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Jacksons’ Quest

Book 1: The Adventures of the Lost Tiara
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CHAPTER 1 — THE TRIPLETS OF SUNSET BOULEVARD

The thing about falling is that it clarifies your priorities very quickly.

Sonny Jackson was thinking about this at approximately forty feet above the floor of the Elysian Park aqueduct, clinging to a concrete lip by four fingers and the stubborn opinion that he was not going to fall. Below him, the old channel was dry and cracked and absolutely uninterested in providing a soft landing. Above him, another three feet of smooth concrete angled sharply away from vertical — what climbers called a negative overhang, what Sonny called a Tuesday.

He wasn't supposed to be here. The aqueduct was technically off-limits, which was a detail he'd noted and then set aside in the way he set most inconvenient details aside: with the quiet understanding that he'd deal with any consequences later, and that later was not now, and now was a beautiful October morning in Los Angeles with perfect grip weather and a route nobody had finished without a rope.

Sonny didn't have a rope.

He moved his right hand eighteen inches to the left, feeling for the seam he'd spotted from the ground — a hairline crack in the concrete wide enough to accept fingertips, narrow enough to make him work for it. His shoulder burned. He didn't acknowledge the burn. The seam was there, and his fingers found it, and he transferred his weight in one smooth rotation that took maybe three seconds and felt like the best three seconds of the morning.

The overhang resolved into a near-vertical face and then, two moves later, a ledge. He pulled himself up and sat on the edge with his legs dangling forty feet above nowhere, looking west over the city.

Los Angeles sprawled out below him in its usual gorgeous chaos — a city that had been built in eight different directions by eight different committees, none of whom had consulted the others. Sonny loved it completely. He'd been born here and he understood it the way you understood a person you'd grown up beside: imperfectly, affectionately, with a deep awareness of all the ways it could surprise you.

He looked at his hands. Chalk-dusted, a little raw on the left ring finger from a rough edge near the second move. He'd redo that section next time and find a cleaner line.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He ignored it. Whatever it was could wait four minutes while he sat up here and felt like himself.

That was the honest truth of it, the part he didn't say out loud: he came up here to feel like himself. Not because anything was wrong. Just because this — the height, the focus, the specific clarity of being entirely committed to the next eighteen inches — was the register in which Sonny Jackson was most fully present. Up here, there was no next, no background hum of wondering if he was reading the room right, no quiet math about whether he was contributing enough. There was only the wall and the move and the simple animal satisfaction of getting it right.

He sat for two more minutes. He could name the streets from up here — Figueroa, Stadium Way, the thin line of the 110 threading south through the basin. He could see the library roof from this angle and he wondered, not for the first time, how Cherokee managed to be genuinely happy in rooms full of chairs and paper when the whole city was out here like this, available and enormous and asking to be moved through.

Then he climbed down, carefully and quickly, because the ledge wasn't as secure as it looked and he was not an idiot.



Three miles away, in the second-floor reading room of the Los Angeles Public Library's downtown branch, Cherokee Jackson was explaining to a fourteen-year-old named Marcus why guessing wasn't the same as reasoning.

"You got the right answer," Cherokee said, keeping his voice even. "I'm asking how."

Marcus shrugged. He was a good kid with a short attention span and a tendency to land on correct answers by instinct and then get frustrated when asked to explain them. "I just... knew it was the third symbol?"

"What told you that?"

"I don't know. It felt right."

Cherokee looked at the cipher on the table between them — a beginner's substitution cipher, the kind used in military communiqués in the early twentieth century. Eight teenagers, part of the library's Saturday enrichment program, sat in a rough semicircle around the table. Three of them were watching Cherokee with the focused attention of people genuinely engaged. Two were watching to see if Marcus was going to get in trouble. The other three were thinking about lunch.

"Okay," Cherokee said. "Let's work backwards. Third symbol, right? And the answer you got was that it decodes to the letter E. Why is E a reasonable guess for the most common symbol in a substitution cipher?"

