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Prologue


Lt. Jeremy Dalton frowned at the screen. ‘Nothing yet, Steve?’


Steve Yaniwicz activated the expanded scan, pressed the earpods to signal that the AI was telling him something, checked the auxiliary display, and shook his head. ‘No, sir. No sign of her yet.’


Dalton was wearing his formal whites, in preparation for the upcoming change-of-command ceremony. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘They have to be close. Let me know.’


‘Yes, sir.’


He called the Command Duty Officer. ‘Still negative, Mr Brolley,’ he said.


‘Check with the rest of the squadron, Jerry?’


‘Yes, sir. They are not in the area.’ It had been almost two hours since the Abonai’s scheduled arrival time. The Dellacondan star drive, like the Armstrong system that had preceded it, wasn’t too accurate. You might come out of it thirty or forty million kilometers from your intended destination. But they were providing extensive coverage. Somebody should have picked up the cruiser by now.


‘All right,’ Brolley said. He made no effort to hide his concern. ‘Let Fleet know.’


Admiral Thadeus O’Conner was aboard the incoming ship, scheduled to take command of the 314th Attack Squadron. Dalton had never seen O’Conner, didn’t know anything about him, but he had to be an improvement over their current commander, Mary D’Angelo. The woman who never smiled. Who was impossible to work with. She thought nothing of chewing out subordinate commanders in front of anyone who happened to be present when she got annoyed. She insisted on telling everyone, in microscopic detail, how to do their jobs. And she had no respect for the chain of command. If she disapproved of the way a junior officer was handling an assignment, she didn’t arrange to work through his boss; she went after the offender herself. It was clear she enjoyed raising hell, and there was no one in the squadron, and especially on the Celestine, who would regret her departure. As inevitably happened in such cases, she had been promoted.


He turned back to the comm operator. ‘Steve—’


‘Yes, Mr Dalton.’


‘Get a message to Comm Ops at Point Edward. Tell them we’re still waiting. Ask them to provide an updated ETA.’ Point Edward was, effectively, just down the street. A forty-minute flight. In and out of hyperspace. It was hard to imagine what could be holding things up.


He watched Yaniwicz send the message. That, he suspected, would be the signal for the cruiser to arrive. But it didn’t happen.


The transmission would require about twenty minutes to reach the Point. He looked out through the port at the Veiled Lady, which, to him, bore no resemblance whatever to a woman but appeared simply as what it was: a nebula filled with a million stars drifting through the night. Janet McReady, who did indeed look very female, thought he lacked imagination and pretended to feel sorry for him.


Janet would be assuming the watch in three hours. She was an intellectual type, beautiful but pretentious. Read philosophy and pretended to be able to see the child peering out of Barnable’s impenetrable art. How, she’d say, could you miss it? Well, she looked good, and for a woman, that was enough.


He was still thinking about Janet when Yaniwicz raised a hand to signal he had something. It was too soon for Point Edward to have answered. Too soon for them even to have received his message. He started toward the comm desk, but Yaniwicz pointed at an auxiliary screen:


From: CDR, Third Fleet


To: Celestine


Subject: Abonai


Movement Report Abonai not received as of 1720Z.


Confirm Abonai your area.


Movement reports were routinely sent at departure and arrival. Dalton squinted at the message, then forwarded it to the CDO. Moments later, Mr Brolley appeared in the comm center. He did not look happy.


‘Still nothing?’ he asked. The CDO was easygoing, a guy who never got excited. Dalton had been impressed with his behavior under fire. He was exactly the man you wanted to be with if you were having a serious problem.


‘No, sir. No sign of her.’


‘Very well. Tell everybody in the squadron to take another look. We want a report, positive or negative, from every ship.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘While we’re at it, let’s inform Point Edward that we haven’t seen them yet. Confirm whether they left on schedule.’


‘We’ve already done that, sir. A few minutes ago.’


Brolley sighed and walked out. He’d be keeping Admiral D’Angelo informed, of course, which meant dealing with another of her annoying habits. When something went wrong, she had a tendency to sound as if it was the fault of the reporting officer. He had no doubt that Brolley was already feeling the heat.


Well, at least she hadn’t come down to the comm center yet. Instead, she’d be descending on Operations, taking control of the scanners and sensors and giving obvious instructions. Dalton had seen her described in the Fleet newsletter as a can-do hands-on officer.


The request went out, and, within minutes, the destroyers began to check back in. McMurtrie first: Negative on the Abonai. Then Karasani. Then Hopewell.


It was, of course, an exercise in futility. The three cruisers and six destroyers that comprised the Flag Squadron were already doing what they could, watching their screens and standing ready to report at first sighting. Had they seen anything, they’d have said something.


Wilson reported negative.


Cajun.


Eventually, Yaniwicz got a reply from Point Edward: The Abonai ETA has not changed. They left on schedule.


More than two hours ago for a flight that should have taken twenty minutes.


Chiyoko negative.


Sattari negative.


‘The drive’s erratic, Mr Dalton,’ said Yaniwicz. ‘It could be on the other side of the sun.’


‘I know, Steve. It wouldn’t be the first time. But it’s going to screw up the ceremony.’


‘I hope nothing’s happened.’


‘So do I. They’ve probably just missed their target. I hope.’


Yaniwicz grinned uneasily. ‘Safer going to Rigel,’ he said, ‘than going to the grocery.’ It was the standard platitude of the interstellar transport lines.


But then there’d been the Capella. Nine years earlier, on a flight from Rimway to Saraglia Station, it had made its TDI jump and never been seen again. Twenty-six hundred people had gone with it.


And there’d been the Warburton, lost eighteen months ago. Wreckage had been found, leading investigators to believe that its mass detectors had failed, and the ship had tried to materialize inside an asteroid. Of course, had that happened with the Abonai, there’d have been an explosion of considerable magnitude. No way they could have missed it.


They waited. Messages from Point Edward became increasingly frantic. Patrol craft and destroyers began to arrive to assist in the search.


Janet relieved the watch. Dalton returned to his quarters, showered and changed, went to the officers’ mess for dinner, where, of course, the conversation focused exclusively on the lost ship. Tag MacAllen had a sister aboard the Abonai, and Boros Razkuli, a son. Everybody knew someone in the crew.


At midnight, when Dalton returned to his watch station, there was still no word.


Six days later, the Abonai was formally declared lost. An extensive search by a sizable portion of the fleet had revealed nothing.


A memorial service was held at Point Edward, and another at Toxicon, the Abonai’s home port. To the dismay of the Celestine’s crew, Admiral D’Angelo was extended. Investigations continued for a year and a half. All reached the same nonresult: The Abonai, its crew, and Admiral O’Conner were missing due to cause or causes unknown.




