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The past isn’t dead.
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PROLOGUE
Greece
[ca. 1425 B.C.]

They buried the great King as twilight streaked the west crimson.

Inside the tomb the holy men were placing the oiled and
waxed body. The procession paused. A hawk spiraled overhead,
hovered, then plunged toward prey. The village below was a
disorderly brown jumble. People stood in its streets, watching
the zigzag of torches scale the hillside.

Inside, the ritual party was enclosing in the tomb walls the
severely fashioned stone. It was a miraculous thing—humming,
giving an unceasing, eerie glow through the amber ornament.
The abode of a god or a demon beast.

Some in the procession said it should be kept, worshiped, not
buried with the King. But the King had commanded this placing
in the tomb. To protect his people from the fevered, blotchy
death, he had said.

A hollow shout. Commotion from the tomb. Men came run-
ning from beneath the high lintel, their eyes white, mouths
gaping.

“Death from the stone!” one of them shouted.

Ragged screams.

“Close it!” a high priest called loudly near the entrance.

Heavy wooden doors swung inward.

“No! My son is in there!”
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leave them.”

“My son, you can’t!”

“Seal it! Now!”

The massive doors banged shut. Priests slammed home the
thick iron bars. Then the teams above began to fill in the long
entrance hall with sand, as planned—but now they shoveled
frantically, driven by black fear.

The high priest stumbled down the hillside, wild-eyed,
shouting to the milling throng: “The men were easing the con-
cealing slab into place when it happened. They hurried, mortared
in the slab. But some...” He gasped. “It is for the best. They are
all gone from us now. The people are safe. As our King willed.”

The laboring teams above filled the entranceway frantically,
tipping reservoirs of sand into the deeply cut passage. Soon it
would seem like an ordinary hill, the tomb concealed.

“No! Please! I beg you, open it for but a moment. I will bring
out—"

A tired wisdom filled the priest’s lined face. “The thing has
gone back to the underworld, where the King found it. We must
leave it that way. It will harm men no more.”
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CHAPTER
One

Deep inside the tomb they barely heard the snarl of an approach-
ing vehicle.

“That’ll be Kontos,” George said, putting down his calipers.

“It doesn’t sound like his car.” Claire carefully punched her
computer inventory on HOLD.

“Who else would come out here? That union moron?”

“Possibly.”

“Come on, I'll bet you it’s Kontos.”

“Wait a sec.”

Claire shut down the inventory program. She was checking
the last catalog numbers of potsherds against the printout
manifest, a tedious job. The computerized field inventory was
a marvel, neatly organizing six months of archeological data. It
could be hypertexted and correlated with a single keystroke.
Scarcely the size of a water glass, it carried six months’ worth
of archeological data.

She brushed off her hands and walked out under the lintel of
the huge stone doorway, into the midmorning sun. Every day
was slightly cooler now and she thought fondly of the green
bowers along the Charles River, the silent glassy water and crisp
red brick. She was tired of the colors of Greece, however sharp
and exotic. Inland, young cypress trees speared the pale sky.
The heat haze of summer was gone and she could make out
distant dry canyons that sloped toward the Aegean. Empty
stream beds carved bone-white curves down
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the spine of each canyon, shimmering like discarded snake skins.

High above, a hawk lazed on thermals rising from the sea.
Shading her eyes against the glare, she pondered how irrelevant
the narrow valley would look from up there—tawny hills crisp
from the drying winds, a gray grid of the Greek-American excav-
ation, brown rutted paths worn by the digging crews, all border-
ing a sweep of steel-blue sea. Or perhaps the hawk glided above
such signs with indifference, much as when the stone walls
sheltered a living, vibrant race. Man’s strivings would seem like
mere background noise from up there, compared to the squeak
and rustle of prey.

The hawk banked and began a descending gyre, intent on es-
sentials.

She started down the rocky path. A jeep braked noisily to a
stop several hundred meters away, where the dirt road met the
work camp. A plume of tan dust enveloped it.

“So he’s got a dapper little jeep now,” she said.

“Very fashion conscious, is the Colonel.”

As they descended she heard quick, agitated talking. From his
tone she identified Doctor Alexandros Kontos, the Greek co-
director of the dig, well before she could recognize him standing
beside the jeep. He was speaking rapidly and angrily to the
“camp man”—a weathered brown figure who stood and took
the abuse without blinking.

Kontos did not glance up at Claire and George as they wound
their way down the hill among the few remaining tents of the
camp, and approached the jeep. Claire could not follow all the
colloquialisms and rapid-fire slang that tumbled out of Kontos,
but it was clear that he blamed the camp man for the absence
of the manual laborers. His target merely shrugged, explaining
that the men were either involved in the spreading political
meetings and demonstrations, or afraid to work for Americans
out of fear of disapproval by their friends, or both.

Kontos slapped his hand on the jeep in exasperation. “Get
them back!” he shouted in Greek. Then he saw Claire and his
manner abruptly changed.

“Ah! The lovely Claire. I hope the absence of these ignorant
peasants has not perturbed you.”

“Not at all. We didn’t have a great deal of work left when—"



ARTIFACT / 7

“Excellent. Great things happen in Athens and I will not have
time for this site now. It is well you be on your way.”

“What things?” George asked.

Kontos’ face altered as he turned to George, the strong jaw
jutting out more. “Nothing you would approve, that I am sure.”

George grinned wryly. “Try me.”

“The divisive times, they are finished. The center parties, they
come over to our side.”

“What'll you end up with? A one-party state?”

“True socialism.”

“And the other parties?”

“In time they follow.”

Kontos was wearing a smartly tailored Army uniform that
showed off his thick biceps and bulging chest very well. His hat,
with freshly shined braid, adorned a full head of gleaming black
hair. The long, somewhat sallow face was saved from thinness
by the interruption of a bushy moustache. His tan almost con-
cealed the fine webbing of lines at the eyes that gave away his
age—mid-forties, Claire guessed—better than anything else.

George said blandly, “No doubt.”

“This is why I must break off my stay here with you.” He
turned to Claire and his face brightened again. “It will be a sad
thing to be parting. Very sad.”

Claire said, “But there’s still work to finish!”

“I will get the laborers back. This lizard"—he jerked a thumb
at the camp man—"“will stop lying in the sun. He will go to the
village, round them in.”

“There’s chemical analysis, some soil studies, on-site metal-
lurgy—"

“Ohi, ohi.” He shook his head violently. “That we do in
Athens.”

“Who will? I know—Ministry lab techs. But they haven’t vis-
ited the site, they don’t know everything to do.” Claire defiantly
put her hands on her hips.

“You will write instructions.”

“There are always idiosyncratic features, samples that have to
be treated differently. There’s no replacement for being—"

“Your Greek is excellent,” Kontos said smoothly in Greek,
smiling. “They will understand.”
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George put in, “Come on, Alex, soil analysis is in the schedule,
you can look it up.”

“A secondary consideration now, this schedule.”

“It was agreed!” Claire said. “We have nearly a month left.”

“Ohi!” Kontos narrowed his heavy-lidded eyes-the expression,
Claire saw, that had produced the crescent lines that fanned
back from his eyes almost to his ears. In English he said sharply,
“These are not treaties or contracts, these schedules. They can
be withdrawn.”

Claire began, “The soil sampling is—"

“I never like that sort of thing, me. Seldom it yields anything
in digs of this sort.”

George began, “Well, so much you know. There’s plenty here
you don’t—"

“I fail to understand, Alexandros.” Claire overrode George'’s
rising tone, trying to keep the discussion within bounds. It always
helped to call him by his full name, for one thing; Greeks were
funny that way. “Why the speed?”

Kontos leaned against the jeep, and noticed the camp man
again. He waved a hand of dismissal. “We are trying to, you
say, pedal softly this kind of thing.”

“What sort of thing? Archeology?”

“No no. Co-operative endeavors.”

George said sourly, “Uh huh. So the Ministry is putting the
same hustle on the French down in Crete and those Germans
up north?”

Kontos looked stonily at George. “Not precisely.”

Claire said, “So this policy, this soft-pedaling, it’s especially
with Americans.”

“I did not say that.”

George said hotly, “It’s what you mean.”

“The Ministry has sent a tilegraphima, a cable, to Boston
University—"

“What!” Claire stepped back.

“It asks, to terminate quick as possible this dig.”

George said sarcastically, “Gee, I wonder who asked the
Ministry to do that.”

Kontos reddened—but not with embarrassment, Claire
saw—with anger. “Decisions are made collectively!”
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“Uh huh. Who decided you’d come back in a jeep?” George
asked.

“I was issued it. I am an Army officer, I am entitled.”

George drawled, “Interesting, how they’re making all the
Ministry staff Major This and Cap’n That.”

“Our society, we mobilize. The depression your country and
the others, the Japanese, the British, brought on—we respond
to that.”

Kontos stood rigidly erect, moving his body consciously to
confront George—arms slightly forward of the chest, chin up to
offset George’s two inch advantage in height. Claire decided to
step in and deflect the two men, who were now staring fixedly
at each other with growing hostility. She said brightly, “George,
get back to closing up the tomb, would you? I hate leaving it
open like that, nobody around.”

George looked at her blankly, still wrapped in his tit-for-tat
with Kontos. “Close...up?”

“Yes, right. I want to show the Colonel some of that pottery.”

George said nothing. In the strained silence a bird suddenly
burst into full-throated song from a nearby oleander bush. Claire
lowered one eyebrow in what she hoped was a clear signal to
George. He saw it, and swallowed.

“I think we’re gettin’ the bum’s rush here,” he said bitterly.
He stalked off, occasionally glancing back over his shoulder at
the two of them.

Kontos murmured urbanely, his composure returned, “That
one, he has a hot head.”

“You weren't the soul of reason yourself.”

He sighed heavily. “I am subject to pressures. You understand,
you speak our language, that must bring some knowledge of the
way we think. Come.” He gestured and they walked into camp.
“This cable, it is necessary to—how is it? In diplomacy, they
say—to send a signal.”

“To whom? You could tell us right here.”

“To the people who rule you, though you may not know it,
Claire.”

“Boston University doesn’t precisely ‘rule’ me, Alexandros.”

“Ohi, ohi. Your government. The men behind it. And those
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who act for you at the International Monetary Fund. They op-
press unfavored nations like ours.”

“One little joint expedition—"

“It will be felt. Diplomacy is subtle, my dear.”

As subtle as you? Claire thought derisively. But kept her face
impassive.

They reached the pottery sorting tent. He held the flap for her
with a formal, sweeping gesture. They ducked into its yellowish
aura of collecting warmth. “Iced tea?” Claire offered, opening
their tiny refrigerator.

He nodded. “T hope you see this was not policy I made.”

“You had a hand in it.”

He shrugged. “I assure you, I mean nothing bad to you.”

“Sure,” Claire said sarcastically before she could catch herself.
George had pretty well proved that approach didn’t work.

“I did not! Not to such a fine, lovely woman? Impossible, for
a man, for a Greek.”

“All those who are not Greeks are barbarians?” Claire asked
lightly, pouring the tea and sitting at a sorting table. Bits of
pottery were arrayed according to size, curvature, glaze and
other properties on the tabletop grid. Automatically her eyes
strayed over the pieces, searching for connections, fragments
that might meet. The past was a jigsaw puzzle and you never
had all the pieces.

Kontos smiled broadly, liking this shift in the conversation.
“Me, I do not think like Aristotle. My foreign colleagues are very
close to me.” He demonstrated by touching his chest.

“Not so close you would go to bat for us with the Ministry?”

He smiled, puzzled. “Go to bat for...?”

“Support us.”

He spread his hands expressively. “One mere man cannot do
the impossible. We are civilized.”

“Then why don’t we start being civilized, by sticking to our
agreement.”

Kontos sighed theatrically and sipped his tea. “You appreciate,
mine is only one voice. Still...I might be able to do something.”

“Good.”

“Only, you understand, because of our personal relation.
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You are a charming woman and I have very much enjoyed
working with you on this site. Indeed, the abrasions from such
as George and the other Americans—they are not like you. They
cannot see out of their little boxes, do not see the world as it is
becoming.”

“There is some truth to that,” Claire said politely. Her years
of experience in the Mediterranean had prepared her for the
steady leftward drift in Greece. The American press now had
prepared her for Greece’s hardening stance. The economic slide
of the late 1990s had been worse along the eastern Mediter-
ranean. Robotization in Europe had sent Greek laborers home,
where they became a disgruntled irritant, calling for stronger
measures. The centrist parties had little to offer them. Gripped
in another chronic financial crisis, the US-backed International
Monetary Fund was not likely to bail out any Greek government.
There was little support from northern Europe, which had yet
to stop its slow, lazy slide that began in the late 1970s. The only
northern Mediterranean power which was doing well was Tur-
key, still on bad terms with its ostensible NATO ally, Greece.
With a bemused fatalism Claire had watched the Greeks form
coalition governments and juggle parties; she cared little for
conventional politics, and Kontos’s news was only confirmation
of what she had long expected.

“You have been the solitary good spot in this summer. You
are a lady, a true scientist, and it has been delightful.”

