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Lost in the wind was the last dying echo of who we were.

—Joshua Kilbride, Downstream


Prologue

LATE WINTER, 1403, RIMWAY CALENDAR

Somerset Tuttle’s AI announced that Rachel had arrived. ‘Do you wish to admit her, sir?’

‘Of course, Jeremy. Tell her I’ll be right there.’

Rachel had been upset when she called. That was utterly out of character for her. Sunset, she’d said, verging on tears – he loved being addressed by the nickname, intended by his rivals as a commentary on his career, but which nevertheless had an adventurous ring – I have to see you. No. Tonight. Please. Whatever you’re doing. No, I don’t want to tell you over the circuit. Are you alone? Well, get rid of them. You won’t be sorry.

When he’d suggested they meet over dinner, she’d all but come apart. ‘Now, Sunset. Please.’

He liked Rachel. She said what she thought, she had a good sense of humor, she was smart, and she was beautiful. Soft brown hair and penetrating blue eyes and a smile that lit up his life. He enjoyed having her with him when he attended social functions because she was inevitably the most beautiful creature in the room. The nitwits who thought he was crazy because he’d invested a lifetime trying to determine who else might be out there – the most important question of the age – could only watch enviously as he escorted her through the crowd.

She worked for World’s End Tours, where she took people sightseeing among the stars. And over on your right is Anderson’s Black Hole. And straight ahead is the Crab Nebula. He smiled at the image and kept the smile in place to reassure Rachel that, whatever was bothering her, it would be all right.

His great hope was that one day he would introduce her to someone not born of human stock, someone other than the idiot Mutes, of course, who’d been around so long it was hard to think of them as alien. That they would sit down over lunch with a true Other, fill the wineglasses, and talk about purpose, design, and God. That was what mattered.

Tuttle had been looking for over a century, sometimes with colleagues, more often alone. He’d examined literally hundreds of terrestrial worlds, places with running water and bright sunlight and soft winds. Most had been devoid even of a blade of grass or a trilobite. A few possessed forests and creatures that scampered through them, and seas teeming with life. But they were rare.

Nowhere had he seen something that might have been able to appreciate who he was and where he came from. Something that, on occasion, might have looked at the stars.

He didn’t look forward to Rachel’s upcoming hysterics. He couldn’t imagine what it might be that had rattled a woman he’d considered, until this moment, unflappable. But he didn’t want to get involved with what was clearly a sticky personal situation. It sounded like a problem with her boyfriend, but surely she wouldn’t bring that to him. What then? Trouble at work? That had to be it. Maybe she’d gotten caught in some sort of compromising situation with one of the passengers. That was prohibited, for reasons he’d never understood.

She’d needed fifteen minutes to get there, a stretch of time that had seemed endless. Now she stood in the open doorway, staring at him with red-rimmed eyes. Sunset straightened his shirt and opened his arms to her. ‘My dear, come in. What’s wrong?’

The door and entryway were glass, and the snow-covered grounds behind her gleamed in the sunlight. Rachel’s sculpted features were frozen. The animation that fueled her loveliness was gone.

‘Sunset.’ It was all she seemed able to manage.

She was wrapped in a light jacket, too delicate for the weather. He took her by the shoulders and started to embrace her, but she pulled away. ‘Rachel, it’s good to have you back. Come in and sit down. Can I get you something?’

She shook her head, holding back tears.

He led her into the sitting room. ‘Can I get you a drink?’

‘Oh, yes, please.’ She collapsed into a chair while he got her favorite liqueur, Margo’s carousel, out of the cabinet. He poured two glasses, walked back, and handed her one. She’d taken off the jacket, and he was surprised to see that she was wearing her uniform. It was dark blue, and a captain’s silver stars rested on her shoulders. But the collar had been pulled open.

‘Now what seems to be the problem?’

‘Sunset,’ she said, her voice barely more than a whisper, ‘I need help.’

She’d been gone three weeks. He hadn’t expected her back for another few days.

‘Of course, love. What can I do?’

She looked up at a mural of the Milky Way, which dominated the west wall. She stared at it, sighed, shook her head, wiped away a tear. Then she picked up the glass and took a sip. Her eyes went back to the mural. ‘You’ve been looking your entire life, haven’t you?’ she asked.

‘Yes, I suppose so. I got hooked when my father took me out on one of his missions.’

‘He never found anything, either.’

‘No. Rachel, nobody ever finds anything. Except Melony Brown.’ Melony had come unexpectedly upon the Ashiyyur, the Mutes, centuries ago, while she was measuring solar temperature ranges. She was the lady for whom the river had been named. ‘Did something happen on the tour?’

‘Yes.’

My God, she’d been caught in flagrante on the ship with one of the passengers. It would be the end of her career. ‘So,’ he said, keeping his voice carefully level, ‘what happened?’

She looked at him and suddenly he knew. It hadn’t been a tryst.

There were stories all the time. Somebody saw lights out at Ringwald 557. Somebody else intercepted a strange communication in the Veiled Lady. A couple of people on a once-in-a-lifetime vacation came across ruins on Sakata III and came back claiming to have made the discovery of the age. Except that the lights never showed up again, the communication was never traced, and the ruins were five thousand years old, all that remained of a settlement lost to history. Just ordinary people from Flexnor, maybe, or Vikoda. Nobody knew for certain. When you’ve been running around the Orion Arm for thousands of years, history gets lost.

A million systems that had never been looked at lay within reach. But the impulse to explore had gone away a long time ago. People had looked for centuries and found nothing more advanced than monkeys and dolphins. Somehow, for reasons still not clearly understood, the evolution of mental faculties did not generally exceed a fairly low level. Maybe it was that there was no clear survival value in drawing pictures on walls or writing poetry. Something almost unique must have happened with humans.

‘Sunset,’ she said, ‘I saw something you’d be interested in.’

Tuttle was accustomed to it. Aliens was a popular topic on the science talk shows, so he got a lot of invitations, and everyone knew who he was. To his colleagues, he was a man who’d wasted his life, chasing dreams. But to the more imaginative members of the general public, he was the guy they came to when they had, or dreamed they’d had, a strange encounter. They were inevitably mildly deranged. He’d expected more from Rachel.

‘So what did you see, love?’

She started to reply, but her voice caught. She was wiping her cheek again. ‘It’s not good,’ she said.

‘Tell me what happened.’

Finally, the tears came.


PART ONE

The Tablet
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Antiquities are … remnants of history which have casually escaped the shipwreck of time.