PART ONE


Virginia Island
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However useless your product, package it properly, and people will buy it. People will buy anything if the approach is correct. It is this happy truth that keeps the wheels of commerce rolling.


—Eskaiya Black, Lost in Aruba, 7811 C.E.


1434, RIMWAY CALENDAR. SIX YEARS LATER.


I was sitting in my office at the country house, watching the snow come down, when Karen Howard arrived. The storm had reached epic proportions, at least by local standards, and I’d expected her to postpone. But she appeared at the front door exactly on time.


The only things I remember about her were that she wore a big hat, and that she talked in a loud voice. And, yes, that she was short. When she’d called for an appointment, she’d dodged explaining why she wanted to see us. ‘I have something to sell,’ she had said. ‘I know you’ll be able to get a good price for me. It’s all quite valuable.’


But no details. That kind of approach is usually a guarantee that the prospective client is trying to get away with something. The antiquities business attracts a lot of con artists. Particularly our specialty, which is handling objects that have specific historical significance. The original notebook, say, that Despar Kolladner had used when he was writing Talking with God, or a set of drums that had belonged to Pepper Aspin. People are usually quite good at creating and producing supporting documents, but Alex is hard to fool. It’s only happened once, and it cost us. But that’s a tale for another time.


Karen came into my office, shook off the snow, and removed the hat but held it close to her blouse as if it would one day be a collector’s item. ‘I’m Elizabeth Robin’s sister,’ she said, in a tone suggesting that explained everything.


I invited her to sit, but she remained standing. So I got up and came around in front of the desk. ‘I’m Chase Kolpath, Ms Howard. How may I help you?’


‘You’re the person I talked to?’


‘That’s correct.’


‘Is Mr Benedict available?’


‘I’m his associate.’


‘You didn’t answer my question.’


‘At the moment, Ms Howard, he’s busy. I’m his associate. What can I do for you?’


She frowned. Took a long look at me. Apparently decided she could make do. ‘You may know that Elizabeth died last year.’ I had no idea who Elizabeth Robin was, but I nodded and managed to look sympathetic. ‘I’ve inherited the estate,’ she continued. ‘And I have some items connected to Christopher that I’m going to make available. I’d like your help getting a good price.’


An old Ray Cammon song, ‘Love Is All There Is,’ was playing quietly in the background. ‘Who,’ I asked, ‘is Christopher?’


She just barely avoided rolling her eyes. ‘Chris Robin,’ she said. ‘Of course.’ Then, seeing that I needed further explanation: ‘Elizabeth was his wife.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Chris Robin the physicist?’


‘Yes. Who did you think?’ Now she sat down.


‘He’s been dead a long time,’ I said.


She smiled sadly. ‘Forty-one years.’


‘I see.’


‘Maybe I should be speaking with Mr Benedict?’


‘You should understand, Ms Howard,’ I said, ‘that artifacts connected with physicists— Well, there’s just not much of a market for them.’


‘Christopher wasn’t just any physicist.’


‘Did he accomplish something special?’


She sighed, reached into a handbag, and pulled out a book, an old-fashioned collector’s edition, with his name on it. Multiverse. ‘Here’s part of what he did,’ she said.


‘Well—’ I wasn’t sure where to go from there. ‘It looks interesting.’


‘He accomplished quite a lot, Ms Kolpath. I’m surprised you don’t know more about him. I suggest you read this.’ She laid the book on my desk. Then she reached back into the bag and brought out a small box. She opened it and handed it to me. It contained a wedding ring with engravings of Liz and Chris, with the inscription ‘together forever.’ There was also a diamond-studded comm link. ‘This is the one he always wore,’ she said, ‘on special occasions. Whenever he received an award. Or spoke at an event.’


‘Okay,’ I said.


She produced a chip. ‘I wanted you to see some of the other items. Do you mind?’


‘No. Of course not.’


The chip activated our projector, and a pair of lamps appeared. ‘They were custom-made to his order.’ The lamps were ordinary flexible reading lamps, one black, one silver. Documentation consisted of two photos of Robin, one at his desk writing by the light of the black lamp, and one in which he was relaxing on a sofa, reading, with the silver lamp behind him.


‘I have a large number of his bound books. He was a collector.’ She showed some of the individual volumes to me. Mostly they were physics texts. There was some philosophy. Some cultural commentary. Danforth’s History of Villanueva. ‘One problem is that he was always writing in them. Elizabeth said he couldn’t sit down with a book without writing in it.’ She shrugged. ‘Otherwise, they’re in excellent condition.’


For significant people, of course, writing in a book inevitably increases its value. I wasn’t altogether sure whether Robin qualified for that classification.


‘There are other items as well. Some of his lab equipment. Some wineglasses.’


She showed me those, too. None of them would be worth anything. There were several other photos, some taken outside, usually of the happy couple, posed in starlight or beneath a tree or coming up the walkway to the front door of what appeared to be a small villa. ‘It’s their home,’ she said. ‘On Virginia Island.’ A few were limited to Robin himself. Robin lost in thought by a window, Robin biting down on a piece of fruit, Robin throwing a log on the fire.


One photo consisted of two lines of print. ‘It’s the closing sentences,’ she said, ‘from Multiverse.’


We cannot help then but draw the conclusion that each of us has an endless number of copies. Consequently, we are never really dead, but simply gone from one plane of existence.


‘I never really understood it,’ she said. ‘Oh, and I almost forgot.’ A photo of a superluminal appeared. The ship’s name, or maybe a designation, was partially visible on the hull, but the symbols were nonstandard:


[image: missing image]


Since all vessels use the same character set, the vehicle seemed to be a photographic fiction.


‘I also have three autographed copies of Multiverse, and also—’ A battered, broad-brimmed hat appeared. She looked at me expectantly. Then sighed. ‘It’s the Carpathian hat he made famous.’ She put more framed photos on display. Robin and Elizabeth in the bright sunlight on the front deck of their home, Robin at a lectern with one hand raised dramatically, and Elizabeth with another, younger, woman. (‘That’s me,’ said Howard.) And there was Robin receiving an award, shaking hands with students, conferring with various people. And at his desk with his eyes fixed on a notebook. And one I especially liked: Robin at a restaurant table pouring tomato sauce onto a salad while Elizabeth watched with an indulgent smile.


‘He loved tomato sauce,’ Howard said. ‘He put it on everything. Potatoes, sandwiches, beans, meat. He used it for a dip.’


