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Prologue




We advise that our patrons not attempt the slopes today, other than the Blue Run. A distinct danger from avalanches is still present throughout the skiing area. It would be prudent to remain in the chalet, or perhaps to consider spending the day in town.





1398, RIMWAY CALENDAR


Wescott knew he was dead. There seemed little chance for Margaret, either. Or for his daughter. He had followed the instruction and stayed inside and now he lay beneath tons of ice and rock. He could hear weeping and screams, lost in the dark around him.


He was trembling in the cold, his right arm crushed and pinned beneath a fallen timber. He could no longer feel the pain. Or the arm.


He thought of Delia. Just beginning her life and almost certainly swept away. Tears ran down his cheeks. She’d been so anxious to come.


He closed his eyes and tried to resign himself. Tried to place himself again aboard the Falcon, where he and Margaret had met. Those had been priceless years. He’d known the day would come when he would wish he could go back and do it all again.


The Falcon.


My God. It occurred to him that, if Margaret had not escaped the building, their discovery would die with them. Delia knew about it, but she was too young to understand.


They had told nobody! Except Mattie. Mattie knew.


He tore at the timber, tried to drag himself free. Tried to change his angle and get his feet against it. He had to survive long enough to tell them. Just in case …


But Margaret was not dead. Could not be dead.


Please, God.


The cries and screams around him dwindled, became occasional moanings. How long had it been? It seemed like hours since the chalet had crashed down on him. Where were the rescue workers?


He listened to his own labored breathing. The floor had shaken, had stopped, had shaken again. Then, after the shocks, when everybody in the dining room had thought maybe it was over, he’d heard the sudden roar. They’d looked at one another, some people had gotten up to run, others had sat terrified, the lights went out, and the walls had imploded. He was pretty sure the floor had collapsed and that he was trapped in a cellar. But he couldn’t be certain. Not that it mattered.


He heard distant sirens. Finally.


He pushed at the timber that held his arm. He didn’t feel entirely connected to his body anymore. He’d retreated into his head and looked out, not unlike a spectator hiding in a cave. Beneath him, the ground trembled again.


He wanted to believe Margaret had survived. Bubbly, immortal, farseeing Margaret, who was never, ever, taken by surprise. It didn’t seem possible she could be caught in all this, swept aside in that single terrible moment. She’d gone back to their room to get a sweater. Had left just moments before it had all happened. Had gone up the staircase and vanished forever from his life.


And Delia. In the apartment. Eight years old. Sulking because he’d refused permission for her to go out on her own, I don’t care if they’re saying the Blue Run is safe, we’ll wait until we hear everything’s okay. The apartment was on the third floor, toward the front of the building. Maybe it had been spared. He prayed they were both standing out there somewhere now, in the snow, worrying about him.


When they’d issued the warning, they’d said the chalet was safe. Safe and solid. Stay indoors and everything will be okay. Avalanche-free zone.


In the dark, he smiled.


They’d been sitting in the dining room with their newest acquaintance, Breia Somebody-or-Other, who was from his home-town, when Margaret had gotten up, said something about now don’t you two eat all the eggs I’ll only be a minute, and walked off. A group of skiers stood near the front doors, ready to go out, angrily complaining about the level of caution at the chalet and how Blue Run was for beginners. Two couples sat amid potted plants enjoying a round of drinks. A heavyset man who looked like a judge was descending the staircase. A young woman in a gray-green jacket had just sat down at the piano and begun to play.


Margaret would just have had time to reach their room before the first shock came. The diners had looked around at each other, their eyes wide with surprise. Then the second jolt, and the fear in the room became palpable. There’d been no screams, as best he could remember, but people were throwing back their chairs and starting for the exits.


Breia, middle-aged, dark-haired, a teacher on vacation, had looked out the window, trying to see what was happening. His angle was bad so he couldn’t see much, but his hair stood straight up when she gasped and whispered Run in a terrified voice. Without another sound she threw back her chair and fled.


Outside, a wall of snow appeared and bore down on them. It had been smooth, rhythmic, almost choreographed, a crystal tide flowing down the side of the mountain, engulfing trees and boulders and, finally, the heavy stone wall that marked the perimeter of the chalet’s grounds. As he watched, it swept over someone. Man or woman, it happened too quick to be sure. Somebody trying to run.


Wescott had sat quietly, knowing there was no place to hide. He took a sip of his coffee. It was as if time had stopped. The desk clerk, a simulation, blinked off. So did the host and one of the doormen. The skiers near the front door scattered.


Wescott held his breath. The rear and sidewalls blew into the dining room and there was a sharp pain and the sensation of falling.


Somewhere, doors slammed.


Something wet was running down his ribs. Tickling him, but he couldn’t reach it.


Breia hadn’t gotten out of the dining room. She was probably within a few meters. It was hard to speak. He didn’t seem to have much air in his lungs. But he whispered her name.


He heard a voice, far away. ‘Over here.’ But it was a male voice.


And then there were boots chunking through snow.


‘See if you can get him out, Harry.’


Somebody was digging.


‘Hurry.’


No answer though from Breia.


He tried to cry out, let them know where he was, but he was too weak. No need anyhow. Margaret knew he was in trouble, and she was surely out there somewhere, with the rescue workers, trying to find him.


But a deeper darkness was coming. The rubble on which he lay was fading, and he stopped caring about the secret that he and Margaret shared, stopped caring about the timber that pinned him down. Margaret was okay. Had to be.


And he slid away from his prison.
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… But what provided the truest sense of the antiquity of (the Egyptian tomb) was to see graffiti scrawled on its walls by Athenian visitors, circa 200 C.E. And to know the place was as old for them, as their markings are for me.


—Wolfgang Corbin, 
The Vandal and the Slavegirl, 6612 C.E.





1429, THIRTY-ONE YEARS LATER


The station was exactly where Alex said it would be, on the thirteenth moon of Gideon V, a gas giant with no special characteristics to recommend it other than that it circled a dead star rather than a sun. It was in a deteriorating orbit, and, in another hundred thousand years, according to the experts, it would slip into the clouds and vanish. In the meantime it was ours.


The station consisted of a cluster of four domes and an array of radio telescopes and sensors. Nothing fancy. Everything, the domes and the electronic gear and the surrounding rock, was a dark, patchy orange, illuminated only by the mud brown gas giant and its equally mud brown ring system. It was easy enough to see why nobody had noticed the station during several routine Survey visits. Gideon V had just become only the third known outstation left by the Celians.