—Francis Bacon, The Advancement of Learning

1431, TWENTY-EIGHT YEARS LATER

‘Chase, I may have found something of interest.’ Alex’s voice, over the internal comm system, sounded dubious. Maybe he had something, maybe not. I was just getting ready to tackle the morning’s work, which consisted primarily of calculating charges for our clients and getting out the monthly billing notices. It had been a good year, and, if current trends continued, Rainbow Enterprises would experience breakout earnings.

Interest in antiquities tends to move in cycles, and we were currently riding a wave. People wanted not only ordinary stuff, lamps and furniture from the last few centuries, but they were getting in line for rare, and sometimes unique, items. We’d just moved a chair that had belonged to E. Wyatt Cooper for a quarter million. Cooper had departed the scene more than a century ago, after a writing career that had appeared undistinguished. But his reputation had grown since his death, and today his vitriolic essays had become a staple of the literature. One who took mockery to the highest levels could expect to be defined as ‘cooperesque.’

Jacob, who’d started life as the house AI for Alex’s uncle, Gabe, had noticed the chair when it was put up for sale by a young woman who had no idea of its value. We’d intervened, getting to her before anyone else did, informed her of its value, and managed the subsequent auction. And, if you’re wondering, yes, we could have bought it ourselves at a price that would have constituted virtual robbery, but Alex never took advantage of anyone, except those blowhards and would-be cheats who deserved it. But that’s another story. Suffice to say that Rainbow Enterprises did not want to be perceived as disreputable. Our income resulted from putting clients in touch with one another. And our clients tended to be generous when they made twenty or fifty times what they’d expected for a hand mirror or a bracelet. It was essential to the business that they trust us.

Jacob had a long history of locating valuable antiquities amid the junk offered daily at the Rees Market, BlowAway, Ferguson’s, and other online sites.

‘Take a look, Chase,’ Alex said. ‘You’ll probably want to follow up on it.’

‘Okay.’

‘Let me know what you decide.’

I asked Jacob to show me what he had. He produced two pictures of a pale white stone tablet, taken from different angles. The tablet was rounded at the top, not unlike some of the markers in the cemetery adjoining Alex’s property. Three lines of symbols had been engraved across the front of the object. ‘Actual size,’ Jacob added.
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It was a bit less than half as tall as I was, an arm’s length in width, and a few millimeters thick. ‘What’s the language?’ I asked.

‘I have no idea, Chase. It looks a little like the Late Korbanic period, but the characters don’t really match.’

‘Angle it a bit.’

The bottom wasn’t smooth. Someone had used a laser to cut it loose from its base. ‘It appears to be a clumsy effort,’ Jacob said, ‘to reduce the size in order to make it fit somewhere.’

‘Or to remove it from the original site. Who’s the owner?’

‘Madeleine Greengrass. She’s a tour guide at Silesia Park.’

‘What does she have to say about it?’

‘Not much. She says it’s been a lawn decoration at her house as long as she’s been there. She’s giving it away. Wants to get rid of it. Haul it off, and it’s yours.’

‘See if you can get her for me.’

I went back to the billings, but I’d barely started when a small, light-skinned woman appeared in the middle of the room. Her blond hair was cut short, and she looked tired. She wore a park ranger’s uniform and was in the process of straightening her blouse while simultaneously drinking from a steaming cup. The scent of coffee came through. ‘What can I do for you, Ms Kolpath?’ she asked, putting the cup down.

‘I’m interested in the tablet.’

‘I’m at Rindenwood,’ she said. ‘You know where that is?’

‘I can find it.’

‘Good. Gold Range, number 12. It’s on the front porch.’

‘Okay. We’ll be over later today.’

‘It’s all yours. But you’ll need a couple of guys to haul it out of here.’

‘Ms Greengrass,’ I said, ‘where did it come from?’

‘It was here when I bought the house.’ She looked away. I got the impression she was checking the time. ‘Listen, I’m running late. Take the tablet if you want it, okay? I have to go.’

Alex was seated in the conference room, studying the pictures, which had been blown up to make the symbols clear. Behind him, an overcast sky pressed down on the windows. It was the first day of autumn. Despite the threatening weather, a few sailboats were out on the Melony. ‘Wish we could read it,’ I said.

‘If we could, Chase, it wouldn’t be half as interesting. Jacob, get me Peer Wilson.’ Wilson was an expert on all things Korbanic.

Jacob said okay, he was already on it, and Alex wondered aloud how old the tablet was.

‘We have a recording,’ Jacob said, and played it. It was audio only: ‘This is Dr Peer Wilson. I am currently unavailable. Leave a message.’

‘Peer,’ Alex said, ‘this is Alex Benedict. Give me a call when you can, please.’

‘What do you think?’ I asked. ‘Is it worth anything?’

‘Hard to say, Chase.’ I knew what he was hoping: That it would turn out to be a remnant from some forgotten colony world, seven or eight thousand years old. Something from the very beginning of the Great Emigration. ‘Where’s she been keeping it?’

‘It’s on her front deck now.’

‘I mean, where’s it been the last few years? It looks as if it’s been out in the weather.’

‘In the garden, I guess. She said it was a lawn decoration.’

He sank into a chair. ‘Even if it is Late Korbanic, it’s only going to have minimum value. Unless it turns out to be Christopher Carver’s gravestone. Or something along those lines.’

Carver, of course, was the Korbanic hero who’d gone missing three centuries ago while walking in a park. ‘It looks like a grave marker,’ I said.

‘I was kidding.’

‘I know. But it does look like a marker.’

‘All right. Let’s get the stone.’

‘Jacob,’ I said, ‘get Tim on the circuit.’

The lifting would be done by a couple of guys from Rambler, Inc., which provided a variety of services for Rainbow. Its manager, Tim Wistert, was a quiet, reserved guy who looked more like a bureaucrat than a mover. ‘Two guys?’ he said.

‘It looks heavy.’

‘Okay. But we won’t be able to get over there until late this afternoon.’

‘What time?’

‘About four?’

‘Okay. I’ll meet them there.’

Peer Wilson might have been the tallest man in Andiquar. He’d been around a long time, probably more than a century. His hair was beginning to lose its color. But it was stiff like prickly grass, and stood straight up, making him seem even bigger. He had a neatly trimmed mustache, and he made no effort to hide the fact that he disapproved of the way Alex made his living. Wilson, like many in the academic community, considered him a glorified grave robber.