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’ve got it.’ That was my moment to cut it off, to explain that we only deal with artifacts that are connected in some way with famous places or events, or with historical figures. That I was probably not the only person in Andiquar who’d barely heard of Chris Robin. But I ducked.


And she roared ahead. ‘Look at this,’ she said, activating another visual. It was a painting of Robin and his wife. Elizabeth was dark-haired, attractive. The kind of woman who always draws attention from guys. She wore a pleasant smile, but there was a formality in the way she stood and in the way she looked at her husband.


‘She died last year,’ Howard said.


‘Yes, I’m sorry.’


Her eyes clouded. ‘I am, too. She was irreplaceable.’


Robin could have been a perfect typecast for the mad scientist in an over-the-top horror show. His eyes peered out at me with unrelieved intensity. His hair had retreated from the top of his skull, though it was thick and piled up over his ears. Unlike Elizabeth, he made no effort to look gracious. His expression reminded me of Dr Inato in Death by the Numbers whenever he was about to unleash a killer typhoon on a crowded resort.


Another oil painting displayed a few musical notes and a date. ‘Those are the opening bars from “Starlight and You,”’ she said.


I’d heard the song, of course. It had been popular off and on for years. ‘What’s the connection?’


She looked surprised. ‘He wrote it.’


‘Really?’


‘Do I sound as if I’m kidding?’ A note of annoyance had crept into her voice.


‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘Music or lyrics?’


‘Both. Chris was a man of many talents.’


Well, I thought, maybe we had something after all. I was reminded once again of the perils in dismissing a prospective client too quickly.


Another painting depicted him and Elizabeth standing atop a bluff overlooking a moonlit ocean. ‘They lived on Virginia Island,’ she said. ‘Did I mention that?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s a gorgeous place. Have you ever been there?’


Virginia Island was halfway around the planet. ‘No, Ms Howard, I’m afraid I’ve missed it.’


She smiled tolerantly. ‘You need to get out more. Get away from the office and see the world.’


Robin was wearing the Carpathian hat, slanted off to one side. He and his wife stood with their backs to the imager. They were leaning against each other, looking out to sea. Though they were not clasped in each other’s arms, it was a remarkably romantic picture.


A photo depicted him walking through a terminal, carrying a small piece of luggage, with a notebook slung over one shoulder. ‘This one’s of special interest,’ she said.


‘Why’s that?’


‘He was leaving for that last flight.’


‘Did something happen on the flight?’


Another show of disdain. ‘At the end of it,’ she said. But she seemed disinclined to go further on the subject, so I let it slide.


There was always a possibility somebody would be interested. I decided to let Alex make the call. ‘Very good, Ms Howard,’ I told her. ‘We’ll be in touch with you shortly. If we decide to accept the commission, Mr Benedict may have some more questions for you. And he’ll want to see the actual material.’


She let me see that she had some issues with my competence. ‘To be honest,’ she said, ‘I’m surprised there’d be any hesitancy on your part. I mean, you’ve said yourself that you deal in artifacts connected with people of historical interest. If my brother-in-law doesn’t fit that description, I find it hard to imagine who would.’


‘Ms Howard, you have to understand that he was a physicist. And I’ve no intention of demeaning that, but scientists don’t usually become celebrated. And it’s celebrity that drives the price. We have to be sure he fits the profile in which our clients are interested, and also that we ourselves are in a position to do him – and you – justice.’


She got up. ‘That sounds like double-talk.’


‘I’m sorry if it does. I’m trying to be honest with you.’


‘Of course you are. And I assume you won’t object if I make the offer to someone else?’


‘That would be your choice, Ms Howard.’


‘Just in case,’ she said, ‘I’ll leave the chip.’


We walked back out to the front door. It opened, and she strode through onto the deck. ‘I’m always surprised,’ she said, ‘that these small companies don’t train their people better.’


I smiled politely. ‘How about his AI? Is that available?’


‘No,’ she said.


‘Is there a reason? That could be the most valuable object in the estate.’


‘No. Elizabeth wiped it.’


‘That’s odd. Why would she do that?’


‘I have no idea. I didn’t realize its condition until after she’d passed.’


Alex wasn’t in the building. When Howard arrived, I’d been sending out notification bulletins to clients, letting them know we’d found the artifacts they’d requested or, in several cases, that they were unavailable, or that we hadn’t been able to locate them. Often objects just vanish. Someone gets them who’s not connected to the rest of the world, or who has no wish to deal regardless of the price being offered. Occasionally, thieves make off with something, and it disappears from view for an extended period. Valuable artifacts have vanished for centuries, only to surface again.


Anyhow, I went back to work and was just getting ready to break for lunch when Alex came in. He’d been doing his workout routine, which now consisted mostly of swimming over at the Delancey pool. He brushed the snow off his coat and gave me a broad smile, the implication of which was that all the world was bright and enticing. I smiled back. ‘I see Audree was there today,’ I said.


He shook his head. ‘No, she couldn’t get off this morning.’


‘When you write your autobiography, Alex, I have a title for you.’


‘And that would be—?’


‘There’s Never a Shortage of Beautiful Women at Delancey’s.’


He grinned. ‘It’s too long, Chase.’


‘Well, I don’t know—’


‘And you never want to start a title with There.’


‘Oh.’


‘You have a lot of talent, sweetheart, but you’ll never be a writer.’ He pulled off his hat and scarf. ‘It’s cold out there.’


It was the first storm of the season, and the earliest we’d seen anything like it as far back as I could remember. He sat down to wriggle out of his boots. ‘Anything happening here?’


‘Mack Darby thinks we should try harder to get the stiletto.’ That was the weapon that Nicholas Wescott had used to kill his young bride, thereby igniting the revolution that ultimately wrecked the Fremont Republic.


Alex dropped one boot on the floor. ‘Keating wouldn’t let go of it unless somebody went over there with a gun.’


‘I told him that. Not in those words, of course. I don’t entirely trust Darby.’


‘He’s okay. He’s a bit intense, but he wouldn’t hurt anybody.’


‘Anyhow, Alex, he says he wants to try. Says if anybody could persuade him—’


‘What’s he offering?’


‘You’ll need to talk to him.’


‘Okay. Anything else?’


‘You ever hear of Chris Robin?’


‘The Chris Robin?’


‘A physicist who wrote songs.’


‘That’s him. He wrote “Starlight and You.”’ Alex laughed. ‘Chase, the guy’s famous.’


‘If you say so.’


‘I think you spend too much time in this office.’


‘That’s more or less what she said.’


‘Who’s she?’


‘His sister-in-law.’


‘You were talking to Chris Robin’s sister-in-law?’


‘Yes. She was here. Has some stuff for sale that belonged to him.’


‘That’s interesting.’