‘Magnificent,’ Alex said, standing by the viewport with his arms folded.


‘The site?’ I said. ‘Or you?’


He smiled modestly. We both knew he wasn’t good at being humble.


‘Benedict strikes again,’ I said. ‘How did you figure it out?’


I hesitate to say Alex ever looked smug. But that day he was close. ‘I am pretty good, aren’t I?’


‘How’d you do it?’ I’d doubted him all the way, and he was enjoying his moment.


‘Simple enough, Kolpath. Let me explain.’


He had done it, of course, the way he always did things. By imagination, hard work, and methodical attention to detail. He’d gone through shipping records and histories and personal memoirs and everything else he could lay hands on. He’d narrowed it down, and concluded that Gideon V was an ideal central location for the exploratory operations then being conducted by the Celians. The planet, by the way, was given the Roman numeral not because it was the fifth world in the system. It was, in fact, the only one, the others having either been swallowed whole or torn from their orbits by a passing star. It had happened a quarter million years ago, so there’d been no witnesses. But it was possible to compute from the elliptical orbit of the remaining world that there had been others. The question up for debate was their number. While most astrophysicists thought there’d been four additional worlds, some put the probable total closer to ten.


Nobody really knew. But the station, several hundred light-years from the nearest occupied world, would be a treasure trove for Rainbow Enterprises. The Celians, during their golden age, had been a romantic nation, given over to philosophy, drama, music, and exploration. They were believed to have penetrated deeper into the Aurelian Cluster than any other branch of the human family. Gideon V had been central to that effort. Alex was convinced they’d pushed well beyond, into the Basin. If so, there was considerably more to be found.


Several centuries ago, the Celians had gone abruptly downhill. Civil war erupted, governments across the home world collapsed in chaos, and in the end they had to be bailed out by the other members of what was then known as the Pact. When it was over, their great days were also over. They’d lost their fire, become conservative, more interested in creature comforts than in exploration. Today, they are possibly the most regressive planetary society in the Confederacy. They are proud of their former greatness and try to wear it as a kind of aura. This is who we are. But in truth it’s who they were.


We were in the Belle-Marie, maybe twenty thousand kilometers out from the gas giant when the domes rotated into view. Alex makes his living trading and selling artifacts, and occasionally finding lost sites himself. He’s good at it, seems almost to have a telepathic sense for ruin. Mention that to him, as people occasionally do, and he smiles modestly and ascribes everything to good luck. Whatever it is, it’s made Rainbow Enterprises a highly profitable operation and left me with more money to throw around than I would ever have thought possible.


The thirteenth moon was big, the third biggest among twenty-six, the biggest without an accompanying atmosphere. Consequently it had been the first place we’d looked, for those two reasons. Large moons are better for bases because they provide a reasonable level of gravity without having to generate it artificially. But you don’t want one so large that it has an atmosphere. An atmosphere is always a complicating factor.


As far as we were concerned, vacuum had another advantage: It acts as a preservative. Anything left by the Celians when they closed up shop six centuries earlier was likely to be in pristine condition.


If you could have thrown sunlight on Gideon’s dark rings, they would have been spectacular. They were twisted and divided into three or four distinct sections. I couldn’t be sure. It depended on your angle of vision. The thirteenth moon lay just beyond the outermost ring. It moved in an orbit a few degrees above and below their plane, and the result would have been a compelling not-quite-edge-on view had there been any light to speak of. The gas giant itself, as seen from the station, never moved from its position halfway up the sky over a series of low hills. It was a dull, dark presence, not much more than simply a place where there were no stars.


I put the Belle-Marie in orbit and we went down in the lander.


The moon was heavily cratered in the north and along the equator, with plains in the south streaked with ridges and canyons. There were several mountain ranges, tall, skeletal peaks of pure granite. The domes were located midway between the equator and the north pole, on relatively flat ground. The antenna field was to the west. Mountains rose to the east. A tracked ground vehicle had been left in the middle of the complex.


The domes appeared to be in good condition. Alex watched them with growing satisfaction as we descended through the black sky. A half dozen moons were visible. They were pale, ghostly, barely discernible in the feeble light from the central star. Had you not known they were there, you might not have seen them.


I eased us in carefully. When we touched down I shut the engines off and brought the gravity back slowly. Alex waited impatiently while I exercised what he routinely called a surplus of feminine caution. He’s always anxious to get moving – let’s go, we don’t have forever. He enjoys playing that role. But he doesn’t like unpleasant surprises either. And that’s supposed to be my job, heading them off. I broke through the bottom of a crater years ago into a sinkhole, and he still hasn’t let me forget it.


Everything held. Alex gave me a big smile, well-done and all that. The talk about let’s move it along got put aside while he sat looking out the viewport, savoring the moment. You go into one of these places, a site that’s been empty for centuries or maybe millennia, and you never know what you might find. Some have been rigged with death traps. Floors have been known to collapse and walls to give way. In one way station, air pressure built up when something malfunctioned and it all but exploded when a Survey team tried to enter.


What you always hope for, of course, is an open hatch and a map of the premises. Like they found at Lyautey.


I unbuckled and waited for Alex. Finally, he took a deep breath, released his harness, swung the chair around, climbed out of it, and pulled on his air tanks. We ran a radio check and inspected each other’s suits. When he was ready I decompressed and opened the hatch.


We climbed down the ladder onto the surface. The ground was crumbly. Sand and iron chips. We saw myriad footprints and tracks from vehicles. Untouched down the centuries.


‘Last ones out, you think?’ Alex asked.


‘Wouldn’t be surprised,’ I said. I was more interested in the view. A slice of the rings and two moons were visible just above the mountains.


‘Something wrong,’ Alex said.


‘What?’ The domes were dark and quiet. Nothing moved on the plain, which stretched to the southern horizon. Nothing unusual in the sky.


In the dark I couldn’t see Alex’s face, encased in his helmet. But he seemed to be looking at the nearest dome. No, past it at one of the other units, the northernmost, which was also the largest of the four.


There was an open door.


Well, not open in the sense that the hatch was ajar. Someone had cut into it. Had cut a large hole that we should have seen coming down if we’d been paying attention.


Alex grumbled something over the circuit about vandals and started angrily toward it. I fell in behind. ‘Watch the gravity,’ I said, as he stumbled but caught himself.


‘Damned thieves.’ Alex delivered a series of imprecations. ‘How’s this possible?’