Claire never felt quite at ease fielding bald-faced compliments.
“Ah, thank you, but—"

“Our friendship, it is the only element I shall miss if the site
is closed this week.”

“This week?”

“Ne. Of course. That is what I say to the camp man.”

“Impossible.”

“Necessary, however. There are forces in our government who
would like to create an incident, with this as a pretext.”

To Claire’s look of disbelief he nodded slowly, sadly. “It is
so.”

“This is an internationally agreed-upon expedition, we have
all the papers, we have every right to—"

“You are also unpopular with the surrounding villages.”

“Who says? Why?”
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“You are Americans.”

“I was in Nauplia just the other day. The shop people were
just as friendly as ever.”

“Oh, they, yes. They depend on your money.”

“Alexandros! You're not seriously suggesting that the villagers
share the ah, exaggerations of that bunch in Athens? They
don’'t—"

“You do not know the souls of these people, Claire. They are
enraged at what years of deprivation have—"

“I don’t believe it.”

He said quietly, “Your laborers have left, ohi?”

“And who instigated that?”

“Local unrest, the workers...”

“If there were the slightest element of truth to this, your duty
would be to protect the site.”

Kontos brightened. “So it is. I post a guard here. You will re-
turn to Athens.”

“But my work is here!”

“You can supervise the laboratory people in Athens. George
can remain here to complete what is necessary.”

“I don’t like that arrangement. We've got to finish, there is
the excavation behind the tomb walls—"

“I offer this as a friend. Not as negotiator,” Kontos said mildly,
folding his hands before him on the table. “T'o get the Ministry
to approve even this, I will have to pull ropes with the correct
people.”

“Pull strings?”

“Whatever the phrase.”

Kontos had clout, yes. He had made his international reputa-
tion on the expedition which dove for the Elgin marbles. The
famous set in the British Museum was actually the second ship-
ment by Lord Elgin; the first had gone down at sea. Kontos and
several of his countrymen had mustered money and experts to
recover the priceless, striking stoneworks. They were now the
highlight of the Athens Museum. Whatever Kontos said was
now law in the small world of Greek archeology.

“Listen, Alexandros—"

“No, do not talk this way.” He stood and walked around the
table, and stopped beside one of Claire’s partially assembled
bowls. He glanced only a moment at the shards, though
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she knew he had done his doctoral work on just such routine
work. That was far behind him now. She caught a faint aroma
of him, a heavy musk.

“Look, I've found—"

“So much business, no no,” he said, smiling broadly.

Claire’s eyes narrowed. If he interrupts me one more time I'll
scream, she promised herself.

“I do not want our dealings to be so, so formal, Claire. We
are special friends, we can work out this.” He put his hand on
her shoulder. “Colleagues, of course. But more than colleagues.”

Claire sat still, not sure she understood him.

He continued suavely, carefully, “It will cost me influence and
time, you know, to do this.”

“I certainly appreciate anything you can—"

“I hoped you might come to Athens, where we can grow to
know each other better.”

“I think we already know enough.”

He began to knead her shoulder. “Claire, these matters, they
require time.”

“What matters?” She looked up sharply. He was speaking from
over her shoulder, making it awkward to confront him. Perfect,
she thought. Much easier for her to bow her head and shyly go
along with him.

“Between us—"

“Between us there is nothing more than professional courtesy!”
Claire said sharply. She jerked away from his still-kneading hand
and stood up quickly, backing away from him.

“I do not think that,” he said serenely, “and neither do you.”

“So now you know what I think? ‘Little unsophisticated
American, doesn’t know her own mind, needs a sure hand, some
quiet instruction in the delicate arts?’” She snorted.

But he still stepped forward, using the imposing bulk of his
shoulders beneath the crisp uniform, his hands waving slowly
to dispel this sarcastic torrent, a coolly condescending smile
playing artfully at the edges of his lips.

She grimaced and said loudly, “Maybe she just needs a little
Old World cock?”

This had the desired effect. He halted, mouth twitching in a
spasm of offended irritation. “That is...insulting.”



14 / GREGORY BENFORD

“Damn right!”

“Your understanding is—"

“I understand perfectly.”

“You are quite...American.”

“Do you know what you just tried to do?”

“I think so. I am not so sure you know.”

She said sternly, “You're willing to give us more time if I'll
come to Athens, set up there”—her eyes widened—"T'll bet you
have a little hotel room reserved already, don’t you? Something
near the Ministry, out of the way? An easy walk during a long
lunch hour? Or suitable for a stopover, on the way home to the
wife in the evening?”

He stiffened.

“I’'m right, aren’t [?”

“You are a child.”

“Maybe, by your definitions,” she said quickly, feeling the
wind go out of her sails. Had she mistaken the situation?
No...but already, despite herself, she was replaying her reaction,
seeing it as too harsh, too offensive.

“I offered a compromise, a bargain between scholars. I cannot
help it if my own feelings become mixed in.”

“You'll have to separate them,” she said coolly.

He spread his hands in a Mediterranean gesture of acceptance.
“I cannot divide myself beneath the knife.”

“Well, it’s no deal, got it?”

“You do not—"

“I’'m not going to become your little poopsie just to wring a
few more weeks out of this dig.”

His face flushed. “You cold bitch!”

“Cold, huh? Ever think it might be your technique?”

His face congested with rage. She felt suddenly the compressed
force of the man, and saw she had gone too far.

He stepped forward, fists clenched.

She cringed back for an instant, then impulsively stepped to
the assembly table and picked up a pot. It was nearly complete,
carefully glued. She held it up precariously in one hand.

“Come closer and I'll drop it.”

“You...” He swore in Greek.

Kontos was still an archeologist, even though he had spent
most of this dig playing politics in Athens. His early profes-
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sional days, spent laboriously piecing together shards, still meant
something to him.

Or so she hoped.

A long moment passed. Then something changed in his eyes.

“Take your hand away from the heritage of my country,” he
said stiftly.

“Heritage?” She restrained a laugh. The man’s moods were
incredible.

“You are here with our consent.”

“True enough.”

“And I will not tolerate your...insults.”

He spat into the dust.

“Alexandros—"

He jerked the tent flap aside and left without looking back.



CHAPTER
Two

Just before noon they found something odd.

Claire was busy, trying to tie up a thousand straggling ends.
She did not notice George Schmitt trotting up the dusty path
until he called, “Hey! I got the slab out.”

She looked up, brown eyes wide with disbelief. “Out? You
were supposed to check the mortar, period.”

“I did. It’s only a couple inches deep. So’s the slab.”

She shook her head and stepped outside the tin-roofed sorting
shed. “You were supposed to see if the center slab was different,
right? Not pry it away from the wall.”

“Yeah, but it was easier than we thought.”

“With that piece missing, the whole damned dome could col-
lapse.”

He grinned, blond hair glinting in the slanted sun of crisp
morning. “I've got the hole braced real well. Crowbars, steel
and wood. No big deal, anyway—the slab’s only five centimeters
thick.”

Claire grimaced. “Come on,” she said tensely.

I should’ve known better than to let him do it alone, she
thought. It would be a miracle if his brace held, considering the
lintel support he had put up several months back. The local
workmen had to start over from scratch on that one. If only the
damned Greeks weren’t off on this strike, she’d never have let
George touch such a tricky job.

Kontos was deliberately keeping the men away now, she was
sure of it. He had returned to Athens in a foul mood,

16
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and was probably pulling the strings in the labor unions of the
nearby towns.

But strikes came so often now they had gotten used to working
around them. This strike was a protest, saying the archeologists
ought to hire more workers, rather than put the present laborers
on overtime when it was needed. A curious kind of solidarity;
usually people simply asked for more money.

They went along the worn path around the hillside, scuffing
up dust. A lone cypress tree held out against the odds, a freak
green richness amid the rough scrub. Claire liked the fresh scent
of it, and habit made her glance up toward the distant
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hills where files of trees cut the horizon. Until the fall rains came
the countryside would not truly begin to recover from the searing
summer just past. A welcome breeze stirred the dust from her
steps. It carried a whisper of waves from the other side of the
hill, where the cliff dropped to the Aegean.

The area seemed deserted now, with most of their expedition
gone home. She missed the supportive sense of community, with
its loose-knit organization of surveyor, cataloger, field technician,
foreman and other jobs. Now the khaki tents were empty, the
collected fruits of the summer’s labors awaiting their journey to
Athens.

Their base work camp was only five minutes’ walk from the
entrance to the tomb. As they climbed they gained a view of the
excavated ancient village which had taken most of the season’s
labor. Though the exposed stone walls and collapsed structures
had yielded many potsherds and implements, little of it was
distinctive. Their understanding of Mycenaean Greece would
not be greatly advanced by this hot, conflict-filled summer. Still,
the tholos tomb above the village suggested that the region had
been significant, perhaps even wealthy, with a ruler worthy of
elaborate burial. It might yet reward these last explorations,
carried out at the nub end of the expedition. Or so she hoped.
She had taken a semester’s sabbatical from Boston University
to close up the site and finish her own projects. So far there had
been no payoff for her carefully calculated investment of time.

Claire strode in through the excavated passageway, between
massive limestone blocks, a few steps ahead of George despite
his advantage in height. She moved with efficient, bunched en-
ergy, her smart tan jumper going snick snick as her legs scissored.
At twenty-eight, she had been on seven major digs in Greece
and Turkey, which had brought a sinewy heft to her thighs.

The long unroofed corridor rose to each side, knifing into the
hill to meet the great rectangular entrance. They went from
sunlight to sharp shadow as they passed under the huge lintel,
their footfalls echoing back at them in false welcome from the
beehive tomb.

Claire stopped amid a clutter of tools. “That frame is pathetic.”
She picked her way forward. “God, what a rat’s nest.”
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“It’'ll hold,” George said defiantly. He slapped the timbers. The
slab swung, creaking in a double-ply rope cradle. She saw he
had done the simplest job possible, not bothering with a side
brace. The important part was the framing of the hole left in the
wall, though. That seemed okay. He had used standard steel
struts, wedged in to carry the weight. She bent to inspect the
slab.

Three concentric circles had been chiseled in the outer face.
This was what had intrigued her about it in the first place. There
were scratches near the edges—probably insignificant, she
judged. She ducked around to see the other side. Gray mortar
clung feebly to the edges, crumbling to the touch. The back face
was blank, uninteresting.

“Too bad,” she said.

“Yeah.” George brought a hand lamp and crouched beside
her. “Point is, look inside.”

She turned awkwardly in the cramped space against the wall
and peered into the large hole. An amber-colored cone gleamed
dully, pointed straight out at her. It was mounted somehow on
black rock.

She sucked in her breath. “What...?”

“A beauty, huh? Here we thought the slab might be carved
on both faces, but who’d think they’d bury something behind
it?”

“Mycenaean burials didn’t use the walls for—" she started,
and then shut her mouth. So much for the conventional wisdom.

“Look how symmetrical it is,” George said lovingly. “Perfect.
Only, a perfect what?”

“I never saw anything similar.”

“Ornamental, that’s for sure.”

“No hole in it that I can see, so you couldn’t wear it on a
necklace.”

“Check. Too long, anyway—must be ten centimeters at least.
‘Wonder how it’s stuck on?”

“Looks like it’s imbedded.” He leaned forward, reached
between the steel struts and touched the rock beyond. “Yeah,
see? It’s been tapered at the base, to fit into the dark limestone.”

“A fairly rare material. Funny, concealing it.”
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“You’d think they’d show it off. I'm sure glad I didn’t hit that
cone when I jammed the steel in there.”

Claire thought, I suppose that’s his way of saying he realizes
how lucky he was. All alone, struggling with weights he couldn’t
handle, sticking supports in blind. She shook her head.

George caught her. He said roughly, “Shine the spot over
here.”

He squeezed himself into the narrow space between the
hanging slab and the hole it had left. The added yellow-tinged
light showed that the black rock did not fill the opening. It
stopped five centimeters short on one side, and left a slightly
larger gap on the other. There was no gap at top or bottom.

Claire said, “Looks like these top and bottom blocks are as
thin as the first one.”

“Look at the side ones, though. Half a meter thick, easy.”

“To carry the weight down around this thin part,” Claire said.
She rubbed the black surface. It was bumpy, perhaps simply
roughed out by a stonemason with the same quick efficiency
devoted to paving stones. “Large chisel marks,” she said to her-
self.

“Yeah, you’d expect anybody making an art object would do
finer work. This looks messy.”

“Get the light pipe, would you? Let’s look behind this thing.”

He backed out of the narrow space, dragging the lamp. In the
dimness Claire thought she saw a golden glimmering in the cone,
reflecting specks. Impurities, perhaps. George muttered behind
her, casting shadows that made the flecks ripple, wax and wane.

Probably amber, she thought. Fine work, over 3500 years old.
Her years of training had not erased the sense of wonder she
felt at such thoughts.

The cone was about as long as her hand, tapering smoothly
to a rounded point. As she touched the rock, spreading her hand
across it, a slight uneasiness came over her, a prickly feeling,
and she withdrew.