‘Really?’


‘Chase, the reason he’s well-known doesn’t have anything to do with “Starlight and You.” Or the physics. It’s because he disappeared. Nobody knows what happened to him.’


Light finally dawned. The physicist who’d come home from somewhere, had gotten out of a skimmer at his front door, and never made it into his house.


Alex shook his head. Sad story. ‘But it gives some value to anything connected with him.’


‘Yes. I remember now.’


‘So tell me about the sister-in-law.’


‘Her name’s Karen Howard. She’s inherited the estate, and she wants to market some of his personal items.’


Alex gave me a broad smile. ‘Sounds promising. What’s she have?’


I showed him the inventory. He looked at it and made some notes. ‘Okay. The ring will probably bring a decent price. What about the house AI?’


‘It got erased.’


He groaned. ‘How’d that happen?’


‘I’ve no idea.’


He shook off the other boot. ‘Well, the books might be worth something.’ 


‘She says Robin was in the habit of writing notes in them.’ 


‘Okay. That’ll help. You saw some of these, right? The books?’


‘Some.’


‘Okay. I’ll want to go over and take a look.’


‘I’ll set it up.’


‘Good. I’m surprised you haven’t taken care of it already. Was there a problem?’ 


‘Alex, I didn’t think we were going to do anything with this unless maybe because he was a songwriter.’


That brought a smile. ‘All right. Let’s lock it down.’


‘So what’s he done? Other than drop out of sight?’


‘Chase, what else does he need to do? You make up a list of people who’ve vanished over the years, they’ve almost all become famous, but hardly anyone’s done anything other than that. It’s all you need. And Chris Robin is among the top ten.’


I called Howard, told her we were interested in representing her, and set up an appointment for the following evening. Then I looked up Christopher Robin.


A pilot who often worked with him had dropped him off at his home on Virginia Island at around 11:00 P.M. on the first day of spring, 1393. And if that rings a bell, it’s because that’s the date of the Great Kolandra Earthquake. The pilot’s name was Cermak.


Robin’s home was located in an isolated area at the southern tip of the island. A young couple who were strolling along the edge of the ocean saw the skimmer arrive. Elizabeth, apparently, slept through it all.


Robin seems never to have entered the house, and no one ever saw him again.


In an odd coincidence, it was also Cermak’s last night. He’d been bringing Robin in from Skydeck. They’d flown a lander into the Vasilyev Terminal in Kolandra and parked. From there, Cermak had delivered Robin to Virginia Island, then gone home to his own place at Caton Ferry, a small coastal town five hundred kilometers north. He apparently arrived just in time to get caught in the quake.


Cermak became one of the heroes of that unhappy event. There are pictures of him, scorched and bleeding, carrying kids out of burning buildings, administering first aid, pulling people from wrecked cars. In one particularly dramatic shot, he’s charging across a rooftop several floors above the street, surrounded by flames.


Two hours and seven minutes after the first quake hit, a tidal wave rolled ashore and demolished most of Caton Ferry. It also destroyed the Vasilyev Terminal.


Fortunately, Virginia Island felt only a few temblors.


Like Robin, Cermak simply vanished that night. He disappeared during the general chaos. He was either carried out to sea by the tsunami or buried in the wreckage. According to the accounts, it’s unlikely he ever learned that his passenger had gone missing.


‘What do you think happened to Robin?’ Alex asked. His voice surprised me; I hadn’t seen him come into the office.


‘I have no idea,’ I said. ‘It sounds as if he jumped, or fell, into the ocean. But if so, why didn’t they find the piece of luggage he’d been carrying? Or the notebook?’


‘It’s a good question.’


‘Maybe he just ran off. Maybe there was another woman.’


‘It’s possible.’


‘He could have been murdered.’


Alex nodded. ‘Maybe he wasn’t there at all.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘The people who saw the lander on the pad did not actually see him get out.’


‘That doesn’t mean anything. But maybe that’s what happened. It’s unlikely that both men would disappear on the same night. Maybe he went on to Kolandra with Cermak.’


Alex shrugged. ‘If so, why stop at his home first?’


‘He might have changed his mind. Maybe he just needed something at the house.’


‘It’s possible, Chase. It would explain the bag.’


‘Well,’ I said, ‘it’s a long time ago.’ Alex was silent. ‘We aren’t going to look into it, are we?’


‘No,’ he said.


‘That’s good. But you’re surprising me. Why not?’


‘Because if we were able to find an answer, the value of the artifacts would go down.’


‘Oh.’


‘Maybe what we’ll do is pretend to look into it. If we do that, and can’t solve the riddle—’


‘The value goes up.’


‘Very good, Chase. You’re a natural for this business.’




2


Science is an investigation into reality, how atoms interact and biological systems develop and stars give heat. Myth is also an investigation into reality, but into a reality of a different type: It informs us of the deepest desires and fears of the subconscious mind. The place where we really live.


—Kosha Malkeva, The Road to Babylon, 3376 C.E.


Karen Howard lived in a plush estate in Westmont Park, where Mt. Gordana was just visible in the west when the light was right. The storm had finally subsided, and the skies had cleared, but the entire world was buried in snow. As we settled toward the ground that evening, we were instructed by a deep baritone to identify ourselves and state our business. ‘Rainbow Enterprises to see Ms Howard,’ I said, giving the system a code word that had been issued to us earlier. A ring of lights came on around the landing pad. The lights weren’t necessary because it wasn’t quite dark yet, but they did add a sense of luster to the place.


The house resembled an Itaki temple. Towers rose above both wings, and I found myself expecting to hear chanting as we touched down. The voice, still speaking through the comm link, welcomed us to Howard Manor and invited us inside. We got out of the skimmer and started along a sheltered walkway.


The windows were sedately illuminated, and a viol played wistfully. More lights came on. The front door opened, and a young woman greeted us, took our jackets, and showed us into a large sitting room. ‘Ms Howard,’ she said, ‘will be with you shortly.’ The room possessed an elegant sterility: window curtains that might have been employed as ceremonial robes, ivory-colored ornamental shelves supporting vases filled with year-round flowers, a red carpet that looked as if no one had ever walked on it. It was a room to admire but not one in which you could relax and kick off your shoes.


We’d been there only a couple of minutes when Ms Howard walked in. She inspected Alex and said hello to him. Then she smiled condescendingly at me. ‘It is nice to see you again, Ms Kolpath.’


We exchanged a few pleasantries. Alex commented on how well kept the grounds were, presumably apparent to him under the snow cover. Howard took a moment to admire his scarf, and suggested that we all make ourselves comfortable. We sat down on a sofa while she took a large, padded armchair. ‘Chase tells me,’ Alex said, ‘you have some items connected with Christopher Robin.’