It was hard to believe that someone had beaten us here because artifacts from Gideon V had never appeared on the market. And there was no historical record that the base had been found.


‘Has to be recent,’ I said.


‘You mean yesterday?’ he asked.


‘Maybe they didn’t know what they had. Just broke in, looked around, and left.’


‘It’s possible, Chase,’ he said. ‘Maybe it happened centuries ago. When people still remembered where this place was.’


I hoped he was right.


It was usually the case that when archeologists found a ransacked site, the ransacking had been done within a few hundred years of the era during which the site had operated. After a reasonable length of time, people forget where things are. And they get permanently lost. I sometimes wonder how many ships are floating around out in the dark, having blown an engine and eventually faded from the record.


I should mention that we’re not archeologists. We’re strictly business types, matching collectors with merchandise, and sometimes, as now, hunting down original sources. This had looked like a gold mine moments ago. But now – Alex was holding his breath as we approached the opening.


The hatch had been cut away by a torch. It lay off to one side. And there was only the lightest coating of dust on it. ‘This just happened,’ he said. I’ll confess that Alex is not exactly even-tempered. At home, in social circumstances, he’s a model of courtesy and restraint. But in places like that lunar surface, where society is a long way off, I occasionally get to see his real feelings. He stared at the fallen door, picked up a rock, said something under his breath, and threw the rock halfway into orbit.


I stood there, a kid in the principal’s office. ‘Probably my fault,’ I said.


The inner hatch was also down. Beyond it, the interior was dark.


He looked at me. The visor was too opaque to allow me to see his expression, but it wasn’t hard to imagine. ‘How do you mean?’ he asked.


‘I told Windy.’ Windy was Survey’s public relations director, and a longtime friend.


Alex wasn’t appreciably taller than I am, but he seemed to be towering over me. ‘Windy wouldn’t say anything.’


‘I know.’


‘You told her over an open circuit.’


‘Yeah.’


He sighed. ‘Chase, how could you do that?’


‘I don’t know.’ I was trying not to whine. ‘I didn’t think there’d be a problem. We were talking about something else and it just came up.’


‘Couldn’t resist?’


‘I guess not.’


He planted one boot on the hatch and shoved. It didn’t budge. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘no help for it now.’


I straightened my shoulders. Shoot me if it’ll make you feel better. ‘Won’t happen again.’


‘It’s okay.’ He was using his spilled-milk voice. ‘Let’s go see how much damage they did.’


He led the way in.


The domes were connected by tunnels. Staircases led to underground spaces. These places are always ghostly, illuminated only by wrist lamps. Shadows chase themselves around the bulkheads, and there seems always to be something moving just outside the field of vision. I remember reading how Casmir Kolchevsky was attacked in a place like this by a security bot that he had inadvertently activated.


The vandals had been relentless.


We wandered through the operational sections, through a gym, through private living quarters. Through a kitchen and dining room. Everywhere we went, drawers were pulled out and their contents dumped. Cabinets were cut open, storage lockers broken apart. The place had been ransacked. There wasn’t much remaining that could have been put up for sale or would have been of interest to a museum. We found ourselves treading carefully past broken glass and data disks and overturned tables. Some clothing will survive for a surprisingly long time in a vacuum. But we found only a handful of pieces, most of them victims of whatever chemicals had been in the original material. Or sufficiently mundane that nobody would have cared. It doesn’t much matter where a pullover shirt has come from. Unless it’s been worn by a legendary general or an immortal playwright, nobody cares. But the jumpsuits, which usually carry a shoulder patch, or a stenciled identity over a pocket, GIDEON BASE or some such thing, are worth their weight. We found only one, badly frayed. The inscription was of course in Celian characters, framing a tall, narrow peak. ‘The station’s emblem,’ said Alex.


They’d also stripped the operations center. Electronic gear had been taken. They’d torn the panels apart to get access. Again, the objective had been to find parts marked as belonging to the base. It looked as if anything not meeting that standard had been yanked out and dropped on the deck.


Alex was in a rage by the time we were finished. All four domes, and the underground network, had been treated the same way. There’d been one exception to the general chaos. We found a common room, littered with debris. The deck was covered with projectors and readers, and data crystals that would have gone dry long before six centuries had passed. A broken pitcher and some ice lay in one corner, and a partially torn-up carpet had been dragged into another. But a small table stood in the center of the room, and a book lay open on it, arranged for the convenience of anyone seated in the lone chair.


‘Well,’ I said, looking down at it, ‘at least it won’t be a complete blowout. That thing will bring some money.’


Or maybe it wouldn’t.


It was last year’s edition of The Antiquarian Guide.


‘Look as if the vandal knew we’d be here,’ Alex said. ‘He’s saying hello.’
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I told him he was an idiot. I explained that he was auctioning off our history, converting it to baubles and handing it over to people who had no concept who Mike Esther was. And that when he was finished, when the last crystal had been taken from the museum and sold to the jewelers, there would be nothing left of the men and women who had built our world. He smiled and shook his head and I thought for a moment that his voice caught. ‘Old friend,’ he said, ‘they are already long gone.’


—Haras Kora, 
Binacqua Chronicles, 4417 C.E.





Winetta Yashevik was the archeological liaison at Survey, and she doubled as their public relations chief. Windy was the only person to whom I’d revealed our destination, but I knew she would never have given information away to any of Alex’s rivals. She was a true believer. In her view, we turned antiquities into commodities and sold them to private buyers. It was an offense against decency, and she always contrived, without saying anything directly, to make me feel that I was ethically unfit. I was, if you like, the lost sheep. The one that had been corrupted by the mendacity of the world and didn’t seem able to find its way home.


It was easy enough for her to sit in judgment. She’d been born into wealth and never known what it was to go without anything. But that’s another matter.


When I stopped by her office at the Survey complex, on the second floor of the Kolman building, she brightened, waved me inside, and closed the door. ‘You’re back more quickly than I expected. Did you not find the place? I hope.’


‘It was there,’ I said. ‘Right where Alex said it would be. But somebody got there first and broke in.’


She sighed. ‘Thieves everywhere. Well, anyhow, congratulations. Now you know how the rest of us feel when you and Alex have taken over a site.’ She paused, smiled as if she wanted me to think she didn’t want to hurt my feelings, just kidding, you know how it is. But she was enjoying herself. ‘Were you able to make off with anything at all?’


I ignored the phraseology. ‘The place was cleaned out,’ I said.