“Here,” George said, handing her the light pipe. She was his
superior in the expedition. Though the archeologists usually
made no great fuss about pecking order, now that the big names
had cleared out Claire had right of first inspection.
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That had never happened before, and she felt a small quiver of
anticipation. Thank God Kontos was back in Athens.

She inserted the thin, flexible plastic tube in the right hand
gap around the black limestone. The pipe carried a shaft of light
down its core, illuminating a small patch at the tip. The image
returned in a thin coaxial layer.

George clicked off the tomb lamps. Claire slipped a helmet
on, swung its goggles into place, and saw a faint rough surface.
She poked the tube to the side. “Raw dirt and pebbles. Original
hillside.”

George squatted beside her and fed the tube forward. She
maneuvered it gingerly, using a guiding rod with articulating
joints.

“It closes off about ten centimeters to the right. No,
wait—there’s a little hole. Looks like water erosion.”

“Can you get around behind this black limestone?”

“Trying. Got to—damn!—work this around....”

In the gloom the two crouched figures were ghostlike. Radi-
ance escaping the light pipe cast huge shadows reeling up the
curved walls to stretch and lose themselves in the inky blackness
of the dome.

“There. Poked it through. Now...if...I can turn...” Her clipped,
precise voice echoed from the arched stone, giving it a ringing,
almost metallic edge. “The rock ends. Can’t see any markings
from this perspective. It’s flat on the back.”

“Anything behind it?”

“Open space.”

“How big?”

“I’'m getting no reflection.”

“Couple feet long, then, at least.”

“Probably more water hollowing. Here, have a look.”

When George had the helmet on he jockeyed the light pipe
around and whistled to himself. “This is a pretty sizable block.
Can'’t see that it connects to anything else.”

He studied it a moment longer and then pulled off the helmet.
Claire returned his grin. “Decidedly odd, Watson,” she said.

“It’s a good find, isn’t it?”

“No Mycenaean tomb has a false wall like this. Or that amber
ornament. A first. A real first.”



CHAPTER
Three

The Greek laborers didn’t turn up the next day, though.

This would have been a serious problem if it had happened
in the middle of the excavation. With the expedition shutting
down now, it became only a nuisance. No one had expected
any more important finds, or else Director Hampton would have
stayed on, getting one of the postdocs to fly back to Boston
University and take over his lectures for a few weeks as the se-
mester began.

Claire had stayed principally to finish her own analysis of
pottery found at the site. As the senior remaining American, she
had to work with the Greeks to finish inventory, handle the
shipping and seal up the tomb to prevent vandalism.

She and George were the only staff left in camp qualified to
work the dig. Originally, Kontos was to supervise this last phase,
but since late June he had spent most of his time in Athens. His
absence now left the Americans alone, except for a woman from
the village who did the cooking and the camp man.

Claire grudgingly admitted that George’s original framing in
the tomb was probably structurally sound. Still, they reinforced
his frame in the hole and studied the slab he had extracted from
the tomb wall.

It was unremarkable except for the concentric circle mark-
ings—the only design like it on the entire interior of the tomb.
There were also chips around the edges and the mortar was

22
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partially gone. George proposed that these marks represented
half-hearted efforts by looters to extract the slab. During the first
thousand years after the burial the mortar should have been
tough enough to discourage casual efforts.

Mycenaean tombs were austere, a product of a people who
had never known opulence. They echoed the Cretan fashion
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of a deep circular pit cut into the slope of a hillside. Modern ar-
cheologists termed them tholos tombs, from the ancient Greek
word for round.

The Mycenaeans made them by lining the pit with stone
blocks, building to a high corbelled vault that projected above
the hill. They differed from the Cretans by covering the vault
with a mound, which in time blended into the hillside, making
the tombs harder to find. During the high prosperous period of
Mycenaean society, tombs could be discovered by looking for
the long passage, dromos, which lanced inward. These may have
been left open to the air because the tomb was used again for
successive burials.

The circles carved on the single block had provoked Claire to
extract the slab in the first place, suspecting that it marked a re-
cessed burial site. It had seemed an unpromising idea, because
the Mycenaeans usually left everything out in plain sight. They
had none of the cunning of the great Egyptian pyramid builders,
who arranged blind approaches, deadfalls, fake chambers and
other deceptions to mislead grave robbers. The Mycenaeans
apparently expected that no one would ever despoil their tombs.
This innocence Claire found rather endearing. These long dead
people built with a tough simplicity, shaping and calculating
their arched subterranean domes with an exactness that seldom
yielded, even after 3500 years, to the decay of water seepage or
earthquake.

Usually a beehive tomb failed at the peak of the dome, top-
pling in, leaving a hole which a passing shepherd would eventu-
ally notice. This was why most of the known tombs were picked
clean long before modern archeology began.

This tomb was typical, though it had yielded an unusually
rich trove. A native of a nearby town, Salandi, had called the
Department of Antiquities and Restoration with a report of a
hole in a seaside hill ten kilometers outside town. He had heard
about it in a cafe.

Grave robbers had gotten there long before. Beehive tombs
were used only for royalty, and their descendants knew it; few
had survived intact. Here the thieves had broken open urns and
boxes, scattering most of the contents. There was no gold left,
no crystal vases, nothing readily profitable.

Tourists remembered best such valuables as the famous gold
mask of Agamemnon, mistakenly identified by Schlie-
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mann when he took it from the Grave Circle at the Mycenaean
Palace. It was glorious, beautiful, and told much about the royal
life of the times. Archeologists, though, are equally interested
in artifacts which show ordinary life, and in these the site was
a good find. The dutiful servants of the dead had included tools,
sealstones, daggers, bronze shortswords, utensils, stoneware,
mirrors, combs, sandals—everything the dead King would need
to set up housekeeping in the afterlife.

The King himself was a jumbled sprawl of bleached bones,
probably cast aside when the robbers tore apart his decayed
shroud for the attached jewels. The bones were divided equally
between the laboratory teams at Athens and Boston University,
where they awaited further study. There were several sets of
bones found, all at the same level. This could mean the Mycenae-
ans used the tomb for several generations, or that several were
buried at once, or even that shepherds died here after the cave-
in.

Small items—pottery, minor jewelry, amethyst beads—were
found buried under the heaps of infallen rock and dirt. The
looters had apparently not bothered to dig to get everything
possible. Streaks of black soot on the walls spoke of centuries
of use as a shelter from storms, probably by shepherds. Weath-
ering gradually widened the hole in the dome, letting in the slow
gathering of dust. The plumes of soot started several feet above
the original floor, mute evidence that the fires had been laid on
the accumulated debris of centuries.

As usual, Kontos had whisked the prettiest or most striking
artifacts off to Athens. He had given the Boston University ex-
pedition little time to study the best items, and rebuffed attempts
to see them during the cleaning and analysis in the Athens
laboratories.

Last year the Marxist Greek government had demanded that
digs no longer be run as before, through the American School
of Classical Studies. Kontos became co-director, with veto power.
Friction with Kontos over that and other issues had made the
camp tense from early summer on.

“That’s why I want to get a good look at everything, fast,”
Claire said to George the next day.
“Just because of Kontos? I know he’s hard to take, but
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we’ve got something special here. Have to be careful, or—”

“Or we'll run out of time.”

“Once Kontos sees this, he’ll for sure let us stay on the whole
month.”

Claire had not told George about being pawed in the pottery
tent. Kontos had left smoldering, which did not bode well. “Our
permit has been withdrawn, remember?”

“Just a formality.”

“Ha! We've got a week, period. Kontos will stick by the book,
you can bet on that.”

“You're exaggerating. Okay, he didn’t get along with us. But
he’s a real scientist, for Chrissakes—"

“And a colonel in their hotshot new Interior Guard.”

“So? The government’s handing out titles and ranks right and
left. Comic relief politicians.”

“Listen, I'm in charge here.” Claire stood up, scowling. She
remembered that having your opponent seated, looking up at
you, was a useful maneuver. A yellow glow diffused through the
tent, highlighting the dust on the boxes of potsherds that sur-
rounded them. “Let’s pull out the top and bottom slabs. Now.”

George shrugged. Claire felt momentary elation, but kept it
from flickering across her face.

“It'll be easier if we wait for the damned laborers to come
back,” he said sourly.

“If they come back. They’'re hot for politics these days, not
grunt labor.”

“Anything in this morning’s paper?”

“Same old rantings. Japan and Brazil have cut into the Greek
shipping trade again. Athens is claiming an international financial
conspiracy.” Claire dutifully kept track of international matters,
but she had no strong leanings. The effort of keeping her profes-
sional life going was quite enough, thank you.

“Any US news?”

“That referendum in California went through—they’re going
to divide it into two states.”

“Crazy! And we think the Greeks are feisty.” George rolled
his eyes.

“You should’ve seen the look the store owner gave me when
I went in to buy a paper.”
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“Hey, good-looking single woman in a small town, I'm not sur-
prised.”

She shook her head, exasperated, ignoring the compliment,
as usual. “It wasn’t that kind of look. He was hostile.”

“Huh. Still, I'd like some extra hands to brace up that wall,
it's—"

“I’ll help you. Come on.”

They removed the bottom block first. It was the least danger-
ous, since it clearly was not supporting any significant weight.
They worked it back from the wall, exposing the foot of the
black rock, and saw a single straight line carved at the base.

“Funny,” George said. “Not much of a design.”

“Maybe it’s just a marker. ‘This end down.”

“Could be. Not every mark has to mean much.” He crouched
to study it. “There’s some light-colored dust caught in the pits
of the chisel marks.”

“Perhaps that’s old paint. Leave it for the chem analysis.”

“Yeah. What next?”

George plainly wanted responsibility to fall on her. Very well,
then: “Let’s remove the top block.”

“How? The whole wall might give way.”

She pursed her lips. “Frame around the cube. Then pull the
top block out on a tackle and cradle rig.”

George sighed. “If we’d wait until we got more help, it would
for sure be safer.”

“And later. Maybe too late. Let’s go.”

When the top block came away, swinging easily in its web of
ropes and chains, they both gasped.

“That’s linear script!” George cried.

“On stone.” Claire stared at the three freshly exposed lines of
symbols. The letters were made by striking straight cuts into the
stone. “No one has ever found any writing except on clay.”

“Look at the chiseling. How it catches the light.”

Claire ducked under the swaying block and brought the lamp
closer. “More of the light-colored dust down in the pit of the
grooves. Clay-based, perhaps. It still has a wet, shiny look.”
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She stepped back. With the top block gone the full size of the
black limestone cube struck them. It was more than a meter
high. A musty smell drifted out from the opening, carrying the
reek of old, damp earth, open to the air for the first time in
millennia. Claire wrinkled her nose. She would always associate
that heavy, cloying scent with a grave she had helped open in
Messenia. After two thousand years the body still had some
stringy, dried fragments attached to the bones. Contact with the
moist air brought forth a rank odor that drove her from the site,
retching. Afterward she burned her clothes.

Here it was not nearly so bad. The stench was simply organic
matter in the soil, breathing out. There was no body wedged
behind the blocks, she reminded herself. In a while the musty
stench would drift away.

“That—that script.”

“Linear B. You know it, don’t you?”

Claire frowned. “Yes, but...”

No one had ever seen Linear B written on anything but clay
tablets used for accounting. The Aegean Bronze Age had not
advanced beyond the simple business-recording skills developed
earlier by Syria and Mesopotamia. Scribes throughout the Pelo-
ponnesus kept track of transactions, probably for taxation, on
unbaked clay slabs. There were lists of ladles, boiling pans,
bathtubs, tables of inlaid ivory, ebony footstools, servants, arms,
chariots, a myriad of details. Carefully stored on shelves in the
archive room of palaces, they were accidentally fired to hardness
by the arson that pulled down Mycenaean civilization.
Phoenixlike, the tablets came forth from the flames to bring that
lost world back to life.

Claire remembered the tablets, the ragged way men had struck
quick angular patterns to total up grain, cows, jugs of wine. To
find such symbols used here, on stone, in a tomb, was remark-
able. She should be thrilled. But something...

“It’s not Linear B,” she exclaimed.

George turned to her with disbelief. “What? I haven’t studied
it much, but I can recognize some elements.”

“Look again. There are similarities, but that could be from a
difference in techniques, stone versus clay.”

“But everybody around here used Linear B.”

“True enough.” She touched fingers to her lips, thinking,
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and then noticed that she had caked them with dust. She
shivered, spat, shook herself. “Uh!”

“Yeah, kinda close in here, isn’t it?”

“Take some photos, will you? I—I want to go look up a refer-
ence.”

She hurried from the tomb, out along the dromos, seventy
yards long. She breathed deeply, sucking in the sweetness of
distant juniper. Along the path to camp there was the welcome
sight of thick bushes like holly, but with swollen acorns sporting
enormous cups. She reminded herself to look up the name of
the plant sometime. For the moment, though, she had something
else to find.

Within ten minutes she had it. “Well, you were half right,”
she called as she came striding back under the huge lintel and
into the echoing chamber.

George fired his flash for one more photo and looked at her.
“Which half?”

“It’s linear, of course. But not B. It's A.”