She looked momentarily as if that fact had slipped her mind. ‘As a matter of fact, Mr Benedict, I do.’ Sidewise glance at me. ‘I take it you’re in a position to represent my interests?’


Alex fell back on his charm. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘We’d be delighted.’ His tone conveyed a sense that we were all friends, that whatever had gone before was of no concern, was part of a misunderstanding, and that he would find it gratifying to assist her. ‘I wonder,’ he continued, ‘if it would be possible to see the materials?’


Some of the stiffness drained away. ‘Certainly, Mr Benedict,’ she said. ‘Please follow me.’


We went out into a central corridor, turned toward the rear of the house, and entered another, smaller, room. The objects had been placed on a dinner table, arranged with the Carpathian hat as the centerpiece. Plaques, lamps, framed pictures, books, paintings, the wedding ring, the diamond-studded comm link, a bust of a bearded man (Adam Karvenko, I learned later, who’d connected quantum theory with consciousness), and some electronic gear. And, of course, the books.


Alex circled the table, examining the objects, using a magnifying lens on some, lifting others so he could study them from different angles.


He took a long look at the wedding ring. ‘The names will help,’ he said, ‘and especially the inscription.’ Alex lifted the cover of one of the books. Mirabeau’s The Social Abstract. Comments were printed in precise characters in the margins: Exactly!! And Out of context. And I’d love to see the documentation for that.


He paged through Hai Kallei’s Lost in the Shadows, smiling at Robin’s comments. Dumb. And Tribalism will always be with us, despite your assertions. And Sometimes I wonder if we deserve to survive.


In a collection of science essays, Alex, admiringly, read one comment aloud: We are like the seas. Tides come in, go out. Our shorelines wear down and drift away, but in the end, the substance does not change. Neither technology nor accumulated wisdom has any fundamental effect on who we are.


Baron’s Cosmological Constant was also filled with commentary. Sounds good, but the logic is confused. And If this is so, the world is even more illusory than we thought. Alex smiled. ‘Did you know him very well, Ms Howard?’


‘Not especially,’ she said. ‘I didn’t especially like him.’


‘Why is that?’


‘He thought he was better than everybody else.’


Alex nodded. Isn’t that the way of the world? He put the book down and looked up at the picture of the interstellar that Howard had shown me at the country house. It hung directly opposite the entrance, making it the first thing you’d see coming into the room. ‘This is exactly the way he’d placed it in his own house,’ she said.


Alex examined it from several angles before turning to her. ‘Ms Howard, what about this? Did it have a special meaning of some sort for Professor Robin?’


‘Not that I’m aware of.’


Alex turned back to the picture. Shook his head.


‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.


‘I’ve seen it before somewhere.’


I didn’t recognize it. The superluminal looked retro. Too thick through the hull. The two odd characters near the main hatch. Individual portals on the bridge rather than the wraparound.


‘So what do you think, Mr Benedict?’


Alex smiled pleasantly. ‘We’ll be happy to assist you, Ms Howard. I doubt there’ll be any trouble moving the ring, or the plaques. The books should be okay. Photos are always a difficult sell, because they are not single items, if you get my meaning. But I think we can do reasonably well.’ He hesitated. ‘Ms Howard, I’m going to ask you to be patient, however. It might be possible to increase the value of these items if you’ll allow me some time.’


‘Time to do what, if I may ask?’


‘I won’t be sure until we learn more about Professor Robin.’


He remained quiet until we got up into the night sky and had started home. It was not yet dark, but we had a crescent moon directly overhead. ‘There are some speculations about this guy,’ he said.


‘Like what?’


‘Are you aware there’s a Christopher Robin Society?’


‘No. I didn’t know that. Is that really so? What is it? A society of physicists?’


‘Physicists, historians, enthusiasts.’


‘Okay.’


‘They meet monthly at Sanova.’


I knew the tone. ‘We’re not going, I hope?’


‘Why not?’


‘What would be the point?’


‘Who better to drum up interest in Robin artifacts than people who have a passion for his work?’


‘But aren’t we talking about physics? How do you get collectors passionate about physics?’


‘Chase, we’re talking about alternate universes and black holes.’


We were passing over the Melony. Fireworks were being launched from one of the casinos. Somebody celebrating something. ‘Alex?’


‘Yes, Chase?’


‘A lot of people have disappeared. Why does Robin draw enthusiasts? What are they enthusiastic about?’


His eyes caught some of the light. ‘Robin worked at the edges of science. He was interested, for example, in whether any part of us survives death.’


‘Oh.’


‘Okay?’


‘And what did he decide?’


‘I couldn’t determine whether he’d ever reached a decision. Chase, Robin explored the fringes of science. He was looking for breakthroughs in areas that are considered beyond the pale by most of his colleagues. He asked questions nobody else dared to ask.’


‘Like whether there really are alternate universes.’


‘Yes.’


‘I thought the notion of alternate universes was an established fact.’


‘Mathematically. But Robin apparently wanted to find a way to cross over.’


‘Oh.’


‘And he thought maybe we were getting occasional visitors from one.’


‘You’re kidding.’


He laughed. ‘I think he was hoping. In any case, a lot of people are fascinated by the fact that he disappeared on the same night as the Kolandra Earthquake.’


‘I suspect a lot of people disappeared that night.’


‘He wasn’t in the area where the quake hit.’


‘So what are they suggesting happened?’


‘The theory is that there was a collision that night. Between universes. That’s what caused the quake.’


‘That’s crazy.’


‘Ah, Dr Kolpath, I’m glad to have that settled. However that may be, some of the enthusiasts – but I suspect none of the physicists – think Robin took advantage of the collision to cross into the other universe.’


‘Okay. I know you’re not buying into any of this. Are you?’


He laughed. ‘Of course not. But the more extreme elements make for good copy.’


‘I don’t think,’ I said, ‘that lunatics buy antiques.’


‘It doesn’t matter. They’ll raise the general level of interest in Robin. That’s all we need.’


‘Okay.’


‘Some of the wackier elements claim he was looking into the possibility that there are ghosts. They’ve been arguing that he knew about people, or entities, who’d gotten caught in dimensional fluxes. And can’t get clear. Plato described graveyards as being restless at night. He thought it was a result of people being too materialistic. Tying themselves to the pleasures of the world. Then when they die, they can’t untangle their souls. Robin’s idea, according to some of these people, was that if you’re in the wrong place when there’s a collision, you can get permanently snared.’


‘Is any of this on the record?’