Marcus frowned. Something moved in his expression — the reluctant engagement of a brain that would rather not be interested but couldn't help itself. "Because E is the most common letter in English?"

"Yes. Now — look at the cipher. How many times does that third symbol appear?"

Marcus counted. "Seven. No — eight times."

"Compared to the others?"

Marcus scanned the message. "It's the most common one."

"So when you said you just knew — what you actually did was observe a pattern without consciously naming it. Your instinct wasn't random. It was data. The difference between a guess and a conclusion is that a conclusion can be explained." Cherokee paused, then added: "Your instinct was right. That's not nothing. But next time, I want you to be able to tell me why."

Marcus looked at the cipher for a moment and then, despite himself, grinned. "That's kind of cool actually."

"It is," Cherokee agreed.

He ran the workshop for another forty minutes, walking the group through frequency analysis, then a brief introduction to the Vigenère cipher — he'd pitched it as "what happens when the enemy tries to outsmart your frequency analysis" and the room had accepted this framing immediately. When the session ended, two of the students lingered to ask questions, and Cherokee answered them with the same patient attention he'd given Marcus, taking each question seriously, not hurrying toward the door.

This was the thing about Cherokee that people tended to notice eventually: he was unhurried in a way that didn't read as slow. He simply didn't move until he was certain. He listened before he spoke. He looked before he acted. In a family that included Sonny, this quality sometimes got categorized as caution, which was not quite right. It was precision. Cherokee wasn't afraid to act. He was afraid to act incorrectly. These were not the same thing, though he was aware that from the outside they could look identical.

He gathered his materials — a leather-bound notebook, thoroughly annotated, and a folder of cipher examples he'd printed and laminated — and took the stairs down. On the second step from the bottom, his phone buzzed. He checked it. Sonny, with a photo of the LA skyline from a height that made Cherokee briefly close his eyes.

He typed back: Tell me you were tied in.

Three seconds later: Absolutely.

Cherokee put his phone away with the practiced equanimity of someone who had long since made peace with the fact that some aspects of his brother were simply weather. You didn't argue with weather. You dressed for it.



Behind the Jackson family home on a block off Sunset, in the narrow alley that ran between houses, Kim Jackson was on her seventh calibration test of the morning and not one of them had been satisfactory.

The drone — she called it the Mark 7, though this was technically the Mark 7.3 following two unscheduled revisions to the propulsion array — was a compact, angular machine roughly the size of a hardcover book. She'd designed it herself over the course of eight months, built it from a combination of commercial components and custom-fabricated parts from a machinist in Burbank who had stopped asking questions after the third order. It was quieter than any commercial unit at this price point, it carried three times the sensor payload, and it had a flight time of forty-one minutes on a full charge.

Today it was wobbling.

Not dramatically. A civilian user would not have noticed. Kim noticed because she was not a civilian user; she was the person who had personally calibrated each of the four propulsion motors and had a recorded baseline deviation of 0.003 degrees from horizontal on the port rear motor, which was now showing 0.009 degrees, which was three times the baseline, which was unacceptable.

She landed the Mark 7.3, picked it up, and turned it over. The port rear motor casing had a hairline stress fracture — invisible without magnification, but she'd been running the drone in ninety-degree heat for two hours and thermal expansion had made it visible to the touch. She pressed the casing and felt the faintest flex.

"There you are," she said.

The Mark 7.3 did not respond, because it was a machine, which was one of Kim's favorite things about it.

She had a replacement casing in the kit bag at her feet. She'd fabricated three extras because she'd known, on some engineering level, that the heat stress was a potential failure mode. This was the thing that most satisfied Kim about preparation: not that it prevented problems, but that it made problems predictable. A problem you'd anticipated was a problem you'd already half-solved. The truly frightening problems were the ones that came from outside your model — the variables you hadn't accounted for, the failures that arrived without warning in categories you hadn't considered.

Kim did not like those problems.