He froze. “Can’t be.”

“It is. I've matched eight symbols.” She held out a reference
book. “Check them yourself.”

“Can’t be.” He took the volume and held the transcribed pic-
tures of clay tablets up to the light. She watched, faintly bemused,
as his blond head swung back and forth from the book to the
block’s letters. “Well...I see what you mean. But how did it get
here?”

Claire stepped under a hanging lamp and reached up to rub
the chiseled marks. As her hand swept across them her arm
shivered slightly, her nostrils caught the thick, musty scent, and
she drew back.

“Brought from Crete, perhaps,” she said softly. “Or, more
likely, a Cretan laborer did the carving.” Linear A was a transcrip-
tion of the Minoan language, or Eteocretan.

“Tust our luck. Linear B was deciphered back in the "50s, right?
How long until somebody’ll do the job for Linear A?”

She shook her head, still gazing up at the enigmatic lines. They
would have to get an analysis done on that clay or paint or
whatever, she thought. “Probably never.”

“There are new computer techniques, methods of—"

“You need a referent. Something to make a correspondence
with.” Claire dredged up the memories from lectures
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a decade old. How Alice Kober showed there were alterations
in the syllabic endings of words in Linear B, proving that it was
an inflected tongue. How a British architect cross-correlated
vowels, and when fresh tablets turned up at Pylos, they con-
firmed his predictions. Linear B was Greek. The Greeks had
taken over the Semitic syllabary, attached vowel sounds to those
signs, and so invented consonant signs. Thus was born the first
full alphabet, a true written language. Only, was it? Or did the
Minoans do the trick first, with Linear A? No one knew. “We
haven’t got any such information about Linear A. Nobody knows
what Minoan sounded like.”

“Maybe this’ll give us something to go on.” George jacked up
the camera tripod, bringing it level with the inscription.

“This is the only stone inscription in Linear A,” Claire mused,
watching him snap close-ups.

“Looks kinda like a cover for a sarcophagus.” George was
sweating and dust settled on his face, unnoticed. His jeans and
work shirt had long since been paled by the fine grime.

“Ummm. But with an amber decoration? And the Mycenaeans
used rock-cut graves, but not sarcophagi. Even if they did, and
we’'ve missed them all until now—why stick the cover behind a
wall?”

George grinned. “Hiding it?”

“From whom? The dead king?”

“True enough. Squirrel it away, then mark up the wall outside?
Doesn’t make sense.”

“We’ve got to make measurements, tests. Particularly of that
shiny stuff in the chisel strokes.”

“Nothing special about the rock itself. Plain old black lime-
stone.”

Claire started clearing the area, making room for equipment.
“Perhaps. There’s a ruined country house near Vaphio, only a
few halfwalls of limestone still standing. Shepherds kept their
sheep in a passageway there for a few thousand years, and the
wool rubbing the stones made the limestone shine like marble.
There were local stories that said it was the last wall of a grand
marble palace. The Harvard team that worked the site spent a
year figuring that one out.”

“You figure we should do a metal analysis?”

“Damn right. I want to know what’s in those grooves.”
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“Colonel Doctor Kontos isn’t going to give you much time to
dot i’s and cross t’s,” he chided. “He’ll have that in a crate and
off to Athens inside a week, easy. With his name stamped all
over it.”

Claire frowned. “Do you hear something?”

“Huh? No. Look, no doubt about it, Kontos will take over
the dig himself. He’s bucking to be General Director of Antiquit-
ies and Restoration.”

“Kontos was a good scientist,” she pondered. “Okay, he has
a weakness for strutting around in that uniform, but—"

“The man’s a maniac!”

“He’s just a patriot. These last few months he’s gotten carried
away. And I can see his arguments, too. He’s simply sticking
up for his country.”

George drawled sarcastically, “Tom Paine in a toga, huh?”

“I'm sure when I tell him about this find he’ll give us added
time to figure this out.”

George raised his eyebrows. “Hey, sounds like that jeep again.”

She whirled. “Oh no! He can’t be back today.”

“Here’s your chance to try sweet reason on the Colonel.”

George’s sarcasm would set Kontos off. She had to keep the
two of them apart.

“Stay here, keep working.”

“I wouldn’t miss this for—"

“No! In fact, close the wooden door. Diplomacy isn’t your
strong suit. I don’t want him up here.”

George chuckled. “Think you can handle him?”

“Of course,” she said uncertainly.
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CHAPTER
Four

She found Kontos ordering workmen about. They were loading
crates onto a gray Nissan truck.

“What's going on?” she demanded.

“I am taking our equipment. Also the remaining artifacts.”
“What? We have weeks—"

“No. I spoke to others, we are agreeing—you are not allowed

the full time.” He turned to her and smiled without humor. Then

he pointedly turned and marched toward the pottery tent.
Claire hurried to catch up. “How long?”

“I have got for you two weeks.”

“Two—"

“Maximum.”

Kontos slapped the tent flap aside and strode through into
the heavy warmth. He found pottery already boxed by Claire
and marked it for the men, quick swipes with a flow pen. He
moved down the aisles with deliberate speed, still smiling, obvi-
ously enjoying making her tag along like a supplicant. Claire
gritted her teeth.

“You can’t do that!”

“My government does it, not me.”

“You’ll damage relations between us, you'll—"

“There are in this world other scholars. Other sources for your

precious money.”

“It’s not that! We’ve found—"
“Soon maybe we will have aid from other quarters, to help
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the Grecian people to save their own history.” He savored the
words as he worked, archly brisk and efficient.

“Alexandros, there must be a way to work this out.”

He paused, his pen in the air. “Oh? So you think?”

“We need time. We found something—"

“Begging will not change matters.”

“There are important aspects—"

“We Greeks will do it.”

“Call Hampton. He'll—"

“Of no use. This is between you and me.”

“Us?”

He stepped toward her, his smile a fraction warmer. “We had
a misunderstanding, perhaps.”

Puzzled, she began, “If you mean that, I would hope that a
scholar of your standing—"

He reached out and seized her upper arm, stepping closer.
“Matters are not too late, however.”

His other hand came up and fondled her breast. It was so
unexpected she froze for an instant, not quite believing this could
happen this way, so abruptly. She gasped with shock, smelling
the raw, sour musk of him as he pressed close, enveloping her.

“You—no!”

She twisted against him. His large hands held her arms pinned
and he spoke directly into her face. “We had a misunderstanding.
It can be changed.”

“NO!”

“You are not giving a chance.”

“No, not like this.”

She wrenched away, slamming painfully against a table. Pot-
sherds shattered on the ground.

“How then?” he asked blankly.

“Never!”

He curled his lips. “I tried with you a second time. I should
not have bothered.”

“Goddamn right.” She wiped her brow of sweat, panting,
feeling dirty and flushed.

“We are not children, you and 1.”

“Well, I'm not.”

His jaw muscles bunched. “Very well. I understand. Even if
you do not.” He squared his shoulders and looked around,
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his uniform drawn tight across his chest. “This site, you will
clear it as before. Within one week from today.”
“One week?”
“That is official.”
“Son of a bitch.”
“Understand?”
“You bet.”
“I expect well organized sample boxes.”
“Sure.”
“You give a complete catalog, copies of notes.”
“You bet.”
“All delivered into my hands.”
“I'll do as well as I can do.”
He smiled sternly. “That may not be enough.”
“It damned well will be,” she said defiantly.
“We shall see.”

George gaped in disbelief. “You said what?”

“Okay, maybe I got angry.”

“Maybe? ‘Diplomacy’s not your strong suit,” you said.”

“He insulted me! His hand—!”

“He felt the need to supplement his command of English?”

She bristled. “You're all alike.”

“Only in the dark. But look—he’s really going to hold us to
this one week deadline?”

She nodded sadly. “I'm afraid so.”

“Good grief.”

“If I hadn’t gotten so mad...”

“Hey, look, don’t you go thinking that way. That oily creep
comes on to you, uses his position—you did the right thing.”

She smiled. “T loved the look on his face. He’s not used to his
pets biting his hand.”

Claire had watched Kontos’s jeep roar away, angrily expelling
a roiling cone of tan dust, and had then trotted up the hill to
the tomb.

George paced near the entrance, head down. “We’re not gonna
get much done. Not nearly enough.”

“If this were an ordinary dig, next year we could...” She
stopped and studied the dessicated, windy sky. A murmur of
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distant surf came on a passing breeze. She said with new cer-
tainty, “There’s not going to be a next year.”

George looked doubtful. “Hey, this was just an incident. And
he’s only one guy.”

“We can’t count on that.”

George scuffed at a stone, hooked his hands into the hip
pockets of his jeans. “It’ll take a big bite out of the week just to
break camp.”

“You’ll have the men back. Kontos didn’t stop for anything
on his way out, except to harangue the camp man about that.”

“So? That artifact in there, it’s going to take months—"

“Not for a prelim survey. You can work around behind it, see
if there’s anything else. Sift the soil back there, look for trace
elements.”

“So what? If Kontos seals off this site, won’t let us come back,
he’ll have the good stuff. Lab workups, time to sniff around for
other artifacts—"

“Except for one thing. He doesn’t know it’s here.”

George stared at her. “Huh? You didn’t tell him?”

“I never got the chance. He was masterfully working the con-
versation around to where he could make his play, Mr. Macho
taking charge. I couldn’t get a word in.”

“Aha.”

“Part of my diplomacy. I thought I could wheedle him around
to giving us more time, once he knew we had something import-
ant.”

“Huh. It might've worked.”

“Yes.” She sighed. “But I didn’t get to try it.”

“The camp man knows something. He'll tell the laborers. It’ll
get back to Kontos.”

“Yes, but he only knows that we found something, not what.”

“Good point. I can take him aside, tell him to keep it away
from the men, say the Colonel Doctor doesn’t want word of
this leaking out.”

“No, just the opposite. Tell the camp man the Colonel wants
work to go fast here, because we're shutting down.”

“Right. Everybody’ll assume Kontos knows about it.”

“That might buy a few days....” Claire stared moodily
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off at the sharp ridgeline. “I hate to hand the whole damn thing
over to him next week, though.”

“Yeah, he’ll get the easy, important stuff for free from his lab
lackeys.”

“With Americans on the Most Despised list, nobody’s going
to speak up for us in Athens. The mood he’s in—"

“Right. He'll publish it himself.”

“Unless we do something.” Claire suddenly turned and strode
down the stone corridor that led to the tomb.

“Like what?”

“Get some special gear. Do some quick work. Maybe bring
some pressure to bear through BU.”

George called after her, “How?”

“I’'m going back to Boston. I'll take photos, my field log—and
be back in two days.”

“And leave me with all this to handle?” he asked with a sinking
voice.

“Yes. Let the laborers break camp. You—just keep digging.”






PART
TWO






CHAPTER
One

John Bishop felt unnatural carrying an umbrella. Bostonians had
told him this was the first solid, respectable rain storm of what
would be a long season, so he had bought a hefty defense that
ejected itself from his palm with alarming energy. The bulk of
it seemed unnecessary for the light gray drizzle that filmed the
air, giving the brick apartments of Commonwealth Avenue a
surrealistic glaze. He turned right at Mass Ave and wrinkled his
nose at the heavy odor of fries, cheeseburgers and day-old grease
that drifted across the cracked pavement. Students clustered in-
side the string of fast eateries.

He swerved his attention to the college women along Beacon
Street bound for BU. They lugged heavy briefcases, as did he.
It was a habit he had begun as an undergraduate at Rice Univer-
sity, unconsciously equating the physical effort with productive
labor. A long-legged woman, her jeans tucked into high black
boots, caught his attention.

He had always liked tall women, their inherent regal sway.
He was a shade shy of six feet, but had dated women fully four
inches closer to heaven than himself. A friend had once prodded
him with the accusation that this was not in fact a natural pref-
erence, but a strategy, based on the widely assumed Truth that
tall women have few suitors, and thus are easier to handle. It
was almost plausible, John realized, since he was rather ordinary-
looking, with unremarkable brown hair and blue-gray eyes.
Presumably his athletic ability, which had
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peaked in high school and steadily decayed, would have counted
for something if he had devoted himself to more social games,
instead of lone jogging and the occasional weekend neighbor-
hood football scrimmage. But no, the friend’s indictment was
off target; he simply liked them tall, as long as they didn’t slump
down in a forlorn effort to appear shorter. It seemed obvious to
him that no woman looked good trying to be something she
wasn’t.

The commuter rush on Storrow Drive rose in full cry, blatting
its impatience to begin the day as he crossed over it on the
Harvard Bridge—so named, he thought wryly, because it speared
directly into the middle of MIT. The bridge was a low ugly thing,
spanning the Charles with Spartan economy. A rowing team
bowed and surged under it, carving a precise wake in the filmed
water: John recalled reading in an introductory pamphlet that
“persons falling accidentally into the Charles are well advised
to update their tetanus shots.” The rowers’ wake dissolved in a
sudden, gusty downpour. They gave up and veered for the MIT
boathouse. John hunched, pulling the umbrella closer, and re-
flected that it had probably been a bad idea to sell his car when
he left Berkeley. Passing cars sprayed him liberally for his disloy-
alty to their kind, as he jogged the rest of the way.

