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Chapter One

“Nothing is impossible, the word itself says ‘I’m possible’!” Audrey Hepburn.

Breathing in the warm salty smell of the ocean, I guided the dinghy as silently as possible in the darkness of the evening and the overcast skies hiding the stars. Since my childhood, I’ve always enjoyed the ocean smell, though I could have really done without on this caper. I felt as if I were in a silent and empty void.

While I’ve never been a big fan of silent and empty voids, at least tonight I should be. The current condition made it harder for me to be seen from the ship I was heading to. Maybe then I wouldn’t have been so annoyed with the sudden sensation of the cold raindrops hitting me. Punishing me for my lack of appreciation, the ocean took it upon itself to grow a little rougher. Next time I embark on some maritime adventure, I will make a small offering to Poseidon, like chicken soup. It might not have helped, but it couldn’t have hurt. I swore at myself as the harsh spray dented my face while the little craft crested and fell with each wave. As if someone from above didn’t think I was having a tough enough night, the cold raindrops turned into a crisp sheet of water descending from the sky.

The combination of the now heavily-falling rain and saltwater spray really stung. I pulled a mirror out of my jacket pocket and checked the blacking I’d applied to my face a bit too liberally. I’d always been a lousy makeup artist. The spray hadn’t affected my camouflage at all. At least that precaution went according to plan.

Ten minutes out from my evening’s target, I found myself distracted on how I came to put myself in a situation that was rapidly becoming a much more dangerous than I planned. Again.

This caper began like most. It started with a phone call from a man who would eventually become my client. He’d possessed a Fabergé egg. This one was called the Hen’s Egg. It had been delivered to Tsar Alexander III and was given to his wife to celebrate their anniversary. It had been stolen and the police seemed powerless to get to the bottom of the crime.

The egg was a white enamel shell that concealed a matte golden-yolk filling. The egg is worth between thirty and forty million dollars. It was insured by a famous insurance company, whose name need not be mentioned here. The company and I agreed on a suitable retainer as well as a finder’s fee and I began work. The wetter I got, the more I believed I’d undercharged them. I shook my head. Perhaps my mom had been right about me. Maybe I was a little too reckless and adventure seeking. Taking this assignment was undoubtedly a bit of both.

I knew my intelligence was right. I’d spent enough on it and had gotten it from the best research company in the world, Kaplan Cleaning Company. I’d used them before and they were always very reliable. In case you’re wondering about their name, in addition to their intelligence work, they are professional cleaners. Got a body you need moved or otherwise disposed of? They will do that task. Of course, for a fee.

During their research, they came across quite a bit of chatter on the dark web and various intel agencies about the egg as well as other high-line robberies that had been occurring. The theory that had the most legs concerning the theft was it was part of a scheme by the North Koreans to raise hard currency.

Why? That was still unknown, and some of the guesses were bizarre. All of the intel suggested the Hen’s Egg was steaming to Hong Kong via a tramp freighter, or more accurately a spy ship disguised as a tramp freighter, named the Jin Teng. The ship flew a flag of convenience from Liberia in an attempt to conceal its North Korean identity. North Korean ships were generally not allowed to dock in many countries, thus the need for subterfuge. Kaplan had added an interesting fact: “The vessel changed names eight times the past two years. I guess this was all part of the concealment game. The thieves chose not to risk a flight to Hong Kong for fear of a crash.” A ship, while slower, was indeed safer.

This turned out to be a mistake as it cost them their head start. It gave me time to fly to Hong Kong the day before it was to be transferred to another, more formidable ship headed to North Korea.

Upon my landing in Hong Kong, Kaplan sent me the names of three possible ships to take the Hen’s Egg to North Korea. A little leg work and some American dollars later, I had the name of the vessel.

As I neared the ship, I smiled to myself. I mean what could possibly go wrong? I was in a foreign city that is controlled by the People’s Republic of China, who, if they found out what I was illegally doing in their domain, would take a dim view of me. Add to that I was boarding a vessel that was controlled by the most ruthless regime in the world and I faced almost certain death, if I were lucky, if my mission failed and I was captured. Perhaps my mom was right about me being too reckless and adventure seeking for my own good. Maybe I just had a screw loose. I was already regretting the fact I hadn’t charged nearly enough and allowed myself to be talked into the caper. A cold wave coming over the bow of the boat woke me from my reverie and brought me back to the dangerous present.