She removed the cracked casing with a small torque driver, seated the replacement, torqued it to spec, and ran a restart cycle. The Mark 7.3 lifted on her command and held its hover with a measured deviation of 0.003 degrees from horizontal.

She allowed herself a single, small nod.

Then she ran test eight.



The three of them arrived home within four minutes of each other, which was not unusual. They had different schedules, different rhythms, different orientations toward the day — but they shared an address and a guardian and an unspoken biological synchronization that Aunt Lila called uncanny and Sonny called coincidence and Cherokee had once written a two-page analysis of in a notebook that Kim had used to prop up a workbench leg.

Sonny came through the back gate, still chalked up, eating an apple. Kim was already in the kitchen at the table, replacing the Mark 7.3's sensor array with a firmware update she'd been sitting on for a week. Cherokee came through the front door with his notebook and his folder of laminated ciphers and the expression of someone who'd had a productive morning and was in no hurry to tell anyone about it.

"You were on the aqueduct again," Kim said, without looking up.

"Good morning to you too."

"There's chalk on your left shoulder. The Elysian aqueduct has that specific gray-toned concrete. The chalk smears differently on it than indoor holds." She turned a page in her firmware documentation. "You went to the negative overhang section."

Sonny looked at his shoulder. "The amount of attention you pay to things that have nothing to do with you is extraordinary."

"I pay attention to everything. It's efficient."

Cherokee set his materials down on the counter and opened the refrigerator. Kim glanced up from the table. "How was the workshop?"

"Good," Cherokee said, mostly to the refrigerator. "Three kids actually retained the substitution cipher exercise from last week. One of them extended it independently."

"Marcus?" Sonny asked, because he'd heard about the workshops enough times to have opinions about the regulars.

"Freddie. Marcus is the one who reaches conclusions intuitively and resists explaining his reasoning." A pause. "He's going to be excellent in about three years when he decides to apply himself."

Cherokee smiled at the interior of the refrigerator. "He'll figure it out."

"He already has. He just hasn't admitted it to himself yet." Kim closed the firmware documentation. "Are we eating lunch together or separately?"

This question was, in the Jackson household, a logistical inquiry that carried the additional social weight of an informal check-in. Together meant they all had time. Separately meant someone had something pressing. The honest answer in this household, more often than not, was together.

"Together," Sonny said.

"Together," Cherokee agreed, pulling out sandwich materials with the methodical efficiency of someone who had made exactly this sandwich many times before.

It was in the comfortable noise of lunch preparation — Sonny stealing tomato slices from the cutting board, Cherokee redirecting him with a spatula without looking, Kim reorganizing the firmware documentation to make room for a plate — that Lila Jackson came in from the back of the house.

"You could use a knife," Cherokee said to the cutting board, about Sonny.

"The tomatoes don't care," Sonny said.

"I care," Kim said. "Because now there's tomato on the firmware schematic."

"It's laminated."

"It — " Kim stopped. She picked up the schematic, inspected it, set it back down. "The fact that it's laminated doesn't mean — you know what, it's fine. It's fine."

"It's fine," Sonny agreed cheerfully.

Cherokee moved the cutting board out of Sonny's reach with the quiet efficiency of someone who had been solving this particular problem for nineteen years.

Lila Jackson was fifty-three years old, built narrow and upright, with close-cropped silver-threaded hair and the kind of face that had been composed for so long that composure had become its natural expression. She was their father's sister, their guardian since they were nine, and one of perhaps four people on earth who could make all three of them pay attention simultaneously without raising her voice.

She was holding a device that looked like a thick pager — matte black, no visible branding, with a small screen that currently showed a sequence of characters that were not standard alphanumeric.

She set it on the kitchen table without comment.

All three of them looked at it.

The device used a variant of the CLH's internal encryption protocol — a format that looked, to the untrained eye, like corrupted text. To the trained eye, which all three Jacksons had developed through years of missions, briefings, and Lila's version of dinner table conversation, it was immediately recognizable. Not the specific message. The type of message.

The silence in the kitchen changed quality.

"When did it come in?" Cherokee asked.