Alex had signaled me when Wilson’s image showed up, and the conversation had already begun when I walked into the boss’s office in back.

‘—not Late Korbanic,’ Wilson was saying. He was seated in his office, behind a nameplate, awards prominently posted along the wall behind him. Northern Linguistic Association Man of the Year. The Gilbert Prize for Contributions to Historical Research. The Brisbane Award for Lifetime Achievement.

‘Peer,’ said Alex, ‘you remember my associate, Chase Kolpath. Chase, Professor Wilson.’

‘Yes. Of course.’ He smiled politely. ‘I believe we’ve met somewhere, haven’t we?’ Then he plowed on, not waiting for an answer, which would have been Yes, several times. ‘No, there is some slight resemblance to one of the Korbanic codas. But it’s purely superficial.’

‘Professor, do you have any idea what language it might be?’

‘May I ask where this object is at the moment?’

‘At the home of a client.’

‘I see. Doesn’t he know what it is?’

‘The owner is a young woman. And no, she seems to have no idea.’

‘Yes. Well, I wouldn’t get too excited about it, Alex. I assume you’d like me to research it for you?’

‘If you would.’

‘Ordinarily, I’d expect a consultant’s fee. But as it’s you—’ His lips parted in a contemptuous smile.

‘Nitwit,’ Alex said, looking up. ‘Chase, I’ve been checking on the previous owners of Gold Range number twelve.’

‘And—?’

‘At one time it belonged to Somerset Tuttle.’

‘Tuttle? The guy they called Sunset? Who was always out looking for aliens?’

‘That’s the one.’

‘He’s been dead a long time, hasn’t he?’

‘Twenty-five years. Give or take.’

‘You think the tablet was his?’

‘Maybe.’

‘If it was his,’ I said, ‘the language probably doesn’t make any difference.’

‘Why is that?’

‘If he’d found it in an archeological site somewhere, and it had any value, he’d certainly have known about it. I doubt it would have ended its days as a lawn ornament.’

‘That would certainly seem to be a logical conclusion. Still, it seems like an odd thing to keep around the house. Let’s look into it.’

‘Okay, Alex, if you say so.’

He smiled at my skepticism. ‘Stranger things have happened, young lady.’

‘How did he die, Alex?’

We were still in his office in the back of the country house. A light symphony was playing on the sound system, and he was splayed out on the lush sofa he’d inherited from his uncle. ‘Sunset Tuttle enjoyed sailing. He used to go out on the Melony. One day he sailed into a storm. The wind caught one of the booms, swung it around, and clipped him in the head with it. He was alone, but there were witnesses in another boat. They got to him as quickly as they could, but—’ Alex shrugged. ‘He had a reputation for being preoccupied. Not paying attention to what he was doing. He was 139 years old at the time. I wonder if it’s possible—’

‘If what’s possible, Alex?’

‘That the tablet is from an alien site.’

I laughed. ‘Come on, Alex. There aren’t any aliens.’

‘How about the Mutes?’

‘The Mutes don’t count.’

‘Oh? Why’s that?’

I gave up. Alex likes to think he keeps an open mind, but I was thinking how sometimes it’s too open. ‘So what are you saying?’ I asked.

‘Well, I don’t know. It makes no sense. He spent his life looking for aliens. If he found them, Chase, either living or otherwise, any evidence at all that they existed, he’d have put it all over the media.’

Alex keeps a couple of tabitha plants near the window. He got up, inspected them, and got some water for them. ‘His colleagues laughed at him. Lectured him for wasting his life. If he’d found the slightest evidence, he would not have held it back, believe me.’ He finished with the plants and sat down again. ‘Maybe it’s time we talked with the great man himself.’

‘Jacob,’ I said, ‘does Tuttle have an avatar?’

Jacob needed a moment. ‘No, Chase. He was apparently a very private person.’

‘I guess that’s a result of all the ridicule,’ I said.

‘How about his wife? Did she have an avatar?’

‘Which one?’

‘How many were there?’

‘Three. India, Cassa, and Mary.’

‘Can we reach any of them?’

‘They’ve all passed away. The last of them, India, died just last year.’

‘So which ones had an avatar?’

‘India does.’

‘Okay. Which years were they together? He and India?’

‘From 1380 until 1396.’

‘Did they have any kids?’

‘He had one child. Basil. And before you ask, he seems to be still alive.’

‘Good. Can you connect me with him?’

‘Unfortunately, Alex, I have no link. Or address. His last known residence was in Foxpoint.’

‘On the other side of the continent?’

‘No. Not that Foxpoint. This one’s out in the desert in the southeast. But he moved several years ago.’

‘Okay. See if you can track him down.’ He smiled at me. ‘Somebody has to know something,’ he said. Then back to Jacob: ‘Get us through to India.’

Moments later India Beshoar blinked on. She had lush brown hair, a good smile, a great body, and deep green eyes. Of course, everybody looks good in avatar form. You ought to see mine. ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘Can I be of assistance?’

Alex introduced us. Then: ‘India, you were married to Sunset Tuttle.’

‘Yes. That is correct.’ Her expression did not change. No happy memory there.

‘Were you together in the house at Rindenwood?’

‘We were. Why do you ask?’

‘What was he like?’

‘Sunset? Basically, he was a decent man.’

‘But—?’

‘He lacked some social skills.’

‘May I ask, in what way?’

‘This is difficult for me, Mr Benedict.’

‘I’m sure it is. India, Chase and I are trying to do some historical research, and that sometimes requires us to ask personal questions we’d rather leave alone. But it really doesn’t matter now, does it? Since you’ve both passed on.’

‘I guess not.’ Those green eyes looked my way for sympathy. ‘He didn’t take his vows too seriously.’ I nodded. You can’t trust guys, I was telling her. We all know that. ‘The best way to describe our marriage was that I always felt alone.’

‘I’m sorry to hear it.’

‘I’m sorry to say it. But it was my own fault. I knew what he was before I married him. I thought I could change him.’ She shook her head. ‘I was old enough to know better.’

‘What did he care about?’ I asked. ‘Other than the hunt for aliens, what was important to him?’

‘Aliens were all that mattered.’

Alex showed her an image of the tablet. ‘India, do you know anything about this?’

‘No,’ she said.

‘Could it have been in the house, or in the garden, when you were there, without your knowing about it?’

‘How big is it?’ Alex expanded it to actual size. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I would certainly have known. Why? Is it valuable?’

‘That’s what we’re trying to determine,’ he said.