Her eyes slid shut. I saw her lips tighten, but she said nothing. Windy was tall, dark, passionate about the things she believed in. No halfway measures. Me she tolerated because she wasn’t going to throw a friendship overboard that went all the way back to when we were both playing with dolls. ‘No idea who they were?’


‘No. It happened recently, though. Within the last year. Maybe within the last few days.’


Her office was big. There were pictures from various missions on the paneled walls, as well as a scattering of awards. Winetta Yashevik, Employee of the Year; Harbison Award for Outstanding Service; Appreciation from the United Defenders for contributions to their Toys for Kids program. And there were pictures from excavations.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘I’m sorry to hear it.’


‘Windy, we were trying to figure out how it happened.’ I took a deep breath. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but as far as we can figure, you’re the only one who knew in advance where we were going.’


‘Chase,’ she said, in a level tone, ‘you told me to keep it quiet, and I did. You also know I would never help one of these vandals.’


‘We know that. But we were wondering if the information got passed on in any way? If anybody else in the organization knew?’


‘No,’ she said, ‘I’m sure I didn’t tell anybody.’ She thought about it. ‘Except Louie.’ That was a reference to Louis Ponzio, the director.


‘Okay. That probably means somebody’s listening in on us.’


‘Could be.’ She looked uncomfortable. ‘Chase, we both know the director doesn’t run the tightest ship on the planet.’


Actually I didn’t know.


‘That may or may not have been the problem. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.’


‘It’s okay. It was probably the comm system.’


‘Whatever. Listen, Chase—’


‘Yes?’


‘I wouldn’t want you to feel you can’t tell me things.’


‘I know. It’s not a problem.’


‘Next time—’


‘I know.’


Fenn Redfield, Alex’s old police buddy, was at the country house when I got back. Alex had told him what happened. Not an official complaint, of course. There was none to be made. ‘But there’s a possibility somebody’s doing some eavesdropping.’


‘Wish I could help,’ he said. ‘You guys just have to be more careful what you say over an open circuit.’ Fenn was short, stocky, a walking barrel with green eyes and a deep bass voice. He had never married, loved to party, and played cards regularly in a small group with Alex.


‘Isn’t it illegal to eavesdrop on people?’ I asked.


‘Not really,’ he said. ‘Such a law would be unenforceable.’ He made a face to suggest he was thinking it over. ‘But it is illegal to own enabling equipment. I can keep an ear open, but what you should do, Alex, is install a scrambler system.’


That sounded good, but it wasn’t very practical when you’re trying to solicit calls from new clients. So Fenn assured us he’d let us know if they learned anything, which meant, of course, that we were on our own.


We had lunch before going back to the office. Alex is big on lunch. He thinks a good lunch is what life is really about. So we stopped at the Paramount House and decided over sandwiches and potato salad that we would opt for a cryptosystem that would secure calls between Alex and me, and between the office and our more significant clients. And to Windy.


Despite failing to capitalize at Gideon V, Rainbow was prospering. Alex had all the money he could possibly want, much of it deriving as a by-product of the celebrity status he’d achieved from the Tenandrome and Polaris affairs. But he’d have been wealthy even without those fortuitous events. He was a good businessman, and everybody trusted him. If you had an artifact you wanted to put a value to, you knew you could take it to Alex and get an honest appraisal. In our business, reputation is everything. Add his basic integrity to the fact that he’s at least as knowledgeable as any of his competitors, and throw in his genius for public relations, and you have the formula for a profitable operation.


Rainbow is headquartered on the ground floor of his home, an old country house that had once served as an inn to hunters and sight-seers before civilization – or development – washed over it. Tradition has it that Jorge Shale and his team came down hard nearby, the first landing on Rimway. Alex, who grew up there, claims he used to go looking for evidence of the event. After several thousand years, of course, there wasn’t going to be any, even assuming the location was correct. But it got the young Alex interested in history, and especially that part of it that involved digging and produced artifacts. Leftovers. Pieces of another time.


I’m his pilot, social director, and sole employee. My title is executive assistant. I could have taken any title I chose, up to and including chief of operations. It was midwinter when we got back from the Celian base. We let our clients know we were home and fielded hopeful queries about new artifacts. No, I spent the afternoon explaining, we hadn’t brought anything home. We’d had a washout.


It was one of those slate gray days warning of impending snow. The wind was out of the north, literally howling against the house. I was still hard at work when Alex wandered down from his quarters upstairs. He was wearing a thick gray sweater and black slacks.


He’s about average height, average everything really. He is not by any stretch an imposing figure, until the lights come on in those dark brown eyes. I’ve said elsewhere that he doesn’t really care that much about antiquities for their own sake, that he prizes them exclusively as a source of income. He has seen that comment and strongly objects to it. And I’ll admit here that I may have misjudged him. He was, for example, still angry over what he called the looting of Gideon V. And I understood there was more to it than simply the fact that someone had beaten us there.


‘I found them,’ he said.


‘What’s that, Alex?’


‘The artifacts.’


‘The Celian stuff?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘What did you think?’


‘They showed up on the market?’


He nodded. Yes. ‘They’re being offered for sale by Blue Moon Action.’ He brought up the inventory and we looked at a gorgeous collection of plates and glasses, some pullovers, some work uniforms, all carrying the Celian characters for Gideon V, and the familiar mountaintop. There was also some electronic gear. ‘This magnetic coupler,’ read the advertising, ‘would look elegant in your living room.’ The coupler was labeled with a manufacturer and a date seven centuries gone.


Alex directed Jacob to get Blue Moon on the circuit. ‘I wanted you to hear what they say,’ he told me. I took station back near the bookcase, where I wouldn’t be visible. An AI answered.


‘I’d like to speak to whoever’s in charge,’ Alex said.


‘That’ll be Ms Goldcress. May I tell her who’s calling?’


‘Alexander Benedict.’


‘One moment, please.’


A blond woman about my age appeared. White blouse, blue slacks, gold earrings and bracelet. She smiled pleasantly. ‘Hello, Mr Benedict. What can I do for you?’


‘You have some Celian artifacts for sale.’


An armchair blinked on beside her and she lowered herself into it. ‘That’s correct. We haven’t closed the bidding yet. Actually, we won’t do so until next week.’ She hesitated. ‘Which of the pieces were you interested in?’


‘Ms Goldcress, may I ask how you came by the artifacts?’


‘I’m sorry. I’m not at liberty to say. However, the objects will come with a fully documented certificate of authentication.’


‘Why can’t you tell me?’


‘The owner doesn’t wish his name known.’