‘Not really. Look, Robin was given to kidding around. So it’s hard to know what he really thought about a lot of this stuff. He’d appear at different events as a speaker, and somebody would ask the question, were there really such things as people trapped in the dimensions, or in cemeteries, and he’d play along. “Of course there are,” he’d say. All you have to do is watch him in action, and you get the sense that he knows what he’s saying is preposterous, but some part of him hopes it’s so.’


‘Okay—’


‘He wasn’t given to ruling things out simply because they seemed absurd. If collisions actually happen, he says somewhere, there could easily be casualties.’


‘That’s a pretty spooky notion.’


‘Yes, it is.’


‘But nobody’s going to take this stuff seriously.’


‘Chase, as far as we’re concerned, nobody has to take it seriously. It doesn’t matter whether the ideas have any validity. Only that people get excited about them. Anyhow, the timing’s perfect. It’s this weekend, and I’m going to head over there. You want to come?’


I put it out of my mind until, near the end of the week, Jerry Muldoon called. Jerry was a retired psychiatrist who had probably talked with a few too many patients. He was the most dispassionate guy I’d ever known, a man whose smile was automatic, and whose ability to portray empathy was nonexistent even though he thought he was good at it. Alex was on the circuit with another dealer, so I asked if I could help.


‘I understand,’ he said, ‘that you have some personal effects that once belonged to Chris Robin?’


‘Yes, we have access to some, Jerry. But they haven’t been placed on the market yet.’


‘Magnificent,’ he said. ‘What actually do you have?’


I told him. Then asked how it happened that he knew about them.


‘I just happened to hear about it.’ His tone suggested he’d outmaneuvered us. ‘Word of something like this gets around. You know what I mean? Can I see what they look like?’


‘Not yet, Jerry. The owner wants to keep them under wraps for the time being. But I’m glad to hear you’re interested. If you like, we’ll notify you as soon as they become available.’


‘What’s the delay?’


I couldn’t very well tell him that Alex was planning some backroom conniving. ‘They’re still clearing the official documents,’ I said.


‘Damn.’ He sounded genuinely disappointed. The odd thing was that Jerry had always been a collector of objects associated with the collapse of the Ilurian Era. That’s literally several worlds and sixteen centuries away. He’d done some ancestral research and convinced himself that his forebears were among the thieves chased out during the Rebellion, so he was interested in anything connected with them. We’d been able to get a few modestly priced items for him: a dissembler – which is a weapon since outlawed – that had once belonged to an earlier Jeremy Muldoon, a vase that had been the property of a prostitute associated with one of the rebels, and one or two other objects from the period. But I’d never known him to be interested in other antiquities.


‘Did you want these for yourself, Jerry?’ I asked. ‘Or are you acting as someone’s agent?’


‘Are you kidding, Chase? They would be for me. Absolutely.’ Outside, two capers were chasing each other through the snow, waving furry tails. ‘All right. You will let me know, right?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘As soon as you have something.’


Three minutes later, there was a second call. It was more of the same.


‘Sure,’ Alex said. ‘I leaked the story.’


‘Why?’


‘Call it a test run.’


‘I’m amazed that anybody would care that much about a physicist. Even one who disappeared. I mean, we have pilots who’ve disappeared, pharmacists, librarians, all kinds of people. So you’ve dug up responses from a few people who don’t have enough to do. What’s it prove?’


‘Chase,’ he said, ‘you need to stop thinking about Robin as a physicist.’


‘Really? What would you suggest?’


‘Try “celebrity.”’


‘It’s been a pretty well-kept secret.’


‘You travel,’ he said, in his locked-on imitation of Collier Ibsen, the actor who’d made a career of playing tough guys, ‘in the wrong circles, sweetheart.’
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A myth is occasionally a scientific explanation that hasn’t been made yet.


—Christopher Robin, Multiverse, 1387


We got a few more calls from potential customers asking about Chris Robin, and Alex looked quite pleased. ‘If we play this correctly,’ he said as we lifted off in the late afternoon for Sanova and the monthly meeting of the Christopher Robin Society, ‘we might have a serious winner here.’


‘You should consider a career as a sales consultant,’ I said. He smiled and pretended to take it as a compliment.


The meeting was being held at the Jubilee Country Club, which, in better times, had been a posh operation designed for people who enjoyed showing off their wealth. But they’d come under new management which, we heard, had lost the personal touch with their customers, the clientele had gone away, and the Jubilee fell into a state of general deterioration. When we walked through the front doors, I got a sense of a lost age, of a place whose time had passed.


The meeting was being held in the main ballroom, with panels assigned to conference rooms. We signed in with a middle-aged woman sitting at a table just inside the door. She produced two badges, and we went inside.


I’m not sure what I expected. A séance, maybe. A team of ghost hunters. Someone who’d encountered stalkers from another universe.


Alex disapproved of my attitude. ‘They do trade ideas here,’ he told me sternly. ‘Keep in mind this is primarily a social event. But it’s also a place where people can talk about wild ideas, whatever they might be, without fear of getting laughed at. I should also mention that the tradition here is that comments made during the evening stay here. Nothing gets recorded. Nothing gets repeated, without permission.’


There were about fifty attendees present when we arrived. Another ten or fifteen drifted in while we wandered around, introducing ourselves and engaging in small talk. Then the president called the meeting to order, made some business announcements, and introduced the keynote speaker, a trim woman with cinnamon-colored hair whom he described as an expert on the subject of disembodied consciousness. The woman thanked us for coming, said she hoped we would find the evening instructive, and expressed her appreciation that there were still open-minded people in the world. ‘The Latrill branch of the Society,’ she said, ‘sends its warmest wishes.’ She expressed regret that modern society had failed to recognize the scientific contributions of Chris Robin simply because they did not fit easily into the common misperceptions of how the universe worked. ‘It’s hard not to wonder what he might have given us,’ she said, ‘had his lifetime not been cut short.’


That got some applause.


She gazed around the room, nodded to a couple of people in back, and smiled. ‘Some of my colleagues,’ she continued, ‘suspect he was spirited away by the forces of corporate greed. There might be something to that. If his work on dark energy had panned out, it would have delivered a body blow to some of the corporate powers, and I don’t need to tell you who they are. Unfortunately, it looks as if dark energy has reached a dead end. I personally doubt there’s any truth to this particular conspiracy theory. Though we all love conspiracies, this one is simply too mundane. But until we know for certain, assuming we ever do, the suspicion will always be there.’


She mentioned something called the nanodrive, which would allow us to cross to Andromeda. And she praised Robin’s work on colliding universes, and how exciting it would be if we could somehow communicate with these other realities. ‘Imagine meeting another version of yourself,’ she said. ‘Although I confess that some of my associates tell me that, for some of us, one is quite enough.’