She shrugged. ‘Wish I could help.’
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There is no more critical question before us than that which seeks to determine our place in the universe. We now know that intelligent life is extraordinarily rare. So we are not simply one species among a number of equals, as we had once expected to be. Rather, we are the climax toward which the universe has been evolving for twelve billion years. We are the part of the cosmos that observes, and senses, and grasps the magnitude of this incredible place we call home. What a waste it would all be were it not for the presence of the Ashiyyur, and of us.

—Somerset Tuttle, ‘Breakfast with the Aliens’

We did a search on Tuttle. ‘I am sorry to report,’ said Jacob, ‘that there is no comprehensive record of his flights.’

‘How about a log?’ said Alex. ‘Or a notebook?’

‘No, sir. Nothing.’

‘A journal? Anything at all?’

‘I can find no account anywhere that would indicate where he has traveled.’

It was an inauspicious start because there wasn’t much else of substance. No one had ever done a serious biography. Accounts of other explorers existed, containing some details about Tuttle’s missions. And a few interviews shed light on destinations. But even there, only a few were precise. Mostly, we saw attacks launched by his colleagues, who used him as an example of the results of wishful thinking and a refusal to face the hard facts of life. His name became a verb, to tuttle, which meant to persist in an endeavor with no hope of success.

We discovered a few tributes, which came from enthusiasts and true believers who had followed his lifelong effort to find an alien intelligence. There were some laudatory comments on his charity work. He’d been born wealthy and had been a generous contributor to numerous causes. During his final years, he’d sat on the board of governors of the Belmont Foundation for the Underprivileged. We also found a handful of interviews and presentations. And there was a collection of essays.

For more than thirty years, he’d ridden the Callisto around the Orion Arm in his fruitless quest. During most of that time, he’d been his own pilot, and he usually traveled alone. He claimed to have found more than six hundred biozone worlds, of which only a handful had actually been home to living things. The vast majority were sterile. But none, not one, had contained, as he put it, anything that had waved back.

At the time of his death, he’d been a member of the Gibbon Society. For those unfamiliar with it, it’s a group that thinks our best days are behind us. That we’re decaying, and that, unless we get hold of ourselves, the end is near.

‘It’s one of the reasons we need to find an alien intelligence,’ he said in an interview with talk-show host Charles Koeffler. ‘We need something to challenge us. To bring us back to life.’ Koeffler asked whether he was speaking about a potential military threat. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Of course not. But someone to remind us what we might achieve if we ever really get off our front porch.’

‘What,’ I asked, ‘does he think the Mutes are?’

‘They’ve been around too long,’ said Alex. ‘I’d guess he perceives them as part of the natural world he lives in.’

Jacob threw himself enthusiastically into the search. ‘Korchnoi University invited him to speak to its graduates in 1400,’ he said. ‘They took a fair amount of criticism for it because he wasn’t perceived as a serious figure in the academic world. The school became the butt of jokes. They were said, for example, to be granting graduate degrees in alien psychology. And to be debating the ethics of cutting down talking trees. You will, I hope, pardon me, but I fail to see the humor.’

‘As do I, Jacob,’ I said.

‘I have the Korchnoi address. Did you wish to see it?’

‘Sure,’ said Alex.

It’s always hard to be certain about physical size when you’re looking at a hologram, but Tuttle appeared to be a small, unimposing figure. He had gray eyes, a weak chin, and he smiled too much. He didn’t strike me as a guy who could be passionate about anything. At least, not until he finished the preliminaries, talking about the value of education in general, how it was for the benefit of the individual student and not for a prospective employer. Then he caught his breath, came out from behind the lectern, and told his listeners – about two hundred students and a handful of professors – what it meant in modern times to be a professional of any stripe.

‘Your advisors will tell you,’ he said, ‘how to handle profit and loss statements. How to be prudent about your career. How to make more money than the person sitting next to you. But your education is for you, and not for anyone else. If you choose to be an anthropologist, as I did, they will recommend that you invest your time hunting down lost ships and forgotten settlements. Find a city somewhere whose builders have dropped out of the history books.’ He raised a clenched hand and waved it in the air. ‘That’s how you make your reputation. But it’s not where the real prize is. Anybody can do that. And who really cares what kind of plumbing systems they used on Machinova IV two thousand years ago?’

Alex adjusted the image, bringing Tuttle closer. The gray eyes had caught fire. ‘There’s only one reason the human race left its home world, and it had nothing to do with establishing settlements along the Orion Arm. That was strictly a by-product. We came out of the solar system because we wanted to look around. We wanted to find someone else. Someone like ourselves, perhaps. Or maybe someone entirely different. But in any case, someone we could talk to. It was an adventure, a mission, not a real-estate investment.

‘If you read the books written during the early years of the Technological Age, especially the fiction, you won’t find very much about founding outposts in the Aldebaran sector.’ Something in front of him caught his eye, and he grinned. ‘What’s your name, son?’

Alex adjusted the angle, and we saw the person he was addressing, an athletic-looking young man with blond hair and a suddenly sheepish expression. ‘Colt Everson, sir,’ he said.

‘Colt, you look skeptical.’

In fact, Colt looked uncomfortable. ‘It’s hard not to be, Professor Tuttle. I can’t believe people ever seriously thought they’d find aliens. I know that’s what we always say, but how does anyone really know that?’

‘Read their books.’

‘Well, the fiction talks about it, about aliens, but if you read the science abstracts of the period, I don’t think you see much.’

Tuttle looked around the room. ‘Anybody want to respond to that?’

A young woman raised her hand. ‘It’s because scientists are supposed to be ruled by the evidence. During the early years of the Fourth Millennium, there was no evidence.’

Somebody prompted her: ‘The Third Millennium, Carla.’

‘Whatever. Their reputations were on the line, as they always are.’ Like Colt, she looked uncomfortable. She wanted to say more, but she smiled shyly and sat back down.

‘You’re wondering about me, aren’t you, Carla? Has my reputation suffered because of the work I do? Let me point out that I was invited to speak to the graduating class at Korchnoi.’ A few in back began to applaud, and it caught on and spread through the room. Tuttle waited until it had subsided. ‘At the risk of ruining their reputations, I think I can state unequivocally that Professor Campbell and Professor Baryman are sympathetic to the work.’ More applause. It was easy enough to pick the two named persons out of the crowd. Both nodded acquiescence. ‘I’ve been looking for other civilizations now for more than a century. Most of my colleagues are convinced I’ve wasted my time. But, if nothing else, I’ve left a track for whoever comes after. He, or she, will know, at least, that these worlds are empty. Don’t look here. It’s not what I would have preferred to do, but maybe it’s the only way.’