I looked behind me and felt reassured. I still was able to make out the lights from the Hong Kong harbor. I wasn’t too worried. If the ocean got rougher on my return trip, I wouldn’t care about stealth and I would open the engine up. For now, slow and silent was the agenda. Up ahead, I saw my mark, a ship, despite the fact it was flying a Liberian flag, that was owned by North Korea, called the Dae Song.

Making sure the crew wouldn’t see my approach, I tethered my little craft to the side of the ship. I took a cleansing breath to calm myself down and relax. I knew I would need my wits about me if I were going to survive the night. I adjusted my dark leather jacket and picked up the rope. It was time for me to board the Dae Song. As silence was at a premium, I took care to muffle the sound of the hook by wrapping it in cloth. After hearing it catch the railing, I pulled hard on it to make sure it wouldn’t slip. It didn’t. I removed two small shaped charges from a backpack and placed them on the hull near where I was standing. I began my ascent up the rope and froze in terror.

I heard what I assumed was Korean spoken by two sailors who were on watch. They stopped for a moment, and I saw two burning embers being tossed overboard. I heard the strike of a lighter as they lit new cigarettes. This was another break in my favor. The light from the lighter would destroy their night vision for a while. I smelt the odor of their cigarettes. An announcement came over a speaker in a language I didn’t understand, then I heard the retreating footsteps of the sailors as they continued on their watch. Now was my chance!  I finished climbing up the rope and before I cleared the gunwale, I peered up and down the outside corridor. All clear. Once over the rail, it took me a few moments to get my bearings. I knew from the map I committed to memory the Captain’s cabin was supposed to be toward the stern. Staying as low as possible, I headed toward the stern. I planted two more shaped charges on doors I passed as I slowly made my way to the Captain’s cabin. I was going to put my last shaped charge where it would do the most good. It was being saved for the door to his cabin.

Why had I bothered with the shaped charges? They were a backup in case my plan went a cropper. Setting them off if things went to hell would hopefully cause the crew to lose interest in shooting me and become more concerned about their ship sinking than me.

I was soon standing in front of the door to the cabin of the Captain. I listened carefully, and hearing no sounds coming from the cabin, I placed the final shaped charge on his door. I turned the handle. It didn’t turn. I looked up and down the corridor and all was still quiet. I reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out my custom-made set of graphene lock picks. They never break as they are two hundred times stronger than steel and the material can cut diamonds. There was just enough light to allow me to see the keyhole on the knob. Seconds later, I heard the satisfying click as the tumblers fell into place. I put my lock picks back in my pocket and tried the handle again. It gave way and I was soon in the cabin. I closed the door behind me.

The ambient light in the room made finding the safe easier. I saw the safe was already partially open. This struck me as odd, but I’m one never to look a gift horse in the mouth.

I looked inside the safe. I saw about a six-inch stack of hundred-dollar bills, bundled with a strap from a bank. I didn’t understand the writing on the strap. There was also a half dozen glassine bags containing a white powder, a stack of passports, a pistol that looked like a Glock 17, my weapon of choice and what currently was strapped to my hip. I saw a purple bag that had the shape of tonight’s reason for me being here.

I removed the purple bag from the safe. I opened it up and feasted my eyes on The Hen’s Egg. I carefully placed it in a special container and then attached the bag securely around my neck. Not a chance I was going to lose this baby. Miller, I think, your plan is pure genius. Nothing can go wrong now. Oh, how we deceive ourselves. Moments after congratulating myself on a job well done, there was a wail of alarms going off and red lights flashing everywhere. I felt a burst of adrenaline hit me like a hammer. I realized there was a great chance this whole plan was probably ending badly for me. I stopped for a moment and took another deep breath and collected myself. This was not the time to act irrationally.

