwriting.

	Jack opened the envelope, unfolded the piece of paper inside, and began to read:

	 

	Dear Jack

	 

	I enjoyed sparring with you during our recent interviews more than I like to admit. Facing the truth for someone like me is never easy, but you have always been fair and objective in your dealings with me, and for that I am grateful.

	You have given me your word not to publish the story of the forged painting while I was alive, and you have honoured that pledge. By the time you receive this, you will have been released from that promise.

	I have left my art collection to various galleries around the world. True works of art can never belong to just one person. We are but temporary custodians of other men’s genius, which must be shared with the world.

	As for my forged ‘Little Sparrow in the Garden’, I have thought long and hard about what to do with it. I believe the right solution here is to reunite the two paintings, as both share a unique history and therefore belong together. That is why I have left my painting to Isis. I know she has great plans and will use her painting to raise money for charitable causes. If my ‘Little Sparrow in the Garden’ can in some small way contribute to this, perhaps as a curiosity, then I am content.

	It has been a pleasure to get to know you, Jack. You have brought a little excitement and sunshine into an old man’s life.

	 

	Emil Fuchs

	 

	‘Come on, Jack, are you going to tell us what it says?’ asked Isis impatiently.

	‘Sorry. Of course’, replied Jack, and then read the note out aloud, his voice solemn, as if he were reading out a will, which in a way of course it was. When he tried to slip the note back into the envelope, he noticed that there was something else inside. He pulled out another piece of paper, looked at it and smiled.

	‘What’s that?’ asked Isis.

	‘I’ll show you’, replied Jack, and held up the piece of paper. It was the receipt for the painting, reluctantly signed by Berenger Krakowski with a heavy heart in the Warsaw Ghetto on that fateful day in 1942.

	 


 

	 

	More Books by the Author

	 

	The Empress Holds the Key (Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 1)

	The Disappearance of Anna Popov (Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 2)

	The Hidden Genes of Professor K (Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 3)

	Professor K: The Final Quest (Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 4)

	The Curious Case of the Missing Head (Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 5)

	The Lost Symphony (Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 6)

	The Death Mask Murders (Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 7)

	The Stolen Altarpiece (Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 8)

	 


In 2013, I released my first adventure thriller – The Empress Holds the Key.

	 

	The Empress Holds the Key

	 

	A disturbing, edge-of-your-seat historical mystery thriller

	 

	Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 1

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Dark secrets. A holy relic. An ancient quest reignited.

	Amidst the charred remnants of a rustic Australian haven, journalist Jack Rogan stumbles upon a haunting photograph - igniting a trail of peril and intrigue of unparalleled proportions.

	    Journey through a labyrinth of startling revelations, from Nazi treasures and covert Swiss vaults to the shadows of an old-world grave. At its core? A sacred relic, lost in the sands of time, now beckoning to those daring enough to seek it.

	    From the golden sands of ancient Egypt to the clandestine corridors of the Knights Templar, Rogan finds himself in a race against time, battling unseen forces. Will he unearth a secret that could rock the very pillars of the Catholic Church, or will age-old truths remain shrouded in eternal mystery?

	    Discover an adventure that melds heart-pounding escapades, rich history, and intricate plots. Dive into The Empress Holds the Key and experience Gabriel Farago's storytelling prowess firsthand. 

	 

	Get a Glimpse: Read the Chapter Excerpt

	 

	Seek the truth. The Empress Holds the Key is your next read on Amazon.

	



	

Encouraged by the reception of The Empress Holds the Key, I released my next thriller –The Disappearance of Anna Popov – in 2014.

	 

	The Disappearance of Anna Popov

	 

	A dark, page-turning psychological thriller

	 

	Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 2

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	A mysterious disappearance. An outlaw bikie gang. One dangerous investigation. 

	Journalist Jack Rogan cannot resist a good mystery. When he stumbles across a hidden clue about the tragic disappearance of two girls from Alice Springs years earlier, he’s determined to investigate.

	Joining forces with his New York literary agent; a retired Aboriginal police officer; and Cassandra, an enigmatic psychic, Rogan enters the dark and dangerous world of an outlaw bikie gang ruled by an evil master. 

	Entangled in a web of violence, superstition and fear, Rogan and his friends follow the trail of the missing girls into the remote Dreamtime-wilderness of Outback Australia, where they face their greatest challenge yet.