‘Professor?’ A young man in the rear stood. ‘May I ask a personal question?’

‘You may ask.’

‘If you had it to do again, would you go in a different direction?’

‘Oh, yes. Certainly. Absolutely.’

‘What would you do differently?’

‘You asked if I’d go in a different direction. And of course I would. I didn’t find anything in the direction I took. But if you’re asking whether I’d spend my life digging up Fifth Millennium kitchen utensils from a dead city on a world we forgot about two thousand years ago, the answer is no. Certainly not. I’d rather fail at a world-shaking effort than succeed with trifles.’

‘That’s strange,’ said Alex.

‘What is?’

‘He talks as if he left a complete record.’

‘You know,’ Alex said, ‘the tablet is going to turn out to be a joke. Something somebody gave him for his birthday. But I guess it doesn’t cost us anything to look.’

‘How long did Tuttle live in the Rindenwood house?’ I asked.

‘He was born and died there, Chase.’

I was watching the time. I’d be leaving in a few minutes for the place. ‘It seems odd,’ I said. ‘A guy who spent his life exploring the stars but never really left home.’

Alex was wearing a frumpy University of Andiquar sweater. He noticed it was hanging crooked, unbuttoned it, and fixed it. ‘Take a contract with you,’ he said. ‘If Ms Greengrass isn’t at home when you get there, park on her doorstep until she shows up and get her signature. Give her a nominal payment.’

‘How much is nominal?’

‘Twenty-five. No. Make it thirty-five. Just make sure we have everything in writing.’ He got up and started for the door. ‘Chase, I don’t have to tell you—’

‘I know,’ I said.

I prepped a contract and got moving. A light rain had begun to fall as I came out the side door and hurried down the walkway to the pad. Alex keeps saying he’s going to put a roof over the walkway – Andiquar gets a lot of rain – but it never happens. The skimmer lit up as I entered, and said hello.

It would be a sixteen-minute run to Greengrass’s place.

Rindenwood was a moneyed area. Some houses looked like Greek temples, others incorporated Aurelian domes and Sanjo towers. No false modesty here anywhere. And not a place where I’d expect to find a government worker. Number 12 in the Gold Range was conservative by local standards, but it was a luxurious place by mine. It was a plastene two-story structure with decks on both levels and a cluster of evergreens out front. Broad lawns opened onto the Melony, where Madeleine Greengrass had a pier and a boathouse.

I descended onto the pad, sending a passel of spindels fluttering out of the trees. Alex always claimed it was a sign of bad driving when you couldn’t land without scaring the birds. It was pouring by then. I got out, made a dash along a brick walkway, and climbed three or four steps onto the front deck.

There was no tablet. I stood in front of the door, and the house asked if I needed help.

‘My name’s Kolpath,’ I said. ‘I’m here to pick up the tablet. Ms Greengrass is expecting me.’

‘I’m sorry, Ms Kolpath. But the tablet is gone.’

‘Gone? Gone where?’

‘Someone came for it.’

‘She was supposed to hold it for me.’

‘I am sorry. I guess there was a misunderstanding somewhere. But someone else called, and they came right over.’

‘Can you reach her for me? Ms Greengrass?’

‘Is this an emergency?’

‘It qualifies.’

‘What does?’

‘Let it go. Do you know who it was? Who took the tablet?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can you tell me, please?’

‘I’m sorry, but I’m not really permitted to give out that kind of information.’

‘Is Ms Greengrass home?’

‘No, she isn’t.’

‘When do you expect her?’

‘She will probably be in at the end of the day. After six o’clock.’

Tim’s people were descending onto the pad as I started back out to the skimmer. They set down beside it and climbed out. There were two of them. One was Clyde Halley, with whom I’d worked before. I didn’t know the other. Clyde was a big beefy guy, and so was his partner. ‘Problem, Chase?’ said Clyde.

‘It’s gone,’ I said. ‘I guess we brought you guys out here for nothing. Sorry.’

‘It happens,’ he said. ‘You’re sure you don’t need us?’

‘Not at the moment, Clyde.’ I tipped them both. Then I turned back to the house: ‘Would you get a message to Ms Greengrass?’

‘I can put it on her board.’

‘Ask her to call me as soon as she can.’

‘Very good, madame. Is there anything else?’

‘Can you tell me anything at all about the persons who took the tablet?’

‘I’m sorry, but that would not be ethical.’

Alex was not happy. I can tell because he always starts telling me not to be upset. ‘This Greengrass should be able to let us know who took it, and we’ll just make an offer.’

‘Sounds good.’

‘We should be able to track it down easily enough.’

‘Maybe whoever took it is thinking the same thing we are.’

‘You mean that it’s an artifact? Not likely.’

‘Why not?’

‘How many academics do you think scan the Rees Market every morning? No, I think somebody just likes white stone and decided it would make a nice garden decoration.’

Jacob broke in. ‘Pardon me, Alex,’ he said, ‘but Ms Wellington would like to speak with you about the Ivar vase.’

The Ivar vase had stood in a prominent place onstage during the turn-of-the-century hit Showstopper. The problem was that Ms Wellington, its new owner, had encountered an ‘expert’ who was telling her that her vase was only a duplicate. That the original had been broken during the next-to-last performance. All the paperwork was in place, but Ms Wellington needed to be reassured she had the original.

Alex signaled I should go back to work while he got on the circuit with his client. I went down to my office, finished the billing, did some inventory work, recommended to a couple of clients that they not participate in planned trades, and eventually it was time to go home.

I called Madeleine Greengrass again.

‘Ms Greengrass is not available. If you wish, leave a message.’

Well, I wasn’t about to leave the building until I’d found out what the situation was, so I settled in to wait. Alex came down after a while, told me to go home, and promised he’d call as soon as he heard something.

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll hang on for a bit.’

He suggested it was pointless. ‘It’s much ado about nothing, Chase. Don’t waste your time. Go home and entertain Mack.’

Mack was my boyfriend of the hour. Alex didn’t especially like him. He was an archeologist, he disapproved of what we did for a living, and he made no effort to hide it. ‘Years from now, Chase,’ he had told me, ‘you’re going to look back on all this vandalism and grave robbing and selling off antiquities that should be in museums, and you’re going to regret it.’

Mack was a charmer, and that was the reason he was in a temporary status and not gone altogether. I hoped he might eventually arrive at a more reasonable point of view. At least that was what I kept telling myself.