I stepped out of the room and began to head back toward where my dinghy would be waiting for me. Gunshots rang out over my head. These people were seriously pissed at me. I heard cursing in a language I was pretty sure was Korean. After all, I was on a ship owned by North Korea. I made it around a corner of the boat. This offered some protection for a few seconds. I pulled my pistol and returned fire. I heard screams of agony and bodies thud as they hit the rusted metal deck. The sirens had been shut off by now, so I was able to hear better. I oriented myself and knew I was less than thirty seconds away from where I was hoping my dinghy would be. Only now, I realized I should have known the safe was protected by a pressure alarm. Once the weight dropped, the signal would go off. I cursed my stupidity for not having been more careful, but the time for recriminations would come later. At least, I hoped there would be a later.

I panted as I debated my next move. My clothes were soaked with sweat and I felt my heart racing. Not for the first time, I promised myself I would quit smoking and begin working out at a local gym. The plan that came to mind was a simple one. I would make a mad dash to where the dinghy was tied off and dive over the rail. I needed to see how the sailors were lined up. If maybe only one or two might be able to shoot at me, I might have a chance to survive the night.

Reluctantly, I took a quick glance around the corner. I was in luck. I saw ten sailors armed with AK-47s and a man dressed in a uniform holding a bullhorn in one hand and a pistol in another. He would be hard to forget. His face was screwed into a look of anger and a jagged scar running from his ear to his mouth on the right side of his face made him even more memorable. The way the sailors were lined up on the narrow deck corridor, only one with an AK-47 and the leader with a pistol would be able to shoot at me without risking shooting their comrades. I was in luck. The sailors put themselves in the worst possible position in terms of getting the most people to shoot at me.

One of the sailors began firing his AK-47. I heard a shot from the pistol and listened to the weapon clatter as it hit the deck, seconds ahead of the thud of the body.

I was startled when I heard over a bullhorn, this time in English: “You are trapped. You have to surrender. Drop your weapon and gently lay down the People’s property you have stolen. We will be fair in our dealings with you.” I also heard what I was sure was the same message repeated in French and German.

I smiled to myself and remembered the kid who got fifteen years at hard labor for merely stealing a banner in North Korea. I’d boarded their vessel, taken something worth a lot of money, and probably shot and killed a few of the crew. I didn’t even want to think about what would happen to me. I was encouraged by the use of three languages. They didn’t know who I was. If I was able to get away chances where they wouldn’t be able to follow me. I felt my jacket pocket for my detonator. It was still there. I moved it to a more secure location in my pants pocket. I knew I was going to need it to get out of this alive.

When I didn’t respond, the firing began again. I heard another command and the shooting stopped. They probably didn’t want to take a chance on damaging my prize. I couldn’t blame them. After all, the item I now possessed was worth a lot in hard currency.

I made my decision then and there. Now that I knew they were afraid to shoot for fear of damaging the egg, I made a mad dash for the rail. I dove over the side and landed near the dinghy. They began firing as soon as I struck the water. I imagine it was out of frustration. Their concern for the Hen’s Egg had evaporated. I knew, as they did, the best chance for recovery was to shoot at me and hope they could remove the egg undamaged. If I got away, the egg would be gone forever.

Moments after hitting the water, the dinghy was ripped apart by what sounded like automatic weapons fire. Crap, I thought, time for swimmies. 

I took a deep breath and dove as deep as possible. I heard bullets bouncing off the water above me. I reached into one of my pants pockets and pulled out the detonator. I knew it was necessary to take a chance and get the detonator above the water for it to work. I needed a clear path to send the electronic waves to set off the shape charges. I hoped the darkness would give me cover to at least stick my hand with the detonator out of the water without it being shot off. I raised my hand above the water. I pressed the button and prayed it worked. If it didn’t, I was going to be in a lot of trouble. I was rewarded with a series of explosions. Nothing too serious, but the crew would have more interest in finding out why their ship began blowing up and less interest in shooting at me. The gunshots stopped, I surfaced, and I heard more cursing. I kicked off my shoes and wiggled out of my leather jacket. I realized I couldn’t swim back to safety being in shoes and weighed down in a heavy leather coat. My poor fedora was long gone. At least my prize was safe and sound. I saw the lights of Hong Kong off in the distance. I was fortunate enough to find a piece of wood floating in the harbor. I grabbed it and was surprised when it supported me. I began kicking my way back to dry land and relative safety.