	Cassandra has a secret agenda of her own and uses her occult powers to conjure up an epic showdown where the stakes are high, and the loser faces death and oblivion.

	Will Rogan succeed in finding the truth, or will the forces of evil prevail, causing untold misery and destroying even more lives?

	 

	Gold Medal Winner in Psychological Mysteries – Thriller Category

	The Global Book Awards 2022

	 

	Begin the Journey with the Chapter Excerpt

	 

	Solve the mystery. Order The Disappearance of Anna Popov from Amazon.

	



	

My next book, The Hidden Genes of Professor K, was released in 2016.

	 

	The Hidden Genes of Professor K

	 

	A dark, disturbing and nail-biting medical thriller

	 

	Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 3
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	A medical breakthrough. A greedy pharmaceutical magnate. A brutal double-murder. One tangled web of lies.

	World-renowned scientist Professor K is close to a ground-breaking discovery. He’s also dying. With his last breath, he anoints Dr Alexandra Delacroix as his successor and pleads with her to carry on his work. 

	But powerful forces will stop at nothing to possess the research, unwittingly plunging Delacroix into a treacherous world of unbridled ambition and greed. 

	Desperate and alone, she turns to celebrated author and journalist Jack Rogan.

	Rogan must help Delacroix, while also assisting famous rock star Isis in the seemingly unrelated investigation into the brutal murder of her parents. 

	With the support of Isis’s resourceful PA, Lola; a former police officer; a tireless campaigner for the destitute and forgotten; and a gifted boy with psychic powers, Rogan exposes a complex web of fiercely guarded secrets and heinous crimes of the past that can ruin them all and change history.

	Will the dreams of a visionary scientist with the power to change the future of medicine fall into the wrong hands, or will his genius benefit mankind and prevent untold misery and suffering for generations to come?

	 

	“Outstanding Thriller” of 2017

	Independent Author Network Book of the Year Awards

	 

	Dive into the Chapter Excerpt

	 

	Change the future of medicine. The Hidden Genes of Professor K on Amazon. 

	 


My next book, Professor K: The Final Quest, was released in October 2018.

	 

	Professor K: The Final Quest

	 

	An action-packed historical medical mystery

	 

	Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 4
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	A desperate plea from the Vatican. A kidnapped chef. An ambitious mob boss. One perilous game.

	When Professor Alexandra Delacroix is called in to find a cure for the dying pope, she follows clues left by her mentor and friend, the late Professor K, which lead her on a breathtaking search through historical secrets, some of them deadly.

	Her old friend Jack Rogan must step in to assist while also searching for kidnapped Top Chef Europe winner Lorenza da Baggio.

	He joins forces with his young friend and gifted psychic, Tristan; a dedicated Mafia-hunting prosecutor; a fearless young police officer; and an enigmatic Egyptian detective who is on a perilous hunt for a notorious IS terrorist.

	Together, they stand off with the head of a powerful Mafia family in Florence and uncover a network of corruption and heinous crimes reaching to the very top.

	Will Rogan and his friends succeed in finding Lorenza and curing the pope, or will the dark forces swirling around them prevail in their sinister plots?

	 

	Gold Medal Winner in the Fiction – Thriller – Medical Category

	Readers’ Favorite 2019 International Book Awards Contest

	 

	Feel the Suspense: Peek at the Chapter Excerpt

	 

	Experience the thrill. Professor K: The Final Quest' is one click away on Amazon.

	



	

My next book, The Curious Case of the Missing Head, was released in November 2019. 

	 

	The Curious Case of the Missing Head

	 

	A gripping medical thriller

	 

	Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 5
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	A headless body on a boat. An international conspiracy. Can a kidnapped genius survive a controversial scientific discovery?

	Esteemed Australian journalist Jack Rogan is on a mission to solve the disappearance of his mother in the 1970s. But when a friend needs help rescuing a kidnapped world-renowned astrophysicist, he doesn’t hesitate. Struggling with more questions than answers, his investigation leads them aboard a hellish hospital ship, where instead of finding the kidnap victim, he’s confronted with a decapitated corpse.

	As the search intensifies, Jack bumps up against diabolical cartels with hidden agendas. And when his research reveals dubious experiments, a criminal on death row, and a shocking revelation about his mother’s fate, he must uncover how it’s all linked.

	Can Jack unravel the twisted connections and catch the scientist’s killer, or will the next obituary published be his own?