I stayed on at the country house. We sent out for sandwiches. Then Alex got caught up in a conference with two people who’d just come back from an excavation at a thousand-year-old military base in a star system I’d never heard of. Of course, there was nothing unusual about that. If you haven’t traveled much off Rimway, you probably have no idea how big it is out there.

I was sitting in my office, finishing what was left of a pot-roast sub, when Jacob indicated we had a caller. ‘It’s Professor Wilson. He wants to talk to Alex, but Alex is busy. Did you want to take the call?’

Wilson appeared to be at home, relaxing in a large fabric armchair. I couldn’t see much of the room, but it had dark-stained panels, and the lighting was subdued. A trophy case guarded a doorway behind him, placed so that it was visible to callers. Concert music rumbled through the background. Heavy stuff. Barankov or somebody, I thought. But the volume was turned down. ‘Ah, Chase,’ he said. ‘I was calling for Mr Benedict.’

‘He’s busy at the moment, Professor. I can have him get back to you, if you like.’

‘No, no. I’ve looked again into the tablet engraving. It’s definitely not Late Korbanic. Which is not a major issue. But there’s nothing like it anywhere in the record. I have found a few similarities to other systems, but nothing close enough that would give us an identification.’

‘What about the Ashiyyur? Could it be a Mute artifact?’

‘Possibly. We don’t have complete information on ourselves, let alone on them.’

‘So we’ve no idea where this thing might have come from.’

‘None. I’d say it’s either a hoax, or you have something quite valuable on your hands. What does Alex think?’

‘I don’t know. I’d guess he’s on the fence.’

‘Well, let me know if I can do anything else.’

That evening, I finally got through to Greengrass. ‘Madeleine,’ I said, ‘the tablet was gone when I got there.’

‘I know. Stafford told me.’

Stafford? That would be the AI. ‘We think it may have some intrinsic value.’

‘Too late now. It’s gone, Chase.’ She had a laid-back manner, probably a result of doing presentations for the visitors at Silesia Park.

‘Can you tell me who took it?’

‘No idea.’

‘You don’t know?’

‘I think that’s what I said.’

‘They didn’t give you their names?’

‘I didn’t give my approval for anyone to take it. A couple more people called after you did. I thought I told them it was no longer available, but there might have been a communication breakdown. I don’t know. I just wanted to get rid of it, okay? I’ve no idea where it is now, and I don’t particularly care. I apologize, though, that you made the trip for nothing.’

‘I was hoping you could help us retrieve it.’

‘How valuable do you think it is?’

‘We don’t know yet. Maybe a lot.’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘it’s only money.’

‘Ms Greengrass, I’m not promising anything, but it might have bought you another house.’

‘You’re not serious.’

‘As I say, we don’t know yet. Is there anything you can think of that might help us locate it?’

‘Well, I wish I could. But I just don’t see anything. I don’t even know who those people were.’

‘How about if we take a look at what your AI has. We might be able to identify whoever took it.’

‘Hold on a second,’ she said.

I waited. After a minute or so she relayed some images to me, and we watched two men and a woman walk up onto her porch. The tablet was sitting there, between two chairs. ‘Madeleine,’ I said, ‘don’t you log skimmers?’

‘Yes, we do. Stafford?’

‘They came in a Sentinel, Madeleine.’ Late model. White, split-wing.

The woman had dark hair. She was wearing athletic gear, but she looked like money. She knelt to examine the tablet. After a minute or two, she looked up at the others and nodded. The two men, dressed in the same sporting style, moved the chairs out of the way.

One was big. Broad shoulders, lots of muscle, built close to the ground. He had a black beard and a bald skull. The other male looked a bit thin to be moving rocks. But they took their positions on either side of the tablet and, on a count of three, lifted. The big guy gave directions; they got the tablet off the porch, carried it down to the skimmer, and loaded it into the backseat. The woman joined them, and all three climbed in. We watched the vehicle lift off. They’d been careful about the landing, turning the vehicle so that its designator was never visible.

‘I’ve no idea who they are,’ said Greengrass.

Alex handed me a note. ‘Try this.’

A stone tablet was removed yesterday from a front deck in Rindenwood. The tablet, pictured herein, has great sentimental value. Reward. Call Sabol 2113-477.

We ran it that evening. When I came back into the office next morning, there’d been two responses. ‘Neither was actually involved with the tablet,’ Alex said. ‘But they did have engravings they wanted to sell us.’

Alex asked me to call Greengrass again. This time I got her on the first try. ‘Yes, Ms Kolpath?’ Her eyes slid momentarily shut. ‘What can I do for you this time?’

‘I’m sorry to bother you—’

‘It’s all right.’

‘We think the tablet was originally left in the house by Sunset Tuttle.’

‘Who?’

‘He was an anthropologist.’

‘Okay.’

‘Do you know if there’s anything else you have that might have belonged originally to him?’

‘I don’t know. There are some tennis rackets out back that came with the house. And a swing on a tree. I never met the guy.’

She was too young to have made the purchase. ‘If I may ask, how long have you been in the house?’

‘About six years.’

‘Okay. Is there anything around that might have archeological significance? Anything else like the tablet?’

‘No. I don’t think so.’

‘All right. If you find anything, it might be worth money. Please let us know.’

‘I’ll keep that in mind. And I hope you find the tablet.’
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If we know anything for certain, it is that the universe is virtually empty. Nine thousand years of exploration have revealed the presence of only one technological race, other than ourselves. And while we have always been inclined to mourn something we’ve never had – communion with other entities – you must forgive me if I point out that the cosmos is consequently a far safer place than it might have been. We have seen intelligence in action. The first thing it does is learn how to make axes. And spears. Say what you like about missing the opportunity to enjoy the company of somebody else, I prefer the echoes. And I hope very much that it stays that way.

—Maria Webber, The Long Voyage

Alex asked me to set up a conference with Jerry Hagel. The name was vaguely familiar because he was a client, but otherwise I knew nothing about him. So I looked up his profile. Unlike most of the people we served, he wasn’t wealthy. And he had only one very narrow interest: Sunset Tuttle.

Through Rainbow, Hagel had acquired the Callisto’s AI, and a shirt worn by Tuttle. He also owned a telescope that had been mounted on the ship’s hull, and, incredibly, the interdimensional drive unit. He had a transfer bill signed by him, a reading lamp from the Rindenwood house, and images of the Callisto leaving Skydeck, returning to Skydeck, passing across the face of the moon, and looking down from orbit on Parallax III and several worlds bearing only numerical designations.