The concrete-gray phalanx of MIT was stark, un-ivied and
imposing. On the older buildings, black-trimmed windows drew
the eye upward. The main building rewarded this vertical urge
with a crowning, austere dome copied from an ancient Roman
mode. Each slab cornice laconically proclaimed self-evident
principles, unconsciously assuming that science was not a mere
set of rules but the artful work of living men. The names Aris-
totle, Newton, Darwin were chiseled in large block letters and
in lesser size, the Maxwells and Boyles and Lobachevskis who
birthed the equations, found the elements or unraveled the
riddles. A haughty advertisement; we produce the men, they
produce the laws. (Though in fact no 'Tech graduate appeared
in the list.) Nearby, stones mounted above great, fluted columns
crowned the MASSACHVSETTS INSTITVTE OF TECHNO-
LOGY, giving the impression of a secular temple of high tech.
In World War II anti-aircraft batteries, though in short supply
at the war fronts, had been spared to ring the campus.
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Shaking his umbrella, he clumped into the heavy warmth of the
Pratt Building. He particularly liked the insouciance of the stu-
dents here. Near his office there was a religious flyer pinned to
a bulletin board, the leading title solemnly proclaiming, THERE
ARE THINGS MAN WAS NOT MEANT TO KNOW. Across
the columns of type below was scrawled, Yeah? Name one! John
liked that: put up or shut up. It was refreshing, after the politely
attentive, boring students he had taught while earning his doc-
torate at Rice University.

He left his raincoat to drip on an ancient wooden coatrack
and opened his window slightly. He liked to work with the gusty
spattering of rain for background, a random chorus testifying
that ample, tumultuous life went on even as he burrowed into
his equations.

He looked up from some calculations when the quick rapping
came at his door. “It’s open!” The woman strode in three steps,
looked around, frowned at him.

“Doctor Sprangle said I should see someone in the Metallurgy
group. I'm Claire Anderson.”

She stuck out a hand and John Bishop came around his desk
to shake it. He accomplished this maneuver, nearly toppling an
already full wastebasket, without taking his eyes from her face.
Her appearance had struck him like a physical blow. She was
not a beautiful woman, but the angular set of her face captivated
him. Her chin’s severe sharpness was blunted at the last moment
by a mitigating roundness, somewhat red from the chill, and
the V of it drew his attention up, across the planes of her cheeks
to their meeting with delicate high ridges, ramparts that defended
the glittering blue eyes. And, yes, she was tall.

She took in his office in a sweeping glance, lingering only over
his cluttered desk; her ample lips crooked into a faintly derisive
curve. “I'm from Archeology, over at BU.” Her handshake was
firm and businesslike. “Mind if I smoke?”

“No,” he lied.

She turned, her red skirt swirling, and sat on the ample oak
window ledge. “I'm trying to get some help, expert help. Watkins
is the man in your group who usually handles the metallurgy
problems that are out of the ordinary, I'm told.”

“Yes?” John had found years before that a simple agree-
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ment carrying a questioning lilt invariably extracted more inform-
ation, without admitting anything.

“Well, I've got one. I need somebody to bring that equipment
of Watkins’ to Greece, help me use it, and take responsibility
for getting it back to him when I'm done.”

“Watkins is in—"

“China, I know. On sabbatical.” She puffed energetically on
her cigarette, generating half an inch of ash, and tapped a foot
rapidly on the worn maple flooring. He wrinkled his nose at the
smoke.

“Ah...I may not be the best person to—"

“Look, it’s a simple job. I just want somebody who under-
stands metallurgy. You don’t have to know the archeological
end, I can handle that.”

“still, I—7

“MIT requires that a staff member go along with the gear, I
know that, too. So I'm willing to pay all your expenses. Our
National Endowment grant will cover it. Look, it’s a free trip to
Greece! But you've got to go now.” She underlined this with
another deep drag on her cigarette. She expelled a huge blue
cloud and tapped the ash out his half-opened window.

“Well, well.” John was filled with conflicting impulses, and
covered this by offering her an ash tray.

“No thanks,” she said, and smiled wryly. “This one isn’t filled
yet.”

“Greece? What part?”

“Peloponnesian peninsula, near Mycenae.”

“Uh, I see.”

“Never been there?”

“No. I always wanted to.”

“Mycenae is the ruins of an ancient palace. It was once the
center of what we call the Mycenaean culture. Possibly an off-
shoot of the Minoans, who traded all over the eastern Mediter-
ranean. But the Mycenaeans got big and prosperous, and there
are signs that they became the dominant power in the region,
even bigger than the Cretans, by about 1400 B.C.”

“Ah hah.” He leaned on his desk and cupped a hand around
his chin, pretending to be lost in thought, trying to be as casual
as possible about tracing the outlines of her legs under the skirt.
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“Anyway, our dig is about forty kilometers from Mycenae, down
on the coast of the Gulf of Argos. It's—"

“On the ocean? How’s the diving there?”

She blinked, taken aback. “I don’t know.”

“The water’s still warm this time of year, I guess?”

“Oh yes. You...dive?”

He nodded enthusiastically. “I learned down in Texas. Not
much to see round there, but it was sure a lot of fun.”

She said cordially, “I'm sure there are excellent spots near the
site. We're right on the coast. Matthews at Brown did archeolo-
gical diving off Spetsae, an island near us.”

His furtive inspection of her body outline stopped and he liked
the result. She was slender as a fish, yet with a ripening swelling
at the hips that promised a lush wilderness. Women who inter-
ested him struck him this way; as unknown territory, rich and
forgiving, complex as a continent.

“Sounds nice,” was all he could manage to say.

She flicked her cigarette out the window, into a brimming
puddle. “The only condition is, you have to leave tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” This jolted him out of his reverie. “Can’t—"

“I'll explain it on the plane. I've already got reservations.
Here.” She fished in her purse and held out an American Airlines
ticket.

“You don’t waste time,” he said appreciatively.

“No, I don’t. Never have.” She stood up. “Can you come?”

“Well—" His mind spun among myriad details, lofted above
them, descended. “Yes. I'm on the research staff, so I don’t have
teaching to worry about.”

She smiled. “That’s what I figured. I saw that on the directory.
You were the first non-faculty member listed. Regular faculty
would have classes. So I figured the next most senior was the
best bet.”

He grinned. “Well, ma’am, I guess I'm lucky you didn’t notice
that postdocs are listed by room number alone.”

“Oh.” Again the full lips curled in a self-mocking curve.

“Say, isn’t the political situation pretty rocky over there?”

The gathering, slow motion world depression had unleashed
a lot of smoldering resentments.

She shrugged casually. “It has its ups and downs. We'll
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take only a few days, remember.” She started toward the door.

“But wait—what should I bring? And Watkins’ equipment,
I'll have to...”

“To what? Just pack it. Put it through as your luggage.”

He hesitated. Then, to cover his confusion, he boomed out,
“No problem. You're right.”

She eyed him. “Good. By the way, travel light. It’s still fairly
warm in Greece. Oh, and here.”

She tossed him a packet. “Medicine?” he asked, peering at the
polysyllabic label.

“It’s that new microbio stuff. Take one a day. It lives in your
gut and eats whatever microbe causes dysentery.”

“Oh?” John looked doubtful. He didn’t like the idea of
tinkering with his body. Even when he had been injured in sports
he resisted the pills offered him.

“No other side effects, don’t worry,” Claire said with distant
amusement. “Put your faith in science.”

“I thought the whole point of science was that you didn’t have
to merely have faith,” John said sarcastically.

Claire chuckled. “Picky, picky. But do take them.”

“Okay.”

“See you at the gate. Be early.”

“Will do,” he said with what he hoped was crisp confidence.
He opened his mouth to say something more, but she was gone,
without even a goodbye. He leaned back against his desk again,
puffed out his cheeks, and blew. The office now had the stale
flat stink of smoke, a smell he hated. A small price to pay,
though, for moments with such a delicious woman. She had
riveted him from the first, making his breath catch. That hadn’t
happened in years, not since Ann. A heady, jolting moment like
this had to be pursued. Minor aspects—his own plans, her an-
noying smoke—must be brushed aside.

He would have to tell Sprangle he was taking a quick vacation.
Luckily, he had nothing crucial looming in the next few weeks.
He hadn’t been in Boston long enough to stack up obligations.
He did have to hunt up the Watkins stuff, though, and bone up
on it.

He collected his papers from the desk. The scribbled symbols
seemed like something he had written weeks before.

“Things happen fast up north,” he muttered to himself.



CHAPTER
Two

He didn’t get the full story until they were driving from Athens
to the site. The flight to Paris had been packed; the dollar was
high again and tourists were spilling into France, even long after
the usual season. He had to pay a hefty extra charge to get all
the equipment aboard. Claire had been unable to get seats to-
gether.

On the Paris-Athens leg Claire had slept, but he sat up reading
about Watkins’ equipment. Now John blinked sleepily at the
improbably bright and orange-tinted day and tried to assimilate
the scenery flashing past as Claire kept up a rapid-fire summary
of the tangled events so far. She digressed frequently, piling on
nuances and technical jargon without pity, assuming he knew
far more than he did.

“We’'d been having troubles with Kontos all summer,
everything from political discussions to disagreements over how
to organize the collection boxes, so I guess it’s not surprising
that—oh, see there? That island with a hump back in the bay?
That’s Salamis. Themistocles broke the Persian fleet there, burned
them to the water line, and saved Athens.”

The outskirts of Athens seemed an unending line of cement
works. Farther on, gray cement shells of two-story houses stood
like bared bones of a mechanical monster. Some ground floors
were inhabited, sporting antennas and flowers, while the
skeletal promise of future affluence hung overhead. They sped
westward, the glittering bay to the south, and crossed over the
canal at Corinth. She parked beside it and they ate
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triangles of honey and nuts, while John walked halfway through
and peered down at the geometrically exact slice cut through
solid rock. “When the Germans retreated, back in World War
II, they jammed the canal with trains, trucks, anything they had.”

“Nice guys. How long did it take to clear?”

“Years. It was merely the latest in two thousand years of
grudges against outsiders.”

“Including Americans?”

She sighed as a tug drew a freighter into the mouth of the
canal, over a kilometer away. “It’s beginning to look that way.
Let’s go.”

She had been the same way at the Athens airport, speedily
fetching the rental car while he stacked the eight carrying cases
of Watkins’ equipment, their luggage, and his diving gear. It
filled the trunk and the back seat. He hoped he would have time
to go over Watkins’ instruction manual again before she deman-
ded the first run of tests.

They turned south from Corinth, running down the coast.
The Peloponnesian peninsula is a four-fingered hand grasping
south into the Mediterranean. They sped down the easternmost
finger, along roads that narrowed and whitened beneath the
October sun. They slowed behind a cart piled high with fat,
cloudy green grapes. Claire cursed under her breath and passed
it, narrowly slipping by before an ancient truck descended on
them, hooting its horn.

“Lord God A’mighty!”

She laughed. “I thought people only swore like that in movies.”

“It was a prayer. Slow down, ma’am. This thing’s been there
over three thousand years, a few minutes aren’t going to make
any difference.”

“Afraid not. Kontos was so mad, he might close us down
early. He may know I went back to Boston.”

“How?”

“He called Hampton, the US co-director, at BU, even before
I left Greece. I don’t know what bullshit Kontos fed Hampton,
but when I went in to see him, he was polite, proper, and frosty.
No, sorry, special help?—nossir. Not at this time of the school
year. He gave me a lecture on resources. Fretted about my extra
trip back. He went tut-tut
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about the early shutdown, said I must have done something to
offend Dr. Kontos, he couldn’t imagine what it could have been,
but didn’t I think perhaps we could simply let matters lie, just
withdraw when the Ministry wished? All very solemn with much
profound puffing on a pipe, a sad hound-dog expression, the
works.”

“What'd you say?”

“I told him I'd think it over and come back the next day to
see him again.” She smirked, turning the car sharply around
curves as they wound up into a series of rolling, tawny hills.

“Today?”

“Right-o. He could remove my control over funds if he wanted.
So I went out and bought our tickets through the BU office,
charged our grant’s account, and drew a big travel advance be-
sides.”

“He’s still waiting for you to show up?”

“Yes.” She laughed. “See, I gained one day on him. So then I
went over to MIT, to recruit a warm body from Watkins’ min-
ions.”

“And here I thought it was my charm.”

“I decided to overlook your missing limbs and birth defects.
‘When Hampton told me he wouldn’t release any of our own
people who knew metals, I knew it was—"

“Time to git.”

“Right again. I only hope Hampton didn’t call Kontos back
after I showed up. I don’t want him to know I left. Even—damn!”
She snapped her fingers, meanwhile swerving around a donkey.
“I should’ve called in sick from the Boston airport, said I had
the flu, put off the appointment for a few days. That would’ve
delayed old Hampton.”

“Oh, what a web we weave, when first—"

“Sho’ 'nuff, honey,” she said in a credible Southern accent.

He countered in a clipped, arch tone, “High moral standahds
are the foundation of ouah society.”