"Forty minutes ago." Lila poured herself a glass of water with the same energy she used for everything: calm, direct, no wasted motion. "I waited until you were all home."

Sonny had stopped eating. This, Kim had learned years ago, was the most reliable indicator that something had registered as genuinely significant. Sonny processed the world in forward motion; when he went still, the world had presented him with something that stopped his momentum.

"An artifact," he said. Not a question.

"The message doesn't specify." Lila sat down at the table. She was watching all three of them with the quality of attention that Cherokee had inherited, though Lila's version had an additional component — the particular alertness of someone assessing not just what they were seeing but how the people they loved were responding to what they were seeing. "It means a summons."

Kim looked at the device. She was already, she was aware, running a quiet inventory of what she had on hand, what was operational, what would need to be tested before any kind of departure. The Mark 7.3's firmware update would need another twenty-four hours of stability testing. The secondary sensor package needed recalibration after last month's desert run. She should check the kit bag tonight.

She said none of this aloud, because it was not yet relevant to say.

Cherokee had picked up his notebook. He hadn't opened it. He was holding it in both hands and looking at a point slightly past the device on the table, which meant he was thinking about something he hadn't finished yet.

Sonny was looking at both of them. He had a specific way of reading a room that was different from Cherokee's pattern analysis — less systematic, more immediate, responsive to something that lived in the air between people. He could tell that Cherokee was running probability calculations about whatever the summons meant and that Kim was already three logistical steps ahead of the room. He knew this without needing to articulate it.

"Alright," he said. It wasn't agreement to anything specific. It was acknowledgment that something had shifted, and that the shift was one they'd move toward rather than away from, and that this was simply how they operated.

Lila studied him for a moment. Then she looked at each of them in turn — Cherokee, Kim, back to Sonny — with the careful attention of someone confirming something rather than discovering it.

"Eat your lunch," she said. "Whatever this is, you'll hear about it properly, in order, from the right people. There's no information yet, only the summons."

Cherokee opened his notebook and wrote something. Kim went back to her firmware documentation, though her reading speed had slowed in a way she wasn't consciously aware of. Sonny ate the rest of his apple standing up, looking at the back door, already oriented in the direction of whatever came next.

The device sat on the table between them, its encrypted message flickering very slightly in the afternoon light.

Outside, Los Angeles went about its day, loud and sprawling and indifferent, having no idea what had just landed in a kitchen in a house just off Sunset Boulevard. Somewhere to the east, across eight lanes of traffic and a grid of intersections, the aqueduct still held the chalk-print of a hand at forty feet. In a library on Fifth Street, a fourteen-year-old named Marcus was probably still thinking about frequency analysis without knowing he was doing it.

The Jacksons finished lunch.
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CHAPTER 2 — SUMMONS TO THE VAULT
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The Hollywood Museum of Practical Arts occupied a narrow building on a narrow street three blocks north of the Walk of Fame, wedged between a parking structure and a vape shop with optimistic signage. Its facade was unremarkable — beige stucco, a small marquee advertising a current exhibit on the history of film sound design, a posted hours sign that was technically accurate for the museum's public floor. Lila had driven them here without explaining why, which was its own form of explanation.

The woman at the front desk was a tall person with reading glasses pushed up into her hair and the expression of someone who had been doing two jobs for a long time and had made peace with both of them. She looked at Lila, then at the three Jacksons arranged behind her in the approximate formation of people trying not to look like they were standing in a formation.

"Custodianship," Lila said.

The woman reached under the desk and pressed something. A section of the rear wall — disguised as a display case containing the foam head of a film production model, slightly terrifying, eyes open — swung inward on a hinge that moved without a sound.

"Through the exhibit," the woman said, and went back to her computer.

The ground floor of the museum, as it turned out, was entirely genuine. They walked past a reconstructed silent film set, a wall of vintage camera equipment, and a scale model of a 1940s editing bay before reaching a door marked ARCHIVE — STAFF ONLY in the back corner. Beyond it was a staircase going down.