	 

	Gold Medal Winner in the Fiction – Thriller – Conspiracy Category

	Readers’ Favorite 2020 International Book Awards Contest

	 

	“Outstanding Thriller/Suspense” of 2020

	Independent Author Network Book of the Year Awards

	 

	Step into the Story: Explore the Chapter Excerpt

	 

	Crack the case with Rogan. The Curious Case of the Missing Head available on Amazon. 

	



	

My sixth book, The Lost Symphony, was released in November 2020.

	 

	The Lost Symphony

	 

	A historical mystery thriller

	 

	Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 6
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	A murdered tsarina. A lost musical masterpiece. A stolen Russian icon. Can Jack honour a promise made a long time ago, and solve an age-old mystery?

	When acclaimed Australian journalist and author Jack Rogan inherits an old music box with a curious letter hidden inside, he decides to investigate. As he delves deeper into a murky past of secrets and violence, he soon discovers he’s not the only one interested in solving the puzzle.

	Frieda Malenkova, a ruthless art dealer; and Victor Sokolov, a Russian billionaire with a dark past, will stop at nothing to achieve their dark desires and foil Jack’s valiant struggle to uncover the truth.

	Joining forces with Mademoiselle Darrieux, a flamboyant Paris socialite; and Claude Dupree, a retired French police officer, Jack enters a dangerous world of unbridled ambition, murder and greed that threatens to destroy him.

	On a perilous journey that takes him deep into Russia, Jack follows a tortuous path of discovery, disappointment and betrayal that brings him face to face with his destiny.

	Will Jack unravel the hidden clues left behind by a desperate empress? Can he save the precious legacy of a genius before it’s too late, and return a holy icon revered by generations to where it belongs?

	 

	Gold Medal Winner in the Fiction – Mystery – Historical Category

	Readers’ Favorite 2021 International Book Awards Contest

	 

	Award-Winning Finalist in the Fiction: Thriller/Adventure Category

	The 2021 International Book Awards

	 

	“Outstanding Mystery” of 2021 - Mystery Category Winner

	Independent Author Network Book of the Year Awards

	 

	Discover the Chapter Excerpt

	 

	Join the adventure. The Lost Symphony is waiting on Amazon.

	 


My next book, The Death Mask Murders, was released in December 2021.

	 

	The Death Mask Murders

	 

	A historical mystery crime thriller

	 

	Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 7
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	Seven brutal murders. A cursed Inca burial mask. A lost treasure. One deadly game. 

	When convicted killer Maurice Landru reaches out from a Paris prison and asks for help to prove his innocence, celebrated author Jack Rogan cannot resist. Drawn into a web of hidden clues pointing to an ancient mystery, Jack decides to investigate.

	Joining forces with Francesca Bartolli, a glamorous criminal profiler; Mademoiselle Darrieux, an eccentric Paris socialite; and Claude Dupree, a retired French police officer, Jack enters a dangerous world of depraved cyber-gambling, where the stakes are high and the players will stop at nothing to satisfy their dark desires.

	Following his ‘breadcrumbs of destiny’, Jack soon comes up against an evil genius who terminates his enemies without mercy and is prepared to risk all to win.

	On a perilous journey littered with violence and death, Jack uncovers dark secrets of a murky past of ruthless conquistadors, bloodthirsty pirates and shipwrecked priests, all pointing to a fabulous treasure, waiting to be discovered.

	Can Jack expose the mastermind behind the horrific murders and retrieve the legendary treasure before it falls into the wrong hands, or will the forces of darkness overwhelm him and destroy everything he believes in?

	 

	Gold Medal Winner in the Fiction - Mystery - Historical Category

	Readers’ Favorite 2022 International Book Awards Contest

	 

	“Outstanding Mystery” of 2022 - Mystery Category Winner

	Independent Author Network Book of the Year Awards

	 

	Embark on the Adventure: Read the Chapter Excerpt

	 

	Uncover ancient mysteries. Get The Death Mask Murders on Amazon now!

	 


My latest book, The Stolen Altarpiece, was released in April 2023.

	 

	The Stolen Altarpiece

	 

	A historical mystery crime thriller

	 

	Jack Rogan Mysteries Book 8
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	A long-forgotten amulet. A stolen painting. A dark threat reignited. One deadly geopolitical power-play.