That got some laughs. ‘I’d love to think,’ she continued, ‘that somewhere, we are all gathered at another Jubilee Country Club. But instead of mourning for Chris Robin, he is standing here with us, our guest of honor, sharing a drink with Harry over there.’ Everybody turned toward a tall, white-haired man who smiled. Those who had glasses raised them in his direction, and the rest applauded.


She sat down to more applause and had to rise again when it did not subside. The president thanked her for her illuminating remarks. ‘If that is so,’ he added, ‘I’d be inclined to wonder whether that happy group could imagine our situation.’ He paused, sighed, and announced that the first two panels would start at the top of the hour.


A screen at one of the conference rooms announced that the opening topic would be ‘The Multiverse.’ The room filled up quickly, while the panelists took their places behind a table. I should mention that the attendees all seemed to be professionals of one kind or another. They were articulate, obviously knowledgeable, and enthusiastic.


The panelists talked about how a multiverse was the only way we could rationally explain our own existence, where the requirements for a universe friendly to life were extreme: a gravity constant within narrow limitations, the tendency of water to freeze from the top down, the weak and strong nuclear forces, and a number of other very precise settings. ‘You have to have a lot of universes, an enormous number of them, in fact,’ said the panel moderator, a short bald man who drummed his fingers constantly while talking. ‘You have to have literally billions before the settings can become right by accident. Unless, of course, you’re willing to admit divine intervention.’


The discussion sailed quietly along for about twenty minutes. Then one of the panelists, a heavyset man with a shock of white hair hanging in his eyes, delivered a jolt: ‘What we have to ask ourselves,’ he said, ‘is whether Chris really was taken by someone, or whether he did find a way to cross over. Do any of the panel members believe that might actually be possible?’


Among the other three panelists, two hands went up. ‘“Anything that is not expressly forbidden is possible,”’ said one, a young woman who might have been a model for one of the clothing companies. ‘But I think the likelihood is remote.’


The others nodded.


A hand waved in the audience. Another young woman. ‘If he could have actually gone to the other side, wouldn’t he have taken someone with him? To serve as a witness? But nobody else disappeared that night. At least not on Virginia Island.’


The panelists looked at one another. The moderator drummed his fingers some more. ‘It’s a valid point, Jessica,’ he said. ‘But he might not have wanted to risk someone else’s life until he was sure he could do it and return.’


I looked at Alex. ‘That’s pretty wild stuff.’


‘Gives the notion of the Universal Cab Company a whole new meaning,’ he said.


A bearded man seated beside me wanted to know whether there was any truth to the claim that Robin had predicted the earthquake. That he knew it was coming because it was the result of colliding branes. At first I thought he was talking about people, but then I recalled that physicists use the term brane to indicate the edge of a universe. Assuming universes have edges.


The question went to a panelist named Bill. Bill was tall, thin, clearly well into his second century. ‘I’ve heard that story,’ he said. ‘Can you cite a source, sir?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ve tried. I’ve heard it often enough, but I don’t know where it comes from.’


Bill looked at the other panelists. They shook their heads. All were familiar with it, and one even commented that it sounded plausible to her. But nobody could pin it down.


Another hand went up. A man with gray hair and a neatly trimmed beard. He had the mien of a department chairman. ‘The night Robin disappeared,’ he said, ‘is it true he was returning from Skydeck?’


‘That’s correct.’


‘Had he actually gone somewhere? Or was he just hanging out at the station?’


‘He’d been out somewhere,’ said Bill.


‘Do we know where?’


‘Nobody has any idea.’


Another hand went up. ‘What about the black holes?’


‘What specifically were you referring to?’ said the moderator.


‘Robin’s overall interest in them. What was that all about?’


‘Hey,’ said someone on the far side of the room, ‘who doesn’t have a fascination with black holes?’


They all laughed. ‘Of course,’ said a woman in back, ‘but is it true he spent time charting their courses? Their trajectories? Whatever?’


The moderator looked at the other panelists. The panelist who’d not thought it possible that Robin had crossed into another universe was middle-aged, well dressed, and wore a sardonic grin throughout the proceedings. Her nameplate identified her as Dr Matthews. ‘It’s true,’ she responded. ‘He did do that.’


‘Do we know why?’


‘A hobby, I’d guess. Frankly, I’d be surprised if someone like Robin didn’t have an interest in black holes.’


During the course of the evening, we saw a broadcast interview with Robin in which he dismissed the theory that the universe is a hologram. I was surprised that anyone had ever been able to take that idea seriously, but apparently there was some supporting evidence. ‘But,’ said Robin, ‘there are alternative explanations for the evidence. There’s a lot we still don’t know, but sometimes one simply has to fall back on common sense.’


One of the speakers, Charlie Plunkett, identified as an engineer with Corbin Data, described an attempt by Robin to show that the voices in an allegedly haunted house might actually be connections with an alternate universe. ‘Unfortunately,’ he said, ‘the results were inconclusive.’


In a program titled ‘Alternate Selves,’ the panelists discussed the notion that, in an infinite sea of universes, every possibility, somewhere, would come to pass. That meant there were other editions of ourselves out there somewhere. We were consequently asked which of our alternate selves we would, if given the chance, choose to meet. Members of the audience opted for themselves as war heroes, entertainment superstars, lady-killers. The bearded guy beside me wanted to be CEO at Colossos, Inc. ‘Why? So that I never again have to deal with a boss.’


A substantial number wanted simply to meet a version of themselves who was accomplishing something that would be remembered. One admitted hoping that ‘it might still turn out to be me.’ That drew applause.


When his turn came, Alex didn’t surprise me: ‘I’ll settle for where I am,’ he said. ‘I love dealing with antiques.’


Then it was my turn. A few years back, I’d fallen in love for the one and only time in my life. And I let him get away. If I actually had the opportunity, I’d like to meet the Chase Kolpath who had held on to him, married him, and settled into a quiet life. I’d like very much to know how that would have turned out. But I wasn’t going to say anything about it in front of that crowd, so I told them I’d enjoy spending an hour with the Kolpath who’d made a fortune as lead singer with the Bandoliers.


During that same panel, an historian went in a new direction. ‘His IQ is on the record,’ he said. ‘It was over 260, too high for any human being. Maybe he didn’t get carried off by a corporate giant. Or caught in another dimension. Maybe he simply went home.’


When I asked him later if he thought there might actually be something to that suggestion, he shook his head sadly. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I wish I did.’