‘You’re simply acting as his agent?’


‘That’s correct.’ They stared at each other across the open space of the office, she in her armchair, Alex standing, leaning back against my desk. ‘By the way, the catalog shows only a fraction of what’s available. If you’re interested, the entire inventory of Celian antiques will be on display at the Antiquarian Caucus this weekend. In Parmelee.’


‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘Would you be willing to put me in touch with him?’


‘With whom?’


‘With the owner.’


‘I’m sorry, Mr Benedict. I really can’t do that. It would be unethical.’


He casually produced a transmit card and laid it on the desk. ‘I’d be extremely grateful.’


‘I’m sure you would. And I’d help if I could.’


Alex smiled. ‘It’s a pleasure to know there are still professionals in the business.’


‘Thank you,’ she said.


‘Might I ask you to pass a message to him?’


‘Of course.’


‘Ask him to call me.’


‘I’ll take care of it.’


She signed off, and he made an irritated sound. ‘It’s a fool’s errand,’ he said. ‘You can bet we won’t hear from him.’


I was looking up the Antiquarian Caucus. ‘Bolton’s guest of honor this year,’ I said. Ollie Bolton headed Bolton Brothers, a historical recovery firm for more than half a century. ‘The Caucus has several exhibitions scheduled.’


It was a two-hour train ride. ‘Book it,’ he said. ‘You never know who might turn up at one of these things.’


The event was being held at Medallion Gardens, among breeze-ways and glass enclosures and a hundred varieties of flowering plants. We arrived during the late afternoon, shortly after the antiquities exhibit had opened. It featured the Rilby Collection, which was in the process of being transferred to the University Museum; and several pieces of three-thousand-year-old electronics from the Taratino, the first manned vessel known to have left the galaxy. And, of course, the Celian artifacts.


That was painful, knowing they could – and should – have been ours. In addition to the material we’d seen in the catalog, there were musical instruments, chess and suji sets, a lamp, and three framed pictures (still remarkably sharp despite their age), all with backdrops from the base. One was of a woman, one of an elderly man, and the third of a pair of young children, a boy and a girl. The boy’s name was Jayle. Nothing more was known about anybody.


Ms Goldcress was there and was every bit as uncommunicative in person as she had been on the circuit. How was she doing? Quite nicely, thank you. Had she ever been out to a site herself? No, too busy, unfortunately. When Alex wondered aloud whether the owner of the display items was present, she replied she was sure she didn’t know.


She smiled politely at me in a manner that suggested she would appreciate it if I’d find something for Alex to do other than waste her time.


‘Did you pass my message to the owner?’ he asked.


We were standing by the Celian display, and she never took her eyes from it. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I passed it on.’


‘What did he say?’


‘I left it with his AI.’


As we walked away, he said quietly, ‘I’d like to brain her.’


The attendees were antiquities dealers, with a sprinkling of academics and a few journalists. At seven we gathered in the Island Room for a banquet. There were approximately four hundred people present.


The other guests at our table were impressed to discover they were sitting with the Alex Benedict. They were all anxious to hear details of his forays, and Alex, who loved every minute of it, was only too pleased to comply. Alex was a decent guy and he usually kept a level head on his shoulders, but he did enjoy having people tell him how well he’d done, and what remarkable contributions he’d made. He blushed with all good grace and tried to give me some credit, but they weren’t having it. And I could see he believed he was being appropriately modest. Humility, he once told me, is the trademark of greatness.


When we’d finished the meal, the emcee rose to present a few toasts. The late Maylo Rilby, whose priceless collection had been donated by his brother, was represented by a vivacious young niece. She stood and we drank solemnly to her. We raised our glasses also to a commissioner from the University Museum. And to the outgoing president of the Antiquarian Caucus, who was retiring after seven years of service.


There was some formal business to be taken care of, and eventually, they got around to the guest speaker, Oliver Bolton, the CEO of Bolton Brothers and a man of extraordinary celebrity. The odd thing about Bolton Brothers was that there were no brothers. Not even a sister. Bolton had founded the company twenty years earlier, so it wasn’t as if it had descended to him from an older generation. He’d been quoted as saying he’d always regretted that he had no siblings. The corporate name, he explained, was a concession to that sense of loss. I’ll admit here I had no idea what he was talking about.


He was a tall man, graying, with a majestic presence, the kind of guy people reflexively make room for. And simultaneously like. He would have made an effective politician. ‘Thank you, Ben, thank you,’ he said, after the emcee had piled on a solid five minutes of praise. Ollie Bolton, it seemed, was responsible for the reclamation of substantial pieces of the ‘Lost Centuries,’ for the work that had allowed historians to rethink their conclusions about the Time of Troubles, and for a wide array of other accomplishments.


He outlined a couple of his more celebrated experiences, apportioning credit among his associates and introducing them as he did. Then he told stories about himself. How unsettling it had been at Arakon when the workers went home and took their ladders with them and he’d remained stranded overnight in the tombs. And his night in jail at Bakudai, charged with grave robbing. ‘Technically, they were correct. But leave it up to the authorities, and the crystal basin over there, now headed for the museum, would still be buried in the desert.’


More applause.


He was by turns angry, impassioned, poetic. ‘We have fifteen thousand years of history behind us, much of it in a medium that preserves everything. The footprints of the first man to walk on Earth’s moon are still there,’ he said. ‘I know we all share the same passion for the past, and for the relics that survive the ages, that wait for us in the dark places where no one goes anymore. It’s an honor to be here with you this evening.’


‘How come,’ I whispered to Alex, ‘you’re not more like him?’


‘Maybe,’ he said, ‘you’d prefer to work over at Bolton. I could arrange it.’


‘What’s he pay?’


‘What difference does it make? He’s a much more admirable figure than your current boss.’


I was surprised. He was pretending to be kidding, but I could see I’d struck a nerve. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m happy where I am.’


Alex had looked away, and he needed several seconds to turn toward me again. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.


Bolton played to his audience. ‘It’s always a privilege to speak to Andiquar’s antiquities dealers. And I understand we have a few guests from around the globe, and even two from off-world.’ He took a minute to recognize visitors from the Spinners, and from Earth. ‘The home world.’ (Applause.) ‘Where it all began.’ (More applause.)


I’d expected him to speak exclusively about himself, but he was too smart for that. Instead, he described the work ‘we all do,’ and the benefits that accrue to all.