“What was that?”

“A Kennedy accent.”

“Glad you told me. I thought you’d suddenly developed tongue
cancer.”

“Where’s yours from?”
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“My what?”

“That accent.”

“I don’t have an accent.”

“Ha. I thought maybe English.”

“I grew up on Marlborough Street.”

“That’s the original Snob Hill accent?”

She grinned and looked at him.

“No matter how fascinating I am,” he said soberly, “don’t take
your eyes off the road. Not at this speed.”

“The Kennedys speak what my father called Englosh. That’s
the English of people who came from where they eat goulash.
He died believing that Irish stew was a bastard form of goulash.”

“Quaint.”

The road reared and twisted over folded ridges, and then they
were coming down again, the Aegean gleaming in the distance.
The site was in a hilly area that sloped down to the sea, reach-
able only by rough sandy roads. They worked their way south
on a rocky track, the Ford bouncing roughly at the speeds Claire
habitually used. They rounded a curve and John sighed in sur-
prise. An olive wood stretched through a narrow valley, gleaming
like the surface of a river, and flowing like one, too—the wind
tossing the branches so that green brimmed into silver rushes,
like foam on a tossing current, and breezes swept down the
valley like great surges of a storm. “Beautiful,” he said.

“Yes. I love Greece. It's my favorite place to dig.”

“Where else have you, uh, dug?”

“Iraq. Egypt. Turkey. Every summer since high school.”

“You really like it.”

“Of course.” She glanced at him with surprise. “A lot better
than sitting in a lab all year.”

He said quietly, “Aren’t you taking a chance with your career,
playing fast and loose with travel funds, flaunting it in the face
of Hampton?”

She pursed her lips and said nothing for a long moment.
“Maybe so. But I'm damned if I'll let him push me around.”

“Kontos?”

“Kontos and Hampton and—well—" She grimaced and shot
him another glance. “Men.”



CHAPTER
Three

George met their car before the dust of its arrival had settled.
To John the camp was the scrufty cluster of tents Claire had de-
scribed, with laborers in blue jeans and sweaty T-shirts loading
crates onto nearby pickup trucks. Ignoring George for a moment,
he swept a long look down the valley, picking out the pits of
the dig. They were, of course, simply bare holes along a staked-
out rectangular grid, with mounds of worked stones sorted into
piles nearby. The place seemed remarkably ordinary, to yield
secrets of millennia past.

He searched the tawny slopes to the left and found the tomb
entrance, a stone-walled passage that lanced into the hillside.
Now this was something else entirely. Even at this distance its
stately bulk promised not merely a way into a hole in the ground,
but the entrance to an unfathomed world long past.

He sniffed, catching on the crisp breeze a welcome, salty tang
from the sea. He remembered how, as a boy on a trip to Atlanta
with his mother, he had been impressed with buildings that were
positively ancient, well over a century old.

George studied John quizzically as they were introduced, but
then was swept along in Claire’s story of events at Boston Uni-
versity. George’s sour expression told quite clearly what he
thought of departmental politics and Professor Hampton.

“Damn typical,” was his verdict.

“If Hampton calls him back, we may have only a day or two
before Kontos comes steaming in here,” Claire said.

“We can’t work miracles.” George gestured at the gang

51



52 / GREGORY BENFORD

[P P L G-

of men who were packing up the camp. “Plenty more to do here.”

“He can’t very well stop you from packing,” John said.

“No, he’ll speed it up,” Claire said. “And stick to us like glue.
So that we can’t moonlight any research.”

“When he sees me here—"

“That’s an idea, yes. We actually will moonlight it. Work in
the tomb at night, after the men have gone home.”

“Why?” John asked.

“If Kontos has a snoop among them, he’ll see nothing unusu-
al.”

“Is archeology always like this?”

George and Claire looked at each other. “No,” Claire said
despairingly. “This situation has gotten 'way out of hand.
Sometimes I...” Her voice trailed off and then she visibly
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rallied herself. “Forget it. We're not going to be pushed around
by a pig in a tailored uniform.”

George sighed. “The trip didn’t take any starch out of you,
huh?”

She turned to him. “No, quite the reverse. Any problem with
that?”

He stepped back, holding up both hands, palms out, chuck-
ling. “Hey, no contest. I was kinda counting on some of your
famous diplomacy, is all.”

“What for?”

“Well...” He hooked his hands in his hip pockets and inspected
the dust. “I was hoping this thing between you and Kontos
would blow over. Then we could maybe get some more time
here. Just a little easing off—"

“Impossible. Kontos won’t budge.”

“We need the time. I've found more stuff. I got around behind
that slab, had a look.”

Claire’s momentum suddenly dissolved. “You did? What’s
there?”

“Lots. Come on.”

They had to unlock and pull back the iron gate at the dromos
entrance. George kept it closed while the laborers were nearby.
The bulky wooden door that sealed the tomb itself was open.
To John, entering was a sudden transit from a sunbaked valley
where birds chirruped and wheeled, into a gloomy world of
cool, sepulchral silence. The corbelled vault was topped by a
wooden plug to keep rain out and prevent further cave-ins, but
it did not mar the sense of converging, encasing mass overhead,
a brooding weight of history.

When Claire saw George’s new framing and support beams
she ran an eye over the entire structure before venturing under
it. “Rube Goldberg again. Looks like a bridge put together by
somebody who’d lost the instructions.”

“Aw, crap. It works, doesn’t it? I got a lot of support under
those ones higher up. See how I got that whole quadrant inter-
locked?”

“All by yourself?”

George shook his head. “Had to use two men. I draped
sheets—see?—to cover the hole and other stuff. Told them the
framing was to make sure the place didn’t cave in while we're
gone this winter.”
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The sheets were still in place. Claire stepped through the steel
and wooden structure and slipped a rope free.

On the right side George had slipped a block forward, leaving
enough room to wriggle through. Claire picked up a flashlight
and pointed it into the hole.

John came forward gingerly, careful of the framework. To him
the black slab looked ordinary enough, except for the chiseling
at the top. The amber cone was lovely, he had to admit. Claire
had waxed almost lyrical about it in the car, one of the few de-
viations he had seen from her crisp practicality.

“Not much room in here,” she called.

“No kidding,” George said. “I been leaning halfway through,
scraping the soil, for two days.”

He looked it. John had wondered why the man’s coveralls
were uniformly filthy, from neck to boots.

Claire grunted. “Find much?”

“Not a damn thing.”

“How far down?”

“I took off half a meter.”

“Safe to go in, then?”

“Sure.”

John watched her wriggle through the opening. A muffled
“Huh!” came back. He expected George to follow, but after a
moment she called, “John. Come on.”

He bent himself through the narrow passage and stiffly man-
euvered onto the chilly, hard dirt beyond. Her flashlight lit the
center of the irregular chamber but something black dominated
the opposite wall. Neither said anything. It was a long moment
before John realized that the unyielding inky spot was a hole.
He wriggled forward a few feet. A rotten, salty smell drifted up
from the opening. A grave? he guessed. Then a distant rushing
gurgle echoed faintly. The wash of sea against stone.

“What is this? Part of the tomb?”

Claire’s eyes caught the yellow of the flashlight beam as she
played it around the walls. “No, I think it’s natural. Look up
there.”

Above them for about ten feet was a gray-brown layer of
hardened mud. At about chest level it met a layer of harder
stuff—sandstone, John guessed. The rock spread around the
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entire cavity and down the throat of the hole. It stopped just
short of the tomb blocks.

“They probably dug in until they hit this sandstone,” Claire
said. “So they stopped and built the tomb smack up against it.
But there must’ve been mud where we are.”

“They dug the mud out?”

“No...no, this is an erosion feature. George—" She leaned to
call to him and found his head sticking through the passage.

“You’re wondering what’s down that pit, right?” He smiled.
“I dunno. I threw a rope in and slid down maybe ten feet. No
signs of work on the walls. Looks to me like you said, water
wear.”

John peered down it. “From the sea?”

“Not likely,” George said. “It’s hundreds of feet down to the
ocean. No tide could force up in here.”

Claire pointed up at the impacted mud. “The water came
through from there. Seepage.”

“Come on,” George countered, “to take out that much stone—"

“Soft limestone in the cliff, remember—the waves are eating
it up. This sandstone—" She reached out and rubbed. It crumbled
into grains. “Greece gets a lot of rainfall—a lot more than you’d
think, for a dry climate. Everything sits on limestone. Over the
millennia the down-drip has carved out giant cisterns. The land
is honeycombed with them. Their rainfall doesn’t stay in the
topsoil, it settles into stone bowls and makes agriculture difficult.
That’s what happened here.”

“Maybe the builders knew that,” George said quietly.

“Not likely. Look, it’s been 3500 years. When the tomb was
built, this soft vein may not have gone much farther down than
here.”

“They used the underground springs at Mycenae, right? Built
the city walls out to reach a crack in the rock. Then they drove
a tunnel down twenty meters or so, just to reach a dependable
water supply.”

Claire said with a little too obvious effort at patience, “They
lived downslope from here, hundreds of meters away. This
wouldn’t carry enough water for a town. And a connection
through a tomb—come on.”
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John said, “So you believe they just used it as a handy place to
stick—that.”

His gesture brought their attention to the slab. It was a cube,
the back half resting on a flagstone block. Its rear face had no
inscription, no decoration of any kind. There was a splotch of
yellowish matter at the center of the back, covering a few square
feet.

John stood awkwardly, bending to avoid the inward-curving
walls, acutely aware of the yawning hole a few steps away. He
put out a finger toward the lumpy thing. “I wonder what this
is?”

“Don’t touch it!” Claire’s cry was loud in the close space. John
flinched back.

“Why the hell not?” he asked irritably.

“There might be marks, even fingerprints,” Claire said rapidly
but in a lower tone.

“This looks like pebbles, dirt, Lord knows what. Nothing
special.”

“We don’t know what'’s ‘special’ until we analyze it,” she said
primly.

George had wormed his way in and stood beside them. There
was barely enough room without venturing too close to the edge
immediately behind them. Without being obvious about it, John
nudged into the sandstone for reassurance.

“Encrustation, looks like to me,” George said. He aimed his
own flashlight at the yellowish mass. “I already dusted it over,
checked for fingerprints and so on. Nothing. Stuff looks sulfur-
rich, maybe. Give it a sniff.”

Claire bent and smelled it. “Salty.”

“Sure. Salt water moisture’s been blowing up against it so
long, not surprising you’d get this. This side of the cube is caked
with salt—see?”

The flashlight showed crystals glittering in the rough surface,
bringing a gray pallor to the stone.

Claire nodded. “You're probably right. I can clean it off and
check for anything beneath.”

George sighed, his surprise exhibit exhausted. “I thought I'd
really turned up something when I first crawled through. You
know, a secret vault the looters hadn’t gotten into, something
like that.”
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“There’s still the pit to look down, isn’t there?” John volunteered.

“Yeah. I'll have a look, but I think it’s just a natural cistern
that’s run into the ocean.”

His jaw locked tight, John crouched by the hole. The sides
were worn smooth and shimmered with moisture. Not an invit-
ing surface for handholds. There were black streaks down the
sides, leading the eye steeply down toward the sea. To him it
looked burnished by fire, but he reminded himself that water
can carry stains down from higher layers and discolor older
strata. Maybe that had happened here. Anyway, that wasn’t his
area. None of this was, he reminded himself sheepishly. And
here he had been poking around and asking questions, keeping
up a pose of competence among these people, who really did
know what they were doing....

He got to his feet. The other two were talking about something
he couldn’t follow. He was at least a step from the edge but he
could not turn away from it, knowing that the lip lay there in
the dimness at his feet, waiting, if he should slip or if somebody
fell against him. No, no, forget it. Something about the atmos-
phere of this place, it was a grave after all, a damp clammy smell
in here, this part never had a chance to dry out like the main
tomb, not as though teams of archeologists had swarmed over
it, brought all their twentieth-centuryness along, this was the
real smell of antiquity. He wiped his brow and made himself
breathe regularly. The flashlight beams swept lazily upward,
where clefts and recesses swallowed the light, forming a mottled
darkness that seemed to gather at his temples, thickening the
air, bringing the pungent salty smell reeking into his nostrils in
the tight airless space—

“It’s, uh, getting close in here.”

Claire peered at him in the dim reflected radiance of the walls.
His face felt flushed. Did it show?

“I want to get set up outside,” he said brusquely. “Help me
with the cases, George?”



CHAPTER
Four

John backed the ’scope away from the Linear A lines. “It’s metal
all right, down in those grooves.”

“Chisel marks,” Claire countered automatically. “Silver? It
looks like silver.”

“See for yourself, ma’am.” He bowed and swept his arms to-
ward the imposing tripod-mounted microscope. About its sleek
black barrel were grouped a disc of lenses and pencil-beam illu-
minators. She crooked her face to the eyepiece.

“What am I seeing?”

“Some corrosion products, I'd say. Oxides. Not very much
corrosion, though—lucky.”

“Those greenish specks, are they bronze?”

“Maybe. Silver-copper alloy would look that way, too.”