The staircase was flanked on both sides by shelving units holding what Kim initially categorized as surplus props and then immediately recategorized as a very specific kind of surplus props: Egyptian. Or Egyptian-adjacent. Pharaonic headdresses in varying states of authenticity, a sarcophagus lid that was almost certainly plaster, several yards of synthetic papyrus printed with hieroglyphics that Cherokee, passing slowly, noted under his breath were phonetically garbled.

"They've mixed two different kingdoms' writing systems," he said quietly, more to himself than anyone.

"Garbled hieroglyphics," Sonny said. "As a cover story, that's either genius or a mistake."

"It's a mistake," Cherokee said. "But probably a useful one. Anyone who knows enough to notice it already knows where they're going."

Sonny stopped at a shelf holding three golden funerary masks of varying quality and peered at the middle one. It stared back with the absolute confidence of an object that had no idea it was fake. "These are bad," he said.

"Deliberately," Lila said, from two steps below him, not stopping. "Keep moving."

Kim had already reached the bottom. She was studying the shelving units with the attention of someone who appreciated the engineering of the concealment — not the props themselves, but the fact that the lighting had been calibrated to make them look vaguely more authentic than they were. Someone had thought about the foot-candles. She noted this with quiet approval before turning into the room beyond.

The staircase opened into a space that was the architectural opposite of everything above it: clean, well-lit, climate-controlled, with the particular calibrated silence of a room that had been seriously engineered for sound. The air had a faint mineral quality — recycled, filtered, the specific atmosphere of spaces that contained things worth preserving. A long table occupied the center. Monitors lined one wall, currently dark. Opposite the monitors, a door that was not pretending to be anything other than a reinforced door, with a keypad that used biometric confirmation rather than a code.

Two people were waiting.



Director Soren Havel was seated at the head of the table, reading something on a tablet, and he didn't look up when they came in. He was in his mid-fifties, lean and gray-haired, dressed in a suit that had been good once and was now simply correct. His stillness at the table wasn't the stillness of someone unaware — it was the stillness of someone who had heard the door and decided the tablet was still worth finishing. When he did look up, his gaze moved across all three triplets in a single efficient sweep, assessing in the way of someone who had assessed a great many people and found efficient assessment preferable to theatrical greeting.

"Jacksons," he said. It was not unfriendly. It was simply direct.

Lila took a chair along the side wall. She was, apparently, not participating in whatever this was — here as a formality, maybe, or something she'd decided on her own. The triplets took three seats at the table.

The other person in the room had been standing near the monitors and now came forward with the energy of someone who had been waiting to come forward for some time and was very glad the moment had arrived. Dr. Lyra Pendell was small, bright-eyed, and dressed in the slightly layered way of academics who spend a lot of time in climate-controlled archives and have learned to dress in anticipation of temperature variation. She was carrying a folder and a tablet and a physical notepad and a pen that was behind her ear, and she had the expression of someone about to describe something that had been making them quietly thrilled for days.

"Hi," she said. "I'm Lyra. Dr. Pendell. Lyra is fine." She set her materials down at her end of the table with the quick organization of someone accustomed to managing multiple reference materials simultaneously. "I've been wanting to brief a field team on this for forty-eight hours and the waiting has been excruciating, so thank you for coming."

Sonny glanced sideways at Cherokee. Cherokee was already looking at the folder.

Havel set his tablet down. "We'll start with what we have. Then we'll talk about what we know." He nodded at Pendell.

Pendell opened the folder and removed a photograph. She slid it across the table.

The photograph showed an artifact roughly six inches across — a fragment of what appeared to be papyrus or treated animal skin, mounted behind archival glass. The surface was covered in Greek script with marginal notations, and in the upper right quadrant, rendered in a different ink and what appeared to be a different hand, was a partial map. Lines suggesting coastline, a marked inland route, and at the terminus of that route a symbol that even Sonny, who did not read ancient Greek, immediately registered as significant.