Shortly before he disappeared, Robin was interviewed by Todd Cunningham, the celebrated talk-show host who, at the time, was at the very beginning of his career. Robin looked better in motion than he did in the still pictures. He seemed relaxed, amiable, a guy with a sense of humor. A large smile appeared when Cunningham asked him why he persisted in saying things that left him open to criticism by his colleagues.


‘I’m not sure they’re my colleagues,’ Robin said.


‘Other scientists, then.’ Cunningham smiled in the self-deprecating manner that suggests his guest is twisting the truth, and that had since become his trademark.


Robin allowed himself to look uncomfortable, but I got the sense he was in complete control. ‘There’s no easy way to say this, Todd, but the reality is that most of us, even physicists, maybe especially physicists, aren’t generally open to new ideas. We think every important discovery was made during the Golden Age. That nothing of any significance remains to be found.’


‘You’re saying that’s wrong?’


‘I hope it’s wrong. I really do. I’d hate to think there’s nothing left for us to learn.’


‘Do you hope to provide us with a breakthrough somewhere, Chris?’


‘Yes, I do.’


‘And what might that be?’


‘I don’t know. If I knew, I’d tell you now.’


‘When will you know?’


He smiled. ‘Maybe after Uriel.’


‘Uriel?’


‘When I have something, Todd, I’ll be in touch.’


Cunningham frowned. ‘What’s Uriel, Chris? Are you talking about the angel?’


‘I’ll let you know—’


Alex found an astronomer, a quiet, dark-skinned woman who seemed out of place amid all the jokes and exaggerations. Her name was Silvia, and I suspected she’d been talked into coming. More or less like me. ‘Silvia,’ he said, ‘what is Uriel?’


She looked pleased to have someone ask a straightforward question. ‘It’s a dwarf star, Alex. Six and a half light-years from here. Maybe a little less.’


‘Any planets?’


‘A few. Nothing habitable. At least there wasn’t the last time I looked.’ We could hear laughter in the next room. The end of the evening was approaching. ‘And there’s nothing unusual about it that I know of.’


‘You have any idea what Robin was talking about?’


She shook her head. ‘None whatever. And neither does anybody else. I’ve seen this interview before, and I can’t imagine what he’s referring to. I’m not even sure he means the star. Maybe you need to ask an historian. Or a theologian.’ She grinned. ‘Maybe the theologian would be your best bet.’


When the panels concluded, we retired to the ballroom for some drinks and hors d’oeuvres. Alex maneuvered us to a table occupied by Harvey Hoskin, the president of the Society, and Brandon Rupprecht, a biologist. Hoskin had bristly gray hair and a close-cut beard, and he was probably the oldest person in the Jubilee that evening.


We talked about the Society, how there would be a special meeting on the north coast later that year, and who was in line for the Chris Robin Award, which would be given out at the summer meeting in Andiquar. The award recognized ‘reaching beyond the parameters.’ During a break in the conversation, Alex asked how the Society had gotten started.


‘This is our twenty-seventh year,’ Hoskin said. ‘It began here at the university after Jim Hovel did a dissertation on Robin’s multiple-universe analyses. Jim was on one of the panels tonight.’


‘Yes,’ said Alex. ‘We were there.’


‘Anyhow, as I’m sure you know—’ Hoskin plunged into an account of the mathematics of time-space flexibility. At least, that’s what I think it was. ‘He insisted, therefore, that alternate universes had to exist. I don’t have the physics background to go into detail, but you can find it in his book.’


‘We have a copy,’ said Alex.


‘Okay. Then you can imagine why a lot of people got interested. No one before had ever dared talk this way.’ He looked across the table at Rupprecht. ‘At the time he disappeared, he’d become a figure of ridicule. Maybe a lot of people were jealous. I don’t know. Anyhow, we – most of us – didn’t learn to appreciate him until he was gone. Now, of course, he’s a hero. Several of us went to a party one night, and we were talking about him, and I think we began to realize how much he meant to us. I mean, he wasn’t afraid to be wrong. For him, it was nice to be right, but the important thing was to ask the right questions. You know what I mean?’


Rupprecht picked up the thread: ‘And that’s how the Chris Robin Society was born.’ Rupprecht was average-looking, average height, average everything. His was the kind of face you’d never be able to remember from one day to the next except for his eyes, which tended to freeze you in place.


‘Is there really any possibility,’ I asked, ‘any at all, that he might have been right? I mean, I know how crazy it sounds, but is there any chance that maybe you could walk into that closet over there in the corner and find yourself in another universe?’


Hoskin smiled. ‘It’s not forbidden by the laws of physics, is it, Brandy?’


Rupprecht grinned, lifted his glass to his lips, and put it back with the drink untouched. ‘Above my pay grade,’ he said.


I must have looked stunned.


Hoskin noticed. ‘We have to be cautious about ruling things out simply because they’re counterintuitive, Chase. Who would have believed a particle could be in two places simultaneously?’ Alex asked whether any members of the group had actually known Robin.


Hoskin passed the question to Rupprecht.


‘I knew him,’ he said, with a sad smile. ‘Chris was okay. Not the most patient guy in the world. But I was sorry to lose him.’


‘What was he like?’


‘He told jokes on himself. Took himself seriously but didn’t expect anybody else to. If he had, I don’t think he’d have survived as long as he did. He wanted to do blue sky science. That was all he really lived for. Find something new. Figure out how to travel backward in time. Find out what drives complexity. But that era was over long ago. All we do today is try to design a better engine and do studies on why life evolves in different ways on different worlds. If it shows up at all. So for a long time, nobody took him seriously. But he learned to live with that.’


Hoskin jumped in. ‘Something else that fascinated him was the occasional sightings of unidentified ships.’


‘Unidentified ships?’


‘You know, the sightings they have at the stations every once in a while? A ship will show up, cruise past, not identify itself, and just leave the area.’


‘I’ve heard of them, sure,’ said Alex. ‘But I never really thought much about the stories.’


‘They’re there. Something is. They’re on the record. The sightings go back a long time. Centuries.’


‘But that just means people get lost. Wander into the wrong system, and clear out again.’


‘Well, there’s something strange about some of them—’ He turned toward me. ‘You’re a pilot, Chase – am I right about that?’


‘Yes, Harvey, that’s correct.’


‘If I watch a ship make its jump into transdimensional space, what do I see?’


I wasn’t sure what he was asking. ‘Nothing,’ I said finally. ‘It just disappears.’


‘Exactly. Like turning off a light, right?’


‘Yes.’


‘But the ships involved in the sightings, some of them anyhow, don’t just blink out. They fade out. It takes a few seconds, but it’s a different process. They gradually become invisible.’


‘So what did Robin think they were?’
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