‘Fifteen thousand years,’ he said, ‘is rather a long time. Punctuate it with war and rebellion, with dark ages and social collapse, and things have a tendency to get lost. Things that we should never forget. Like the Filipino women who, during a forgotten war, defied enemy soldiers to give food and drink to their own men and their allies during the Death March. Ah, I see some of you know about the Death March. But I wonder how much we’d know were it not for the work of Maryam Kleffner, back there in the rear.’ He waved in that direction. ‘Hello, Maryam.’


He picked out several more for personal kudos. ‘Historians do the brute work,’ he said. ‘Their contribution cannot be overstated. And there are people like Lazarus Colt up front. Lazarus is head of the archeology department here at the university. Without Lazarus and his team, we wouldn’t know yet whether the Mindans on Khaja Luan were real or mythical. A golden civilization for a thousand years, and yet somehow it drifted into a backwater and was almost forgotten.


‘Almost.’ He had the audience in his grip. He paused, and smiled, and shook his head. ‘But here is an example of where those of us who pursue and market antiques make our contribution. I spoke with Lazarus earlier this evening. He’d be the first one to tell you that they would never have found the Mindans, would never even have gone looking for them, had Howard Chandis not discovered a wine vessel buried in a hill. Howard, of course, is one of us.’ He looked around to his left. ‘Stand up, Howard. Let everybody see you.’


Howard stood and applause rolled through the room.


Bolton spoke about twenty minutes. He finished with a flourish, observing that one of the more pleasant aspects of his profession was the company he got to keep. ‘Thank you very much.’ And he bowed, preparatory to stepping down.


One of the diners, a thin little man with black hair and pugnacious features, got up. There were a few whispers, and a woman one table from us said, ‘Uh-oh.’ The applause died. Bolton and the little man were left staring at one another.


Someone near him was trying to get him to sit back down. He resisted and straightened himself. Bolton smiled and remained congenial. ‘Did you have a question, Professor Kolchevsky?’ he asked.


Casmir Kolchevsky. The near-legendary archeologist who’d been pursued by the security bot. ‘I do,’ he said.


Alex reached for his wineglass. ‘This should be interesting.’


‘Why? What’s going on?’


‘He doesn’t approve of people in our line of work. At least not those of us who go out and dig up their own merchandise.’


‘You take credit for a great deal,’ Kolchevsky said. He was not the natural speaker Bolton was, but what his voice lacked in timbre, it more than made up in passion. He swung around to encompass the audience.


He had a lined, windblown face, a long jaw, and eyes that, at the moment, blazed with anger. ‘I suppose nothing should surprise me anymore, but here I am, listening to you people honoring this thief, this vandal. He stands up there talking as if he’s an honest man. As if he makes a contribution. You applaud him because he tells you what you like to believe about yourselves.’ He turned back to the speaker. ‘I’ll tell you what you contribute.’


I could see movement at the doors. Security people were spreading out into the room and weaving among the tables, closing on Kolchevsky.


‘You people have wrecked countless sites across the Confederacy, and beyond its borders. And if you haven’t done it personally, you’ve done it by proxy. You’ve done it by supporting—’ Someone grabbed him and began pulling him away from the table. ‘Let go of me,’ he demanded.


A tall woman with the security detail had moved in behind him along with two or three others. She was saying something to him.


‘No,’ he said, ‘we certainly can’t have this, can we? It doesn’t do to confront the truth, does it?’ He continued to struggle. Reinforcements arrived. Someone at his table began struggling with one of the guards. Somebody else fell down. Kolchevsky by then had both arms pinned against his sides. ‘I’m leaving on my own,’ he roared. ‘But this is a den of thieves. Nothing more.’


They began dragging him toward the exit while he continued to resist. I’ll tell you, I couldn’t help admiring the guy.


For several minutes after they got him outside, we heard raised voices. Bolton never moved from his position at the speaker’s table. When the disturbance seemed at last to have subsided, he straightened his jacket and smiled at the audience. ‘All part of the show, folks. Wait’ll you see what’s up next.’


You might say the evening’s mood had been dampened. We wandered among the guests, and when the official proceedings ended, attended several of the parties. Alex was certain Goldcress’s client was on the premises. That he’d have to be there somewhere. ‘No way he could resist this.’


‘But how do you expect to find him?’ I asked.


‘He knows us, Chase. I’ve been hoping he’d give himself away, maybe show a little too much interest in us. Maybe allow himself to watch too closely while we talked with his agent.’


‘And did you see anybody?’


‘I saw a lot of people keeping an eye on us,’ he said. ‘But primarily on you.’ That was a reference to my cherry red evening best, which was maybe a bit more revealing than I was accustomed to allow.


But if anyone was there, he stayed clear of us. At the end of the evening, we went back to our hotel empty-handed.


The day we returned home, I slept late. When I walked into the office at midmorning, Jacob posted a list of the day’s callers. Among them was a name I didn’t recognize. ‘Local woman,’ he said. ‘Wants an appraisal.’


Where antiquities are concerned, serious collectors prefer to do things face-to-face, especially if they think they have a potentially valuable artifact. In fact, where that kind of merchandise is concerned, Alex refuses to do a remote appraisal. But the vast majority of the stuff they show us is of minimal value, and you don’t need to see it up close to realize it.


We get a lot of people directly off the street. They tend to be folks who’ve picked up something at an estate sale, or it’s maybe an inheritance, and they’ve begun wondering if it’s worth more money than they’d been told. When they do, under the assumption there’s nothing to lose, they call us. I take a look, then offer my assessment. Diplomatically, of course. The truth is that I’m no expert in matters antiqua, but I know junk when I see it. If I’m not sure, I pass it to Alex.


Ninety-nine percent of the calls off the street are pure refuse. That’s a conservative estimate. So when, a couple hours later, I returned the call and her image blinked on in the office, my first thought was to take a quick look at what she had and send her on her way.


She was a tiny, blond woman, nervous, not particularly well dressed, unable to look me in the eye. She wore gold slacks that would have fit better on someone with narrower hips. A creased white blouse was open at the throat and would have revealed a lot of cleavage if she’d had any. She had a blinding red neckerchief and a smile that was at once aggressive and shy. She was seated on a worn Springfield sofa, the kind that you get free if you buy a couple of armchairs.


Greetings were short without being abrupt. ‘My name’s Amy Kolmer,’ she said. ‘I have something here I’d like you to look at. I was wondering if it might be worth some money.’ She reached out of the picture and came back with a cup, which she held up to the light.