"Recovered three weeks ago," Pendell said, "from an antiquities broker in Marrakech. Moroccan authorities alerted CLH through our standard partnership channel. The broker had acquired it through a private sale from a collection that's been in a Viennese family since the nineteenth century." She paused. "The fragment itself is genuinely ancient. Second century BCE, based on the material composition. The map notation on the upper quadrant appears to be a later addition — possibly first century BCE, which puts it within Cleopatra VII's lifetime."

Cherokee said, "The script on the main body — is that administrative Greek or literary?"

Pendell looked pleased in the specific way of someone whose briefee has asked exactly the right first question. "Administrative, with some non-standard vocabulary that suggests the author had familiarity with the Egyptian court's internal terminology. Almost certainly a scribe working in Alexandria."

"What does it say?"

"It's a record of a transfer. Something moved from one place to another. The fragment is damaged — we're missing the beginning section that would tell us what, specifically, was transferred. What we have is the destination record and the instruction to conceal." Pendell slid another photograph across: a close-up of the map notation. "And this."

Cherokee pulled the photograph toward him. Kim leaned in from his right. Sonny watched both of them.

"The symbol at the terminus," Cherokee said. "That's not standard Greek cartographic notation."

"No. It's a composite — Greek astronomical symbols blended with what we believe are Ptolemaic royal seal elements. We think it's a locator code. Deliberately obscured." Pendell took a breath. "And when we illuminate the fragment under specific light conditions —" she picked up her tablet, turned it to face them — "this happens."

The tablet showed a video, thirty seconds long. In it, someone held a light source over the fragment at an angle. The map notation, under that light, began to glow — not brightly, not dramatically, but distinctly. A faint, mineral luminescence that outlined the map lines in pale blue.

Sonny said, "Is that radioactive?"

"Almost certainly not," Pendell said, with the slight pause of someone who had considered this and reached a qualified conclusion. "The mineral compound in the ink appears to react to specific light wavelengths rather than emitting anything independently. We haven't fully characterized it. But based on what we've seen so far, it's consistent with naturally occurring bioluminescent mineral compounds." She paused again. "We've seen similar compositions before, in artifacts associated with the same historical period."

"Associated with what, specifically?" Cherokee asked.

Pendell looked at Havel.

Havel said, "Cleopatra's Lost Tiara."



The room took a moment to absorb this. Cherokee absorbed it like a researcher, which meant he was immediately reorganizing his existing knowledge of the subject into a new frame. Kim absorbed it like an engineer, which meant she was already thinking about what finding it would require. Sonny absorbed it like Sonny, which meant he leaned forward and said, "Tell me about the Tiara."

Havel let Pendell take it, which seemed to be the established division of labor between them.

"Cleopatra VII was one of the most effective diplomatic minds of the ancient world," Pendell said, and the slight lift in her voice was a person settling into their subject the way a musician settles onto a bench. "Eight languages. Negotiations with Rome, with the Parthians, with Nubia. She didn't just rule — she communicated, across cultures, across power differentials that should have been fatal. The historical record suggests she had an almost uncanny ability to read people. To understand not just what they were saying but what they intended and what they feared."

"And the Tiara?" Kim asked.

"Rumored to be hers from early in her reign. The accounts that mention it — and they're sparse, deliberately so — describe it as a tool. Not decorative. Practical. The mineral compound embedded in its setting was said to heighten perception. Amplify presence and attention." Pendell set her hands flat on the table. "We believe it's a diplomatic instrument. Not magical. Functional — the same mineral we see in the fragment's ink, in a concentrated form, possibly with some neurological effect on the wearer. Heightened sensory awareness. Enhanced pattern recognition. The accounts are consistent with a real physiological mechanism, not mythology."

"Where did it go?" Sonny asked.

"That's the question. Cleopatra's possessions were catalogued by Rome after her death in 30 BCE. The Tiara doesn't appear on any Roman inventory. Which means either Rome never acquired it, or someone made sure it wasn't recorded." Pendell tapped the photograph of the fragment. "This map notation, we believe, is the first step of a trail. The first clue in a series of clues that, followed correctly, leads to the Tiara's location." A beat. "It was hidden. Deliberately, carefully, by someone who understood what it was and didn't want Rome to have it."