	Jack Rogan’s discovery of a hidden letter reaching out of the past unwittingly embarks the journalist into a perilous quest to find a holy relic that has the power to fight evil.

	As he follows a web of intriguing clues that take him on a dangerous journey to the Middle East, Rogan soon crosses swords with an old adversary, who is determined to destroy him and those he holds dear.

	Soon, secrets buried in a famous stolen painting point to Russia and the threat of war in Ukraine. Joining forces with Tristan, a gifted psychic; Abbot Serapion, a Russian monk; and Sasha, the daughter of a Russian billionaire, Jack enters a dangerous geopolitical arena ruled by a deranged, corrupt man consumed by unbridled ambition and lust for power, who threatens to enslave a nation and destroy an entire country to satisfy his misguided vision of greatness.

	Can Jack find a way to defeat the dark forces of evil and turn the tide of history before it’s too late, or will the horrors of war continue, and consume a people who dared to stand against tyranny and dream of freedom?

	 

	Gold Medal Winner in the Fiction - Thriller - Political Category

	Readers’ Favorite 2023 International Book Awards Contest

	 

	Gold Medal Winner in Amateur Sleuth - Thriller Category

	The Global Book Awards 2023

	 

	“Outstanding Mystery” of 2023 - Mystery Category Winner

	Independent Author Network Book of the Year Awards

	 

	“Outstanding Action/Adventure” of 2023 – Action/Adventure Category Winner

	Independent Author Network Book of the Year Awards

	 

	“First Place: Fiction Book of the Year Winner’ of 2023

	Independent Author Network Book of the Year Awards

	 

	Preview the Mystery: Delve into the Chapter Excerpt

	 

	Discover hidden truths. Buy The Stolen Altarpiece on Amazon.

	 


About the Author
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	Gabriel Farago is the USA TODAY bestselling and multi-award-winning Australian author of The Jack Rogan Mysteries Series for the thinking reader.

	 

	As a lawyer with a passion for history and archaeology, Gabriel Farago had to wait many years before being able to pursue another passion – writing – in earnest. However, his love of books and storytelling started long before that.

	‘I remember as a young boy reading biographies and history books with a torch under the bed covers,’ he recalls, ‘and then writing stories about archaeologists and explorers the next day, instead of doing homework. While I regularly got into trouble for this, I believe we can only do well in our endeavours if we are passionate about the things we love. For me, writing has become a passion.’

	Born in Budapest, Gabriel grew up in postwar Europe and, after fleeing Hungary with his parents during the Revolution in 1956, he went to school in Austria before arriving in Australia as a teenager. This allowed him to become multilingual and feel ‘at home’ in different countries and diverse cultures.

	Shaped by a long legal career and experiences spanning several decades and continents, his is a mature voice that speaks in many tongues. Gabriel holds degrees in literature and law, speaks several languages and takes research and authenticity very seriously. Inquisitive by nature, he studied Egyptology and learned to read the hieroglyphs. He travels extensively and visits all the locations mentioned in his books.

	‘I try to weave fact and fiction into a seamless storyline,’ he explains. ‘By blurring the boundaries between the two, the reader is never quite sure where one ends, and the other begins. This is, of course, quite deliberate, as it creates the illusion of authenticity and reality in a work that is pure fiction. A successful work of fiction is a balancing act: reality must rub shoulders with imagination in a way that is both entertaining and plausible.’

	Gabriel lives just outside Sydney, Australia, in the Blue Mountains, surrounded by a World Heritage National Park. ‘The beauty and solitude of this unique environment,’ he points out, ‘gives me the inspiration and energy to weave my thoughts and ideas into stories that in turn, I sincerely hope, will entertain and inspire my readers.’

	 

	Gabriel Farago

	 


Connect with the Author

	 

	Website

	Amazon 

	Goodreads

	Facebook

	BookBub

	 

	****

	Have You Unearthed All the Secrets?

	 

	[image: A person in a tunnel
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	If you haven’t claimed your Free 'The Jack Rogan Mysteries Literary Companion' yet, a wealth of insights still awaits you. Why wait?

	Secure your free passage to adventure. Simply join the Author’s mailing list for updates and your Free Literary Companion. Let the exclusive insights and untold stories of Jack Rogan take your imagination further.

	The secrets are just a click away—don't let them wait any longer.

	 

	Click Here to Claim Your Free Copy Now and Begin Your Adventure!
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