It was a decorative piece, the sort of thing you might buy in a souvenir shop. It was gray. A green-and-white eagle was etched into its side. There was something antiquated about the style in which the eagle was drawn. It was in flight, wings spread, beak open in an attack posture. A bit overdramatic. It might have been popular in the last century. A small banner was unfurled beneath the eagle, and something was written on it. It was too small to make out clearly, but I could see it wasn’t the Standard alphabet.


She turned the cup so I could see the back side. It featured a ringed globe, with inscriptions above and below. Same type of symbols.


‘What do you think?’ she asked.


‘What’s the language, Amy? Do you know?’


‘I’ve no idea.’


‘Do you know what it is?’


She looked puzzled. ‘It’s a cup.’


‘I mean, what kind of cup? Where did it come from?’


‘My boyfriend gave it to me.’


‘Your boyfriend.’


‘My ex-boyfriend.’ Her eyes narrowed, and I could see things had come to a bad end. She was trying to turn whatever remained of the relationship into cash. ‘He saw me admiring it one time so he told me I could have it.’


‘Good of him,’ I said.


‘I liked the eagle.’ She stared at it for a long moment. ‘He gave it to me the night before we broke up. I guess it was supposed to be a consolation prize.’


‘Maybe.’


‘The cup’s worth more than he is.’ She smiled. One of those smiles that tell you she wouldn’t feel especially upset if the boyfriend fell off a bridge.


‘Where did he get it?’


‘He always had it.’


I could see I wasn’t going to get far with her. I was tempted to tell her what I believed, that the cup was worthless. But Rainbow has a code of ethics that requires me to know what I’m talking about. I fell back on our AI. ‘Jacob,’ I said. ‘What’s the language?’


‘Searching,’ he said.


There was really nothing outré about the cup, nothing to set it apart, aside from the strange symbols. But I’d seen a lot of odd lettering during my years with Rainbow, and, believe me, it didn’t necessarily mean anything.


Jacob made a sound as if clearing his throat. It signaled he was surprised. Had Amy Kolmer not been on the circuit, I knew he would have made an appearance of his own. ‘It’s English,’ he said. ‘Mid-American.’


‘Really?’


‘Of course.’


‘Fourth Millennium,’ I guessed.


‘Third. Nobody spoke English in the Fourth.’


Amy came to life. She’d not expected any good news from me. But she’d overheard enough to raise her hopes. She looked at the cup, looked at me, looked back at the cup. ‘This thing is nine thousand years old?’


‘Probably not. The inscription uses an old language. That doesn’t mean—’


‘Hard to believe,’ she said. ‘It’s in good shape for all those years.’


‘Amy,’ I said, ‘why don’t you bring the cup over here? Let us take a close look at it?’


The truth is that Jacob can give us all the physical details remotely. But Alex insists that a computer-generated repro is not the same as holding the actual object in his hands. He likes to imply there’s a spiritual dimension to what he does, although if you ask him point-blank he’d say it was all nonsense, but that there are qualities in a physical object that computers cannot measure. Don’t ask him to specify.


So I made the appointment with Amy Kolmer for that afternoon. She showed up early. Alex came down and ushered her into the office personally. His curiosity had been piqued.


I didn’t particularly care for the woman. On the circuit, I’d sensed that she expected me to try to cheat her. In person, she went a different direction, playing the helpless but very sexual female. I suppose it was Alex’s presence that set her off. She fluttered and primped and cast her eyes to the floor. Poor me, life is hard but maybe I’ve gotten lucky and I surely would be grateful for whatever assistance you can lend. If she thought Rainbow’s asking price to broker a transaction would go down as a result of her efforts, she didn’t know Alex.


She’d wrapped the cup in a piece of soft linen and carried it in a plastic bag. When we were all seated inside the office, she opened the bag, unwrapped the cup, and set it before him.


He studied it closely, bit his lip, made faces, and placed it on Jacob’s bulk reader. ‘What can you tell us, Jacob?’ he asked.


The lamp in the top of the reader blinked on. Turned amber. Turned red. Dimmed and intensified. Went pretty much through the spectrum. The process took about two minutes.


‘The object is made of acrylonitrile-butadiene-styrene resins. Coloring is principally—’


‘—Jacob,’ said Alex, ‘how old is it?’


‘I would say the object was constructed during the Third Millennium. Best estimate is approximately 2600 C.E. Error range two hundred years either way.’


‘What does the inscription say?’


‘The banner says New World Coming. And the lines on the back of the cup seem to be a designator. IFR171. And another term I’m not sure about.’


‘So the cup is, what, from an office somewhere?’


‘The letters probably stand for Interstellar Fleet Registry.’


‘It’s from a ship?’ I asked.


‘Oh, yes. I don’t think there’s any doubt about that.’


Amy tugged at my arm. ‘What’s it worth?’


Alex counseled patience. ‘Jacob, the other term is probably the ship’s name.’


‘I think that is correct, sir. It translates as Searcher. Or Explorer. Something along those lines.’


The lamps went off. Alex lifted the object gently and placed it on the desk. He looked at it through a magnifier. ‘It’s in reasonably good condition,’ he said.


Amy could hardly be restrained. ‘Thank God. I needed something to go right.’ Alex smiled. She was already thinking what she would be able to buy. ‘How can it be that old?’ she asked. ‘My drapes are new, and they’re already falling apart.’


‘It’s a plastic,’ he told her. ‘Plastics can last a long time.’ He produced a soft cloth and began gently to wipe the thing.


She asked again how much we would pay.


Alex made the face he always used when he didn’t want to answer a question directly. ‘We’re not normally buyers,’ he said. ‘We’ll do some research, Amy. Then test the market. But I’d guess, if you’re patient, it will bring a decent price.’


‘A couple hundred?’


Alex smiled paternally. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised,’ he said.


She clapped her hands. ‘Wonderful.’ She looked at me, and turned back toward Alex. ‘What do I do next?’


‘You needn’t do anything. Let’s take this one step at a time. First we want to find out precisely what we have.’


‘All right.’


‘Have you proof of ownership?’


Uh-oh. Her face changed. Her lips parted and the smile vanished. ‘It was given to me.’


‘By your former boyfriend.’


‘Yes. But I own it. It’s mine.’


Alex nodded. ‘Okay. We’ll have to provide a document to go with it. To certify that you have the right to make the sale.’


‘That’s okay.’ She looked uncertain.


‘Very good. Why don’t you leave it with us, and we’ll see what more we can find out, and get back to you.’


‘What do you think?’ I asked when she was gone.