"Where does the first clue point?" Cherokee asked.

"Alexandria," Pendell said. "Specifically, the district that once housed the old Lighthouse and its surrounding structures. Most of it is below sea level now." She looked at Kim with the particular look of someone about to offer something useful. "Which is why this is a field mission rather than a research project."



Havel had been quiet during Pendell's briefing. He spoke now.

"You should understand who else is interested." He reached across the table and placed a thin manila folder in the center. "The Velvet Dominion."

He let the name sit for a moment, which suggested he expected it to register. It did.

The Velvet Dominion was not new information to the Jacksons — the CLH had flagged them in previous briefings as an entity of concern, aristocratic collectors with resources so extensive they had functionally privatized several aspects of artifact acquisition. But flagged as a concern was different from what Havel was showing them now.

The folder contained documentation: customs records showing patterns of interference — shipments redirected, inspections manufactured, competing buyers who had been interested one day and unreachable the next. A list of museum incidents over the past three years, seven in total, each involving artifacts from the ancient Mediterranean world. The incidents varied in method — a theft in Naples, a fire in a storage facility in Athens, a curator in Istanbul who had simply stopped responding to messages — but the pattern underneath was consistent. Where the Velvet Dominion decided something was theirs, it became theirs. The how was flexible. The outcome was not.

A map of the Dominion's apparent operational reach occupied the folder's last page. It was larger than any of them had understood. Cherokee looked at it for a longer moment than he looked at the other materials. He was doing what he did with maps — not just reading geography but reading the logic that had produced it, the decisions implied by the pattern of presence and absence.

"They're not collecting arbitrarily," he said. "These incidents — there's a thematic thread. Mediterranean, pre-Roman, objects with associated mineral components." He looked up at Havel. "They're not just acquiring artifacts. They're acquiring something specific."

"Yes," Havel said. "We believe the Tiara is the centerpiece of whatever they're assembling. The other acquisitions may be contextual — supporting materials, related objects, historical documentation. They're building something. We don't fully understand what."

"That's concerning," Cherokee said.

"It's why we're moving now rather than waiting for more information," Havel said. He placed one more photograph on the table. A man, photographed from a distance, standing just outside a covered market in what the image's tag identified as Marrakech. He wore a suit that was not just good but precisely right. His hands were in his pockets. He was looking at something outside the frame with the particular quality of attention that suggested he was not impatient — that he had an accurate sense of how long things would take and had organized himself accordingly.

"Codename Marquette," Havel said. "He's their senior field operative for this category of acquisition. We've intersected his work four times over the past six years. He's never failed to acquire a target." A pause. "He also acquired knowledge of the fragment's existence within twelve hours of the Marrakech recovery. We don't know his source. That tells you something about his reach."

"Until now," Sonny said.

Havel looked at him. "That's the intent."

"He's patient," Pendell said, more quietly. "That photograph was taken forty minutes after the broker meeting that established the fragment's recovery. He was already there. He doesn't react — he anticipates." She looked at the photograph in a way that suggested she'd looked at it several times before. "That's what makes him difficult."

Havel closed the folder. "The mission is to reach Alexandria, locate whatever the fragment's first clue points toward, and follow the trail to the Tiara before the Dominion does. Secure it for CLH study and containment." He paused. "This is an offer, not an assignment. You understand the stakes and you understand the opposition. The decision is yours."

The three Jacksons looked at each other.

It wasn't a long look. It didn't need to be.

Cherokee said, "What's the timeline for the Alexandria entry?"

"We can have you on a flight within forty-eight hours," Havel said.

Kim said, "CLH logistics — what does standard-issue cover for a mission at this scale?"

"Travel, documentation, a local contact in Alexandria, communication equipment, and a basic field kit." Havel's expression suggested he knew what the follow-up question was going to be.