Hagel was an architect. He’d been married three times. The third marriage had recently dissolved. He had a reputation for being a difficult man to work for. And, I guessed, to live with. There were no kids.

He was an enthusiast for the outer fringes of science. There were no ghosts, he is quoted as saying, but there might be inter-dimensional echoes that ‘occasionally leak through the time-space fabric.’ And he thought there might be an inflexibility in the quantum mechanical world that eliminated multiple possibilities. That the uncertainty principle was an illusion. ‘There is no such thing as free will,’ he’d once told a gathering of the Lincoln Architects Association. I’m sure they invited him back.

When I reached him, he was having dinner with guests. There was a lot of noise and laughter in the background while I identified myself. I told him Alex wanted to talk with him when he had a few minutes.

‘Can’t at the moment,’ he said. ‘I’m entertaining friends, but I’ll get back to you as quickly as I can.’

He was in his skimmer an hour or so later when he called. Alex was out of the building. ‘What did he want, Chase? Do you know?’

‘He had some questions. About Sunset Tuttle.’

‘What did he want to know?’

‘You’ve always been interested in Tuttle.’

‘Yes. I think I qualify as something of an expert.’ He tried to sound modest, as though being an expert on Tuttle was a major achievement.

‘Jerry, do you know of any indication, any rumor, that Tuttle might have found what he was looking for?’

‘You mean aliens?’

‘Yes.’

He exploded with laughter. ‘Listen, Chase, if he’d found anything out there, it wouldn’t be necessary to ask about it. He’d have organized a parade. Ridden down Market Street with an alien mayor.’

‘Can you imagine any set of circumstances that might have led him to keep quiet about it?’

‘No. None.’

‘Nothing at all?’

‘Well, there was a story that got around at one point, but conspiracy theorists are always with us.’

‘What’s the story?’

‘That he found something so terrible he didn’t dare reveal it. Except to a few people high in the government. So now, the theory goes, there’s an area out there that they keep absolutely secret. Where nobody’s allowed. It’s never been made official, and, naturally, the government denies everything. If you submit a flight plan that takes you anywhere close, they’ll find a reason to deny permission. Impending supernova or something.’

‘Where is this area?’

‘Oh, nobody knows, of course. If people knew, you wouldn’t be able to keep them out.’

‘You don’t think there’s any truth to it? None at all?’

He broke into a wide grin. ‘Chase, I know you’re not serious.’

‘No. Of course not. Just kidding.’

‘Unless you guys know something I don’t.’ I heard the lander set down. ‘Have you—?’

‘No.’ I tried to sound amused. ‘I’m just thinking what a great story it would make.’

The skimmer door opened. ‘Yes, it certainly would.’

‘Jerry, thanks. We’re just doing some historical research and trying to get a handle on the folklore that surrounds this guy.’

‘Oh, yeah. He’s a legendary character, okay. Sometimes I think it’s the failure that makes him so interesting. I mean, he just wouldn’t quit. You have to love him. I’m sorry I never got to meet him.’

‘Well, thanks, Jerry.’

But Jerry wasn’t finished. ‘There are others out there. Have to be. The thing is, intelligence is an aberration. But the galaxy is big. Instead of talking as if there’s nobody here except us and the Mutes, we should recognize that the fact there are Mutes shows it’s possible. And with all those worlds, there are going to be others. We’ve become too set in our ways. We have access to the entire galaxy, but we talk as if we have it all to ourselves. Eventually we’re going to run into somebody, and we better damned well be ready so we don’t screw it up the way we did last time.’

‘You mean by shooting at them.’

‘That, too. I suppose the real loss is the lack of imagination. If I were an extraterrestrial, I think I’d find us pretty dumb.’

‘What kind of person was he, Jerry?’

‘He was exactly the man you’d want to have at your back if you got in trouble. You could count on him to do what he said. And he didn’t discourage easily.’

‘Obviously not.’

‘Do you know where the name of his ship came from?’

‘The Callisto? It’s one of the moons of Jupiter, isn’t it?’

‘One of the Galilean moons, Chase. One of the four moons that Galileo discovered. When that happened, it shook the medieval worldview. Society was never the same.’

We set Jacob to do an online hunt for the two men who’d collected the tablet. We couldn’t do that with the woman because she’d kept her back to the imagers.

The big one turned out to be Brian Lewis, a police officer. The other one was Doug Bannister, who was a medical technician. The bios indicated they both played airball on an amateur team, the Conneltown Dragons. Conneltown was located about fifty kilometers outside Andiquar, on the Melony. We were in the middle of the season, and the Dragons’ next game was the following evening. ‘Let’s not make an issue of this,’ said Alex. ‘No point going to their homes if we don’t have to. You an airball fan, by any chance?’

‘I guess I am now.’

The Dragons were at home, playing the Tylerville Hawks. I told Alex I could barely wait, and he said he’d treat for a steak dinner after the game and would that be okay? I told him yes, provided he didn’t sit there during the game explaining the rules to me.

Several hundred people showed up on a chilly evening. The game would be played on an open field, under lights. The patrons watched from rickety stands. We spotted our two guys right away. The crowd applauded enthusiastically as the hometown players were introduced. The captains met at the center of the field, a coin was tossed, and the teams lined up on opposing sides. Lewis was a starter; Bannister was on the bench.

For those who don’t pay attention to trivia, it’s enough to say that the game is played with six on a team. The object is to move the ball into the other team’s territory and, using a paddle, whack it into a moving net. The net squeals when a goal is scored, invariably setting off a loud crowd reaction. The game gets its name, and its charm, from the fact that the teams move through shifting gravity fields.

At no time are players permitted to hold the ball. The gravity gradients in the various fields change constantly, but not abruptly, giving the players time to adjust. But the shifts are unpredictable. It’s one minute up and the next minute down. Maximum gravity permissible is 1.6, which would put me at about 185 pounds. Minimum gravity is zero. I’d always thought of airball as an idiot’s game, and I still do, but that evening I enjoyed myself. And I was impressed with the flexibility and skill of the players.

The action begins when the referee, with the gravity set at .1, flips the ball high in the air, and the players go up after it.

The Conneltown team wore gold uniforms, which were embroidered with the team name in blazing script and a shoulder patch depicting a fire-spouting dragon.

The crowd roared when, during the opening minute, Brian Lewis took advantage of .2 gravity to leap high over a defender and, as they say in the sport, nail the target as it was passing.