He looked pleased. ‘Nine thousand years? Somebody will be delighted to pay substantially for the privilege of putting this on the mantel.’


‘You think it’s really from a ship?’


He was looking at the cup through the magnifier again. ‘Probably not. It comes out of the era when they were just getting interstellars up and running. It’s more likely to have been part of a giveaway program or to have been sold in a souvenir shop. Not that it matters: I doubt it would be possible to establish whether it was actually on shipboard or not.’


What we really wanted, of course, was that yes, it had traveled with the Searcher, and that preferably it had belonged to the captain. Ideally, we would also find out that the Searcher was in the record somewhere, that it had accomplished something spectacular, or better yet, gotten wrecked, and, to top everything, its captain would be known to history.


‘See to it, Chase. Put Jacob on the job, and find out whatever you can.’
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There is an almost mystical attraction for us in the notion of the lost world, of an Atlantis out there somewhere, a place where the routine problems of ordinary life have been banished, where everyone lives in a castle, where there’s a party every night, where every woman is stunning and every man noble and brave.


—Lescue Harkin, 
Memory, Myth, and Mind, 1376





The Third Millennium was a long time ago, and the record is notoriously incomplete. We know who the political leaders were, we know when and how the wars started (if not always why), we know the principal artists, literary movements, religious conflicts. We know which nation threatened to do what to whom. But we’ve little idea what people’s lives were like, how they spent their time, what they really thought about the world in which they lived. We know of assassinations, but we don’t always know the rationale. Or even whether, when they happened, ordinary citizens mourned or breathed a sigh of relief.


Nine thousand years is a long time. And nobody except a few historians really thinks much about it.


So Jacob went looking for the Searcher. When he found nothing, he started recovering detailed accounts of the more famous interstellars, on the possibility we’d find mention of a similar name. ‘Maybe we don’t quite have the translation right,’ he said. ‘English was a slippery language.’


So we went through accounts of the Avenger, which had played a prominent role in the first interstellar war between Earth and three of its colonies in the early thirty-third century. And the Lassiter, the first deep-space corsair. And the thirtieth century Karaki, the largest ship of its time, which had hauled a record load of capital goods out to Regulus IV to get that colony started. And the Chao Huang, which had taken a team of doctors to Maracaibo when, against all expectation, human settlers had been stricken by a native plague. (This was at a time when the experts still believed disease germs could only attack creatures evolved in the same biosystem.)


There was endless information about the Tokyo, the first interstellar to vanish into the transdimensions. Never heard from again. There were pictures of its captain and first mate, and of various passengers, of the dining area and the engine room. Everything you wanted to know. Except where it went.


And the most famous of all the starships, the Centaurus, which made the first transdimensional flight to Earth’s neighboring star, requiring seven weeks to complete the journey one way. You have to smile at that: Seven weeks to go four light-years.


But there was no mention of a Searcher. Or an Explorer. There was a Voyager. Three of them, in fact. A popular name, obviously. And even a Hunter.


Few physical objects have survived from the Third Millennium. Most of them tend to be either ceramic, like Amy Kolmer’s cup, or plastic. There’s an axiom in our business that the cheapest stuff lasts longest.


I didn’t know anybody who was an expert on the era, so I checked the Registry and picked one at random, an assistant professor at Barcross University. His name was Shepard Marquard. He looked young, but he’d written extensively on the period and been recognized by his peers.


I called and had no problem getting through. Marquard was a good-looking guy, tall and redheaded, more personable than his pictures had led me to expect. ‘Most of the naval and shipping records from that era are lost,’ he told me. ‘But I’ll see what I can do. I’ll look through what I have and get back to you.’


The following day, I took virtual tours of half a dozen museums and spent a lot of time wandering through third-millennium artifacts. I saw a plastic case that might once have been a container for makeup, an electronic device whose use could only be guessed at, a woman’s pair of high-heeled shoes, a couple of pens, a lamp, a sofa, a sheet of paper in laminated plastic described as a ‘classified section from a newspaper.’ I didn’t know what a newspaper was, and neither did anybody else I was able to talk to. (Marquard told me later that it was information printed on paper and distributed physically across a wide area.) There was a man’s hat with a visor to keep the sun off. And a coin with an eagle on one side. Metal money. United States of America.


In God We Trust. It was dated 2006, and the data display said it was the second-oldest coin in existence.


I wandered through the exhibits, and when I’d seen everything I cared about, I settled into a reading room and opened one of the data files.


The Third Millennium was a turbulent era. Earth was crowded well beyond capacity. Its inhabitants seemed to be constantly at war with each other, over politics, real estate, or religion. Political systems were generally corrupt and prone to collapse.


There were serious environmental problems left over from the Industrial Age, and the deterioration of the global climate seemed to coincide with political leaders who grew increasingly ruthless. The worst of these was Marko III, known to his American subjects as The Magnificent.


Midway through the twenty-fifth century, while Marko was jailing and killing as his mood dictated, Diane Harriman did her groundbreaking work in the dimensional structure of the space-time continuum, and twenty years later Shi-Ko Han and Edward Cleaver gave us the interstellar drive.


Another four years, and we’d discovered the first habitable world. It’s not surprising to read that a lot of volunteers signed up to head for the frontier.


I was getting ready to go home for the day when Jacob passed a call to me. ‘Chase,’ said a familiar voice. ‘I think I have what you want.’


It was Marquard. ‘You’ve identified the Searcher,’ I said.


‘Yeah.’ There was an odd intonation. ‘May I ask why you wanted to know?’


I told him about the cup. He listened without comment, and when I’d finished, the silence stretched out. ‘Your turn,’ I said finally. ‘What have you got?’


‘A surprise. Could you arrange to come by the school?’


‘Can’t you just tell me what you have?’


‘I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you join me for dinner?’


Subtle as an avalanche. ‘Dr Marquard, I really haven’t time to go all the way out to Barcross.’ Not that I wouldn’t have enjoyed it, but it’s a long run.


‘Call me Shep. And I guarantee you’ll find it worth your while.’


Barcross is a large diamond-shaped island, probably best known as a summer resort for singles. Years ago I went through a phase during which it was an occasional part of my social calendar. It was part surf, part moonlight, part dream. The kind of place that felt as if the love of your life was in the wings somewhere. I’m a bit more realistic now, but I still felt a touch of regret as I came in low over the ocean and looked down at the empty beaches and the villas beyond. The sun had just dipped below the horizon, and lights were beginning to come on.
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