“Those reddish veins?”

“Rust.”

“What's the underlying metal?”

“That’s a little hard to tell right now. There could be several.
The metal with the highest electrode potential is the first to
corrode. That usually protects the other metals from attack, until
the first is used up. Say, if you've got iron and silver and steel
here—"

“This was the late bronze age.”

“Oh. Just for example, the iron would go first. That'd give
you a rust covering, but the silver—”

“I can see something shiny.”
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“Sure, because there’s not much oxidation far back in the
groove—I mean, chisel mark.”

Claire leaned back from the eyepiece and studied the amber
cone itself. “I wonder why—hey!”

“What?”

“In the amber—there was a flash of blue light.”

“Some internal reflection, I guess.”

“No, it was bright.”

He had seen something like that earlier. “Some mica in the
amber. It catches the lamplight just right, acting like a prism—"

“But it was so bright,” she persisted.

“Gloomy hole like this, your eyes are sensitive.”

“Ummm. Well, let’s get the analysis done on the chiseling.
The amber can wait.”

He tried to remember more of Caley’s Analysis of Ancient
Metals. A lot of it was just informed common sense, but some
of the oxidation chemistry was complicated. He remembered
reading as a boy about Sherlock Holmes’s writing a monograph
on over a hundred different kinds of cigarette ash, and how to
identify them. It had seemed bizarre then; now, compared to
this, he wondered. Maybe some more equipment would help.
There was additional gear in the third case, too....

“Can’t you study the metal content back in there? This is im-
portant.”

He shrugged. “I’ll have to make a boring.”

She pulled away from the eyepiece. “No. Not on the script.”

“I understand you don’t want damage. But I think I can drill
a millimeter-deep hole and cut through that film of trace impur-
ities.”

Or he could if he had enough time to read the manual. It was
beautifully explicit; Watkins had written for well-meaning idiots
who had to be prevented from damaging samples in the field
and still get some useful results. People like him, in other words.
But surely even as meticulous a scientist as Watkins had not
planned on his level of ignorance.

She asked doubtfully, “What technique will you use?”

“Well, x-ray fluorescence is out,” he said cautiously. “It requires
too much area. Then there’s electron microprobe ex-
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amination. That’s great, and there’s one in the cases, but it
samples such a small region—a few microns across—that it won’t
tell you anything about average composition.” He eyed her as
he said this, and it all seemed to be going over okay. “I'd say,
neutron activation analysis. I have a small source and it does
no permanent damage.”

It was also the only one whose instructions he could fully
understand. Until the late 1990s, neutron activation had been
a technique available only if you had a nuclear reactor handy,
for a neutron source. Watkins had helped develop a field-portable
kit, with a manual simple enough for archeologists unacquainted
with the new method. The kit was nothing but “black boxes,”
components you wired up. The source shot neutrons in and
back came gamma rays. A tiny computer gave a spectrum of the
gammas. From the height of those peaks and their location in
the energy spectrum he should be able to figure out what metals
were present.

Or that’s the way it looked from the manual, which he had
read diligently on the airplane instead of sleeping. He was paying
for that now; he yawned. His only hope lay in reducing the steps
to mechanical acts, plug X1 into X3 sort of stuff. He knew a
little electronics and could use that for cover.

“Ummm..."” She pondered. He admired the deft way she placed
a forefinger on her cheek, pursing her lips slightly, making them
fuller. She shifted her hip and the movement seemed to lighten
her, miraculously thinning her thighs beneath the khaki jumper,
drawing the acute angle up to the pedestal of her hips.

“Okay. Do it.”

“Uh...” His attention swerved back. “Now?”

“Sure.” She put her hands on her hips. “We’ve got only days,
maybe hours left. I'll help.”

He nodded. His jet-lagged sleep last night had left him dulled,
with that faint air of watching everything from behind a thick
pane of dirty glass. He would have liked George’s help, too—like
most academics, he expected that men who worked with their
hands more would have a broader knowledge of things electrical
and mechanical. But George said he knew nothing about metal-
lurgical analysis or electronics, that working with planks and
shovels and braces was his line.
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Anyway, they needed him out in the camp, diverting the laborers
who were finishing up.

They unpacked and assembled in the musty, cool tomb, the
clanking of metal reverberating back from the curved walls,
giving each sound a stretched presence. He took his time, hoping
he would recover some alertness, afraid of making errors. It was
difficult maneuvering the equipment among the various stone
blocks which hung in rope frames. John bumped into one of
them and asked, mostly as a ruse for a break, “What’s this from?”

Claire looked up from a case inventory. “That’s the original
block in front of the amber cone. See how it’s marked?”

“Religious symbol?”

“We don’t think so. There were bronze pieces mounted into
the walls, too—or we think so, because they were buried when
we found them.”

He contemplated the stone, touched it gingerly. “Okay?”

She smiled. “Of course. Sorry I barked at you yesterday.”

“’S fine. How come they were buried?”

“The bronzes? Torn down by looters. Or else by later burial
parties.”

He frowned, slightly shocked. “They defiled the graves of their
own ancestors?”

She smiled again. “This was a different culture, John. Appar-
ently they gave the dead presents—tools and weapons and food
and clothing, to help them on their passage. But once the flesh
had decayed away, they thought that transition was complete.
The dead didn’t need the funerary gifts anymore. Most of these
tombs were family burial sites. When a new burial party came,
they tossed old skeletons aside to make room for the new arrival.
‘We found ones scattered all over the tomb, at different levels.”

“So the gifts, they were left out, where the dead could...use
them?” He found the subject a little unsettling.

“Yes, or in boxes.”

“Then how come they hid things?”

“They didn’t. The looters apparently had no trouble finding
what they wanted. Unless it was buried under the dirt left here
by some burial parties.”

He was puzzled. “Then why did they hide that?” He
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pointed at the cube, still standing in its recess behind the massive
corbelled blocks.

“I don’t know.”

“And why chisel on it, decorate it, when nobody’s going to
see it?”

Claire stared at the black limestone and said slowly, “That’s
one of the points that has been bothering me, also.”

He ran a hand over the block hanging in its cradle, liking the
rough coolness of it, feeling the small nicks on the unexposed
sides where a long-dead craftsman had struck flakes from it to
shape the surprisingly accurate angles and edges. “Some kind of
design outside, saying something...but nobody buried behind
this block, just a cube with chiseling on it. And that decoration,
that cone. Funny...” He stooped to examine the face more
closely. A long moment passed while Claire unfastened a bundle
of cables and placed them on a blanket they had spread. He in-
sisted on a systematic arrangement of the parts before they
started assembly.

“How do you date the levels?” he asked.

“What?” She was concentrating and in the clatter of equipment
missed his question.

“The different burials, how—"

“Oh yes, with pottery analysis. We know the styles, how they
evolved. And if there’s wood we can date it with Carbon 14.”

“Right.” He rubbed his hand over the edges of the block. “This
crumbly stuff?”

“Mortar.”

“And these marks here?”

“I don’t know. Someone chipped away the outer mortar. There
are those near the edge, too.”

“Look like scratches, not chiseling.”

“Yes, I think so.”

“Fella used a knife or something.”

“Ummmm?” She did not look up from her work.

“You’d think if anybody was doing a serious job, they’d use
the right tools.”

“Remember, people got rushed and did a sloppy job even in
antiquity.”

“On graves? Well, maybe so. So much for the good old days.
Still, a knife...” He examined the apparently random
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marrings with a flashlight. “Maybe the guy used one of those
ceremonial knives left in here.”

“Looters usually bring their own tools.”

“A knife’s not good for this kind of work.” He stood up. “Any
way to date when that cube there was put behind the wall?”

“George found some signs it was quite late. We do know from
some small jewelry in the topmost level that someone import-
ant—or rich, or both—was the last burial.”

“End of the family line, umm? So this slab and the cube behind
it, they might have been put in here with him.”

“Or her.”

“Sure. Or her.” He rubbed his jaw.

“It might even have been a king.”

“Yeah? Do tell.” Distracted, he scuffed a toe in the hard-packed
earth.

“They had elaborate ceremonies. At some sites there is minor,
ambiguous evidence that the servants of the king were buried
with him. It’s a controversial issue.”

This jolted him out of his reverie. “Really? What savages.”

Offended, she said briskly, “A different culture. They were
building these beautiful corbelled domes when your and my
ancestors were chasing mastodons.”

“I thought mastodons died out about ten thousand years ago.”
He grinned; this was one of the few facts he remembered from
ninth grade science.

She smiled despite herself. “I can see I'll have to watch every
word. But if you have Indian ancestors I could still be right.”

“Every southerner has a little Indian blood in him.”

“Mastodons were hunted up until a few thousand years ago
by American Indians. But to get back to my point—Look at that
triangle over the lintel. See? It relieved the weight of the rock
above and carried it down, around the door. Advanced engin-
eering. And they mounted a facade outside, painted stonework,
beautifully carved.”

“You think they might’ve buried some servants with this guy,
this king?”

“Well...perhaps.”

He leaned back and pondered the worn stones, trying to
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put himself into that time, to see them freshly painted and dec-
orated, witness to pomp and ritual. “Lord God A’mighty—think
of that. Trapped in here.”

“They filled in the dromos with sand after the last burial.
Covered the whole hillside, too, from the signs we can find.
Unusual. They knew they weren’t going to bury anyone else in
here again. This king, or whoever, must have been pretty special.
A hero, a great law giver, a conqueror. Agamemnon we know
about because of Homer, but this king could have been just as
important.”

“Uh huh. And his servants. Caught in here, no light—and if
you did set fire to something, so you could see, it’d eat up your
oxygen. Bet they didn’t know that, though. Light up some of
the clothing if you could, that would be easy. Did they have
candles back then?”

“Doubtful. None would have survived this long, anyway. They
probably used oil lamps.”

He stood and gazed around the cluttered mud floor, peered
up into the gloomy heights of sloped stone. “I wonder...wonder
what it was like. Caught in here, you know there’s only so much
time...”

“Drugged, too.”

“What?”

“They might well have drugged the servants, or got them
drunk.”

“Sure, good and drunk. Makes sense, once you accept the
general idea. But how blotto can anybody get, knowing what’s
coming?”

Claire turned back to her work. “Speculation is fun, but this
is urgent, and—"

“But you’ve got something to explain, too,” he said forcefully.
“Those markings.”

“Looters.”

“Maybe looters. It sure seems to me any looter worth his salt
would finish chipping away at that mortar, see what was behind
the block. The only marked stone in the whole tomb.”

“Sure, sure, anything might have happened—"

“That’s the puzzle.” He whirled to the block and traced its
circular design once more, all his fatigue burned away.

“Suppose a servant wakes up. Drunk. Knows where he is,
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knows he hasn’t got much time. He’d try to tunnel out, don’t
you think?”

“Perhaps. That dromos was filled with sand. He would have
to burrow upward ten, fifteen feet—"

“Through fresh sand? Most of it would slide right on in, once
the door was open.”

“This was a sealed tomb. They would have to move several
blocks out of the doorway, then dig upward.”

He spread his hands expansively. “Wouldn’t you at least try?”

“Well, yes. But I don’t have the holy idea of ritual sacrifice
drilled into me. They did.”

He held up his hand, palm up, a mock-serious look on his
face. “Pardon me, you’re absolutely right, distant culture and all
that sophisticated, broad-minded stuff. Bumpkins like me fail to
take that into account, right?”

She smiled guardedly. “You said it, not me.”

“Still, if we drop the looters theory for a minute, we conclude
that somebody tried to get out.”

“Okay. Go ahead.”

He gave an exaggerated bow, but when he stood up he again
ran his hands over the random lines cut along the outer edges
of the block. With the flashlight he traced out where a point had
gouged deeper, skidded away, and come back to the job again,
a little off to the side. “Sloppy work. Were there any marks like
this around the entrance?”

“I’'d have to consult my notebooks. Rowland did that early
part of the dig. But—no, I don’t think so.”

“Good. Then the problem is, if somebody wants to get out,
why’s he chip away at this block?”

“To get to the cistern passageway we found.”

“But you and George said that seepage hole wasn’t there when
they built the tomb. Otherwise they'd never have built so close
to it.”

“Well...maybe.”

“Come on, follow the premise. The servants, poor people
trapped in total blackness, they know they haven’t got long. So
why did they try to remove this block?”

“The cistern...”

He slapped the rock decisively. “They wanted something. And
what’s behind the block? Nothing”—he jabbed a finger—“except
that cube.”



CHAPTER
Five

That night Claire made another important discovery. John had
come back to the tomb after a quick supper, planning to put in
a perfunctory hour of work before collapsing into luxuriant sleep.
Claire helped him where she could, but he persuaded her to
leave him to his electronics. She took a roll of photographs of
the space behind the artifact and then moved restlessly around
the tomb.

“C’mon, Claire, find someplace to perch,” John said irritably.

“You know, we haven’t moved the cube yet.”

“It’s too heavy.”

“Not with you and George helping. I'd like to look on the left
side of it, see if there’s a marking.”

“Good idea,” John said with relief.