"And beyond the basic field kit?"

"What you bring from your own resources."

Kim absorbed this with the careful neutrality of someone being informed of a problem they intend to solve. "Understood."

Sonny had been looking at the photograph of Marquette since Havel placed it on the table. He was doing the thing he did when he read people — a kind of quiet attention that didn't look like much from the outside but was, internally, a sustained act of interpretation. He was reading a still image of a man he'd never met and assembling an early impression.

Patient, he thought. Organized. Not performing confidence — actually confident, in the settled way of someone who has done this many times and expects to do it many more. He's thinking about the endgame from the beginning, probably. He's already thought about us.

"Alright," he said, which was what he'd said in the kitchen twenty-four hours ago and meant the same thing now: forward. "We're in."

Cherokee nodded once, the nod of someone who has assessed and concluded and is ready to proceed.

Kim said, "I'll need the full logistics brief by tomorrow morning. Packing will take most of the day."

"You'll have it tonight," Pendell said, and smiled in a way that was both warm and faintly conspiratorial, as if the three of them had just agreed to something she'd been hoping they'd agree to for considerably longer than forty-eight hours.

Lila, from her chair along the wall, said nothing at all. She had watched the whole thing with the composed attention she brought to most things — but there was something in it now, something at the edges of composed, that she kept carefully in place.

Her niece and two nephews were going to Egypt. To chase a two-thousand-year-old treasure. Against a professional operative who had never failed to acquire a target.

She watched them confirm this among themselves with three nods and a look, and she thought, not for the first time: they are going to be extraordinary. She thought this the way you think a thing that is also, simultaneously, the thing that keeps you awake at three in the morning.

She picked up her bag and stood. "We should get you home. You have a great deal to prepare."



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 3 — THE TIARA'S DANGEROUS SECRET
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The CLH logistics brief arrived at the house at nine o'clock that evening, delivered by a courier who handed it to Lila without making eye contact and was back in his car before she'd closed the front door. The package contained three individual folders — one per triplet, each tailored with operational information relevant to their respective roles — along with a fourth folder addressed to all of them, which Lila set in the center of the kitchen table and did not open.

They were going back to the CLH office in the morning for a deeper briefing with Dr. Pendell. Lila had been told this would take most of the day. She had, without comment, arranged for food to be ready when they returned.

Cherokee spent the evening reading his folder twice and his existing research notes on Ptolemaic Egypt once, cross-referencing as he went, building in his notebook the scaffolding of a historical framework that would hold up under fieldwork conditions. Ptolemaic Alexandria wasn't unfamiliar territory for him in the scholarly sense — he'd written two papers on its library system before he was seventeen, both of which had been quietly added to the CLH's research archive by Havel without explaining how he'd obtained them. What he was building now was something different from academic preparation. It was operational readiness: the specific organization of knowledge for use rather than for understanding, the difference between a library and a toolkit. He had three pages filled before midnight.

Kim read her folder once, made a list, crossed out four items, added two, read the list again, and then spent the rest of the evening in the alley testing the Mark 7.3's response time with her phone's standard app rather than the custom controller she'd been planning to bring. She was stress-testing the fallback system. She did this without acknowledging, even to herself, that she was doing it.

Sonny read his folder, ate a large bowl of cereal, read it again, and then sat in the kitchen for a while doing what he did when he was processing something: looking at a fixed middle distance with the expression of someone listening to a conversation no one else could hear. He went to bed at eleven. He slept.

In the morning, Lila made breakfast that nobody ate enough of, and then she drove them back to the building on the narrow street.



Dr. Pendell had rearranged the table. The day before, the materials had been arranged for a briefing — here is what we have, here is what it means, here is the ask. Today the table held considerably more: additional photographs, a large printed timeline spanning three centuries of Ptolemaic and Roman history, two archival documents sealed in protective covers, and at the center, positioned with the careful deliberateness of something being formally introduced, a high-resolution photograph of a tiara.
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