A sizable contingent from Tylerville was apparently present. So both teams had substantial crowd support. It was a close game, and, to the dismay of the locals, the Hawks scored the deciding goal as time ran out.

Everybody looked exhausted when it ended. We waited in the parking area and spotted Bannister as he came out of the crowd. ‘Doug,’ said Alex, ‘do you have a minute?’

He stood trying to figure out if he knew Alex. Then he looked at me and smiled. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘What can I do for you?’ He had a thin voice, and you had to listen closely to hear what he was saying.

Alex did the introductions. Then: ‘Doug, you and Mr Lewis picked up a rock tablet two days ago in Rindenwood.’

‘Yes. That’s right. Is there a problem?’ He seemed a bit nervous. But maybe he was always nervous in the presence of strangers. Or maybe of strange women. He had cinnamon-colored hair, which was already growing thin, and his eyes never quite got clear of the ground.

‘No. No problem. We’re interested in buying the tablet. Do you still have it?’

‘No.’

‘Can you tell me who does?’

A woman who had the right dimensions and hair to be the one who’d helped make the pickup appeared from somewhere. I hadn’t seen her in the stands. ‘This is my wife, Ara,’ Doug said.

‘I couldn’t help overhearing,’ Ara said. She was still in her flighty years. But she looked good. Inquisitive dark eyes, black hair cut short, and the body of a dancer. I realized right away she was in charge of the marriage. She simply took over from Doug. ‘Mr Benedict,’ she said, ‘we were bringing it back for our aunt. But while we were en route, she decided she didn’t want it.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, when we showed it to her, from the skimmer, she said that wasn’t the same one that she’d seen in the ad.’

‘It wasn’t the same one?’

‘She meant it was more worn than she’d expected.’

‘Oh.’

She shrugged. ‘So she said she didn’t want it.’

‘What did you do with it?’

‘We dropped it in the river.’

‘In the river?’ Alex couldn’t conceal his horror.

‘Yes. She thought it was an artifact, but after she saw it, she said it was worthless.’

‘Oh.’

‘And she’d know. She collects stuff like that.’

We had caught Brian Lewis’s attention. He came over, and we did the introductions again. ‘Sorry,’ he said in a deep, rumbling voice when he heard what we were after. ‘Yeah. That’s what happened to it. It’s in the river.’

‘Can you tell us where in the river?’ asked Alex.

‘Near the Trafalgar Bridge,’ said Ara.

‘Right.’ Doug made a face, trying to recall details. ‘We were about a kilometer from the bridge when we ditched it.’

‘Which side?’

‘The east side,’ said Ara. ‘I thought it was more than a kilometer, though. More like three or four.’

Brian thought about it. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘That might be right.’

Alex gave them business cards. ‘Call me if you remember anything else, okay?’

They assured him they would. Brian walked away while Ara and Doug climbed into a white-and-gold Sentinel. It was the same one they’d used to collect the tablet.

Alex called Audree Hitchcock, a longtime friend who did oceanic surveys for the Geologic Service. ‘We’re looking for a rock,’ he said.

‘Beg pardon, Alex?’ At the beginning of her career, Audree had worked for Gabe, Alex’s uncle. She and Alex saw each other socially on occasion, but it seemed to be more friendship than romance. Audree was a bright, energetic blonde with intense blue eyes and a passion for the theater. She belonged to the Seaside Players, a local amateur group.

‘It’s a tablet, Audree.’ He showed her.

‘What’s it worth?’

‘We’re not sure yet. Probably nothing.’

‘But maybe a lot?’

‘Maybe.’

‘And somebody dropped it into the river?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Why?’

‘Call it bad judgment. Can we rent you for a day?’

‘Where, precisely, did they drop it?’

‘East of the Trafalgar Bridge. They say it’s somewhere between one and four klicks.’

‘Okay. We’ll take a look. It’ll be a couple of days before we can get to it, though.’

‘Good. And, Audree?’

‘Yes, Alex.’

‘Don’t put a lot of effort into it. If it doesn’t show up on the first effort, let it go.’

‘Why?’

‘I’m not sure I believe the story.’

‘Okay. I’ll do what I can. By the way, Alex—’

‘Yes, Audree?’

‘We’re doing Moving Target this weekend.’

‘You’re in it?’

‘I’m the target.’

‘I’m not surprised. Can you set a night aside for me?’
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A father can make no more serious error than striving to make his son like himself.

—Timothy Zhin-Po, Night Thoughts

Five minutes after we got back to the country house, Jacob announced he had news: ‘Alex, I’ve located Basil.’ Tuttle’s son.

‘Can you put me through to him, Jacob?’

‘Negative. He does not have a link.’

‘No code? Nothing at all?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Where does he live?’

‘Portsboro. Near Lake Vanderbolt.’

‘All right. We’ll be home shortly. Thanks, Jacob.’

‘No residential address is listed for him, either.’

‘You’re kidding.’

‘Ground mail goes to the distribution center. I guess he picks it up there.’

Alex made a clicking sound with his tongue. ‘Fortunately, Portsboro’s not far. You want to come?’

I looked out at the windblown hills below. ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘This time of year, I love the north country. All that snow—’

Basil had gone in a different direction from his father. He’d started medical school but never completed his studies. The few who’d written about Sunset Tuttle had little to say about Basil. He’d been married briefly. No known children. Had worked at several jobs before simply walking away to embrace a life of leisure, financed in part by state security, and probably more so by his father.

After Sunset died, Basil had dropped out of sight. At the time, he would have been in his late twenties.

We let Audree know where we could be reached and took the Moonlight Line north in the morning. Alex has always had a child’s fascination for trains. He can sit for hours, staring out the window at the passing scenery. Headed north, though, the train passes through farming country. Experts had for centuries been predicting the end of farms, as they had of trains. But both lived on. It appears now there will always be a market for foods produced the old-fashioned way, just as there will be for the sheer practicality and economy of the train. And I’ll confess that there’s something reassuring in the knowledge they’ll probably always be with us.

In time, the farms gave way to open forest. We climbed mountains, crossed rivers, navigated gorges, and rolled through tunnels. At Carpathia, we had to change trains. We wandered through the gift shop for an hour while snow began to fall. Alex picked up a tee shirt for Audree. It had a picture of the train on it with the logo ALL THE WAY. ‘I’m not sure I can see her wearing it,’ I said.

He smiled. ‘It’s all a matter of timing.’
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