She took an hour to arrange padded levers around the cube.
The men pushed slowly on them, grunting, and managed to
slide the cube sideways by the width of a hand.

“No markings,” Claire said with disappointment, shining her
flashlight into the gap. “Simply dust—no, wait.”

She extracted the thing after another half hour of photograph-
ing and measuring. It was a square ivory sheet, thin and barely
five centimeters on a side. The surface showed faint markings,
dulled by time.

“Looks like someone carved the lines, then—see these reddish
flakes?—painted over them to enhance the effect,” Claire said.
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George agreed. The ivory square had been standing edge-on
in the dust. “It must’ve been glued onto the cube’s side, and
fallen off,” George said.

“A decoration? What’s it show?” John asked.

Claire carefully cradled it on a clean plastic sample field. “Not
much. It's so faint. Nothing like a design—too irregular.”

“Maybe it's too far gone,” John said. Despite himself he
yawned.

“I'll clean it tomorrow, try to enhance the contrast,” Claire
said. “Even if we can’t extract the markings better, this is still an
important find.”

“How come?”

“Ivory was rare in Mycenae. The fact that it was used as a
decoration of this artifact means whoever was buried here was
very important.”

“A king?”

“Probably.”

“And the cube was important, too,” George added.

John asked sleepily, “Then why’d they hide it?”
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George was helping John move some blocks the next morning
when a jeep’s growing rrrrrrr caught their attention.

George’s head turned abruptly. He grimaced. “Oh damn! We
should’ve stuck to the plan and had you work through last night.”

“Look, I was worn down to a nub. There’s too—" John
watched George trot out the entrance of the tomb. “Oh—that’s
him, huh?”

“Yeah. You stay put.” George waved him back into the shad-
ows. “I'll go down and explain that you're a tourist friend of
Claire’s.”

“You’ll bring him up here?”

“No, no, you don’t—never mind.” George trotted away.

John kept working on the metal analysis. He had finished
boring into the side of the cube. It had been a tricky process,
the tiny drill whirring like a trapped bee inside the stone. He
noted with pride that the hole was clean and professional-look-
ing.

Now he had to triple-check the black boxes. They took up a
lot of space in the cramped zone around the cube. He had gotten
George to move the heavy stone blocks out of the way, which
gave him time to cover his own unfamiliarity with the circuit
layout. The connections looked okay now, though. He turned
on the instruments and was rewarded with a satisfying, unalarm-
ing hum. It would need a while to warm up properly.

He read the manual again and waited. After a while curiosity
overcame caution. What the hell, he had been tiptoeing his way
through this procedure for hours; he needed a break. He swung
the big wooden door shut over the entrance and left the site.

As he walked down the switchback path to the camp he saw
a powerfully built man talking to George. The man made quick,
impatient gestures at the laborers who were loading the trucks.
They weren’t agreeing very much. The man’s words rolled out
loudly and John could tell the laborers were listening to him
while trying to seem at work, heads turned at angles to eaves-
drop.

He threaded his way among the last erect tents, wondering if
he should walk into an argument. He was on shaky ground here
in the first place, out of his field—
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Claire suddenly appeared from inside the pottery-sorting area.
Perspiration beaded her lip. Had she been waiting for him?

“Wait—before you talk to Kontos,” she said tensely.

“Well, if you’d just as soon I didn't—"

“No, listen. He hasn’t seen me yet and I want to stay out of
his way. I don’t think he saw you come down from the site.
Pretend you’ve just returned from a walk by the ocean.”

“What? You're getting—"

“Then say we're going away this afternoon, going to see My-
cenae.”

“I'm not following you.”

“You can’t work in the tomb with him around. And I don’t
want to be forced to tell that—that—to tell Kontos anything
before I have to.”

“My, you truly are agitated.” He patted her shoulder. “Didn’t
know he still bothered you so much.”

“It’s—it’s not just him. I haven’t told him about the cube.”

“So?”

“And I'm not going to.”

“Ah.” His eyebrows arched like caterpillars.

“Look, you don’t know how it was, I've got good reason.”

“How long do you think before he—"

“Enough time to satisfy our curiosity, at least. Kontos would
grab it all for himself, believe me.”

“Well, still now—"

She said impatiently, “Skip the advice, okay? Just skip it. Now
go talk to him. But you know nothing, remember?”

“How could I forget? It’s true.” He smiled and ambled on.

Doctor Alexandros Kontos reminded John of a good football
player—sizable, muscular, yet not heavy, with a bunched energy
restrained by calculating intelligence.

John was comfortably large enough that sheer size did not
impress him in another man. He had played quarterback in high
school, and gotten by on his speed rather than mass. He passed
accurately, ran moderately well, had made All City in his senior
year, but by then dozens of heavy linesmen had hit him with
everything they had and a part of his mind could not forget the
experience. Shifting sideways, looking down
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field for a receiver, you can’t be already bracing for the 250-
pound animal about to slam you into the mud. If you do flinch,
the pass will go wrong. Until you let go of the ball you must
carry the absolute conviction that you are immortal, untouchable.
When John felt that slipping from him he knew he’d never be
worth a damn anymore, and quit playing.

Kontos bristled with flinty, assured aggression. He would
have made a good quarterback.

John was on guard as he approached. Deceiving Kontos would
take craft; he hoped Claire didn’t intend to keep it up for long.

George introduced them. Kontos instantly made his face im-
passive, giving nothing away, as he shook John's hand. “I fear
you come just as everything is ending.”

“Aw, it doesn’t matter. I wanted to see the countryside, mostly,
not just old bones.”

Kontos, to his credit, smiled at the mild jab. “We Greeks have
more ‘bones’ than anyone. After you have had your fill of our
beautiful landscapes, perhaps you will look in at the Museum
in Athens. It is worthwhile even for the purely pleasure seeker.
There is more to our country than sun and wine and beaches,
you know.” The well-oiled voice carried just the right balance
of cordiality and insinuation. All the while the eyes were glancing
at his clothes, hands, face, filling in a mental picture.

“Well, I'll surely do that. Just wanted to see Claire a little,
while I was here.”

“You have been here long enough to visit elsewhere in the
Peloponnese?”

“No...just dropped in,” John said, taking advantage of the
Southerner’s slow drawl to think. “I figured I'd let Claire show
me around.”

“Oh?” Polite interest.

“We were just leaving for Mycenae.”

“Very good. A marvelous place, one of our most ancient.” He
pronounced it “auncient,” gazing around. “She is...”

“Getting dressed.”

“I see. And after you leave here?”

“I thought maybe I’d go south, do some diving.”

“Very good. The Cycladic islands, then?”

“I reckon so.”
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Kontos visibly lost interest in probing and turned to George.
“Perhaps you should plan on a vacation as well, eh?”

“What do you mean?” George said evenly.

“On your return journey to the United States, you could stop
somewhere. There is perhaps some money left in the account
for the group.”

“Is that your idea of a bribe?”

To John's surprise, Kontos took no offense at this. The man
simply pulled his lips leftward, sardonically. “An unfortunate
word. You say, before Mr. Bishop appeared, that you wished
to remain a while longer. I just am pointing out that you could
spend such days in a better, a more relaxing place.”

“Come off it,” George said sourly. “I don’t want any vacation.
I want to get this job done.”

“It will be finished in due time.” Kontos’s voice turned sud-
denly cold. “Meanwhile, you. Will. Leave.”

“Now just—"

“No! I want you—all of you—gone. In two days.”

“That’s crazy,” George said.

“I am fearing the situation warrants it.”

“What situation?”

Kontos shrugged. “I try, but who can guarantee the good will
of these laborers? They might do anything, in reaction to the
current actions of your government.”

“These guys? Come off it.”

“What you think, it does not matter. You will follow the orders
of the host co-chairman.”

“I don’t like your explanation. I think it’s phony.”

“I do not at all have to explain you why. But I am polite now.
You can do equally?”

George bit his lip.

Kontos put his hands on his hips. “You do understand?”

“Yeah. But that’s two days clear, right? I don’t want to have
anything slow up the work.”

Kontos smiled, his moustache gleaming in a shaft of sunlight.
“You may work, of course—as long as the packing is complete
in time. And I will return to check the materials, the cataloging
for the Museum, everything. I personally.”

George said grimly, “Great.”



CHAPTER
Six

As they drove toward Nauplia, John said to Claire, “I thought
we were going to that ruined city, Mycenae.”

She smiled. “That was the first plausible thing I could think
of. There’ll be plenty of time for ruins later.”

“No Mycenae?”

“I thought you wanted diving. Notice that your gear is still in
the trunk?”

“You told me to leave it there. You said it might get stolen
otherwise.”

She glanced sidewise at him, her cheeks dimpling with a grin.
“I had plans.”

“Which are?”

“You'll see.”

He chuckled; she wasn’t as subtle as she thought. They joined
the main road that wound up the coast of the Gulf of Argolis.
Claire provided commentary with the effortless welling-up that
bespoke a lifelong fascination. Her hair streamed behind in the
breeze and her eyes danced.

Here the Mediterranean was rimmed by sandy inlets that had
provided ideal anchorage for the ships of antiquity. To the north,
rugged mountains descended into lesser eminences, framing the
plain of Argos with rocky hills. This was the stony stage for the
great myths of Perseus, founder of Mycenae, for the labors of
Heracles, for the Trojan war launched from here. From these
innumerable sandy coves had come the “thousand ships” drawn
by Helen's beauty and the lure of
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Troy’s wealth. Agamemnon led them forth in myriad small boats,
to return years later, full of victory—and be slaughtered by his
wife, assisted by her lover. The land lay drenched in blood from
a million battles, betrayals, sacrifices. Its soil was thin and iron-
poor, two facts that led the first dwellers here to exploit the sea,
and to make remarkably beautiful pottery of pure yellow or light
red clay. These were their trademarks: daring seamanship aboard
slim, shallow-bottomed craft that bore the beautiful jugs, carrying
rich oils or dark, astringent wines—a people known from Asia
Minor to Crete to Egypt.

They swept into Nauplia at Claire’s customary speed, scatter-
ing some dozing, dirty goats.

“Why do they have their hind legs tied to the foreleg on one
side?” he asked as their dust wake obscured the scrambling herd.

“That stops them from climbing into the hills. They can’t step
high enough. It's simpler than building fences.”

He nodded. His mathematician’s eye appreciated a solution
both sensible and elegant.

The lamb at lunch was rich and well marbled with fat. Cafes
lined the street alongside the classic quay, sporting gaudy dis-
plays of touristy books and trinkets. John had white fish, cooked
and eaten whole in lightly spiced oil. The pungent dip of yogurt
and garlic made him gasp.

“Local culture,” she said, laughing.

“Like those postcards?” He pointed.

Atop the rack of standard cards was a set of cartoon figures,
resembling the stark scenes of classical Greek vase painting.
Heracles was performing the fourth of the labors imposed on
him by Eurystheus the King—bringing a huge captured boar
before the King and his women. A fair copy in reds and blacks
on a rose background, so typical that one might miss the modern
additions of swollen genitalia and lascivious stares.

“Oh, those,” Claire said disdainfully.

“Local pornography?”

“Simple bad taste. Some tourists will buy anything. Particularly
Americans.”

“Your Bostonian reserve is showing.”

“Not at all. Something done badly has no excuse.”
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“What about the real thing?”

“Pornography? I like food, but not somebody saying, “‘When
I eat peas, I take three or four and mash them between my teeth,
then spread them over the roof of my mouth, getting them even,
making them all gooey, and—’ See?”

He laughed. “You win.”

After lunch they strolled along the quay, John lugging his
diving gear from the car. Somewhat to his surprise there was a
diving shop with tanks. He rented a pair, checked them with his
own regulator, and went out to the commercial boats. There
were dozens in port, mostly fishing craft with nets. The state of
the Greek economy was apparent at a glance: men idling
alongside their boats, some tending to the perennial jobs of
painting, cleaning, repairing, but most wearing the sour look of
boredom.

He studied a small fortified island offshore while Claire spoke
to the captain of a red fiberglass motorboat. The gray stonework
commanded the harbor with a high square tower and semi-cir-
cular fort. “Imposing,” he said to Claire.

She broke off negotiations. “The Venetians built that, when
they held Greece. They could close off the harbor by stretching
a half-mile chain out to it. When Greek independence came
along, the government used the island as the home of their exe-
cutioner.”

“Charming place.”

“Concensus politics isn’t a habit in the Mediterranean,” she
said lightly. “Get your diving gear. I've bargained this fellow
down as far as I can without rending my garments.”

“Do go on, then. I have to stay within budget, remember.”

She made a face. “You'll have to work harder than that.”

“Effortlessly, ma’am.”

The red motorboat cut a white V across the azure flatness of
the Gulf. The peninsula of Hermionis, where their dig perched
on a cliff, served as breakwater for the Gulf, deflecting the mild-
mannered waves of the Mediterranean. Each time Claire gave
the pilot directions the swarthy man bit down on his perpetual
cigarette and twisted the wheel abruptly, even if no course cor-
rection was required. “Macho Hellenic tradition,” Claire re-
marked.

“They don'’t like taking orders fr