I was regretting not having thought out my plan better. What did I think when I sneaked aboard the tramp freighter? My project made perfect sense when I was planning it out back in my hotel room. I acquired a motorized rubber dinghy with a silent running motor so I’d be able to quietly travel out to the freighter, anchored about a half a mile from Hong Kong. I knew where the ship captain’s room was. I knew where the safe was that contained the item I was hired to recover. My mistake was lying to myself. It’s something Willard long lectured me about. I let the finder’s fee, while considerable, cloud my judgment and tell myself the safe wouldn’t be alarmed. I was wrong. I did one thing correctly: I planted some small distractions on board. The explosives worked and were the only reason I was still alive and not heading for a prison in North Korea. Even a blind pig does on occasion find an acorn. At least, I keep telling myself that.

I made it to a wharf about twenty minutes later. I was exhausted. The combination of the physical exertion and the adrenaline rush leaving my body left me in pretty bad shape. I forced myself out of the water and climbed up the side and was back on dry land, where I promptly collapsed. I rested for a few minutes then, with great effort, got to my feet.

I felt my pockets, no wallet, no money, I did have my badge from the Bishop Agency and, fortunately, the First Hen’s Egg. I remembered a hotel Willard told me about where he stayed many times when he was in Hong Kong. It was called the Ancient Cloak Hotel. I was in luck as it was nearby. I headed toward the hotel and safety, hopefully. I must have looked a sight when I stumbled into the most elegant hotel in Hong Kong: no shoes, looking like a drowned rat, doing my best to keep myself upright as I staggered like a drunk into the hotel.

A doorman looked at me strangely as he opened the door for me. His reaction was nothing compared to the looks I received from the people in the lobby and finally the front desk. I heard myself squish and saw myself dripping water all over the very nice marble floors of the hotel. Okay, people, I know I am not looking good. Give it a rest.

A young Chinese man standing behind the front desk, looked at me quizzically. “May I help you? There is a shelter about six blocks from here.” He smiled.

“Is Mr. Chen working?”

The clerk sniffed. “What business do you have with Mr. Chen?”

I looked perturbed. “Not really any of your business. I’ve been through a dreadful night and I need to speak to Mr. Chen.”

The clerk shook his head. “Perhaps you have an appointment?”

Just then an older Chinese man approached the desk. “Did I hear my name being called?”

The man behind the desk said something to him in Chinese. The older man looked at me strangely and smiled. “How can I help you, sir? My name is Mr. Chen. You were asking for me?”

I pulled out my badge from the Bishop Agency. “I’m afraid I had a rough night and this is the only ID I have on me. I lost my wallet someplace. Mr. Bishop told me if I was ever in a spot in Hong Kong, I can always count on this hotel’s hospitality.”

The clerk clucked disapprovingly at me and reached for a phone as if he was getting ready to call the police. The older man, Mr. Chen, held up his hand and the clerk put down the phone with a look of disgust. I breathed a sigh of relief when the phone went back into its holder. I knew I didn’t have a good explanation for why someone in my condition possessed one of the rarest Fabergé eggs in the world.

The older man looked at the badge and said something in a very harsh tone to the clerk. He told me. “Willard was a terrific friend of mine. He saved my life one time. And you would be?”

“Miller Rixey, I am running the Agency. Mr. Bishop has retired.”

He nodded. “Please accept my humble apologies for your rather poor treatment.” He glared at the clerk. He turned to the clerk and barked an order. The clerk lowered his eyes and began working frantically.

I laughed. “Don’t worry about it. I don’t blame your clerk. I just need a room, some food, and a change of clothes. I will be making some phone calls to replace some missing items. I assume I can use this address for them to be delivered?”

“This little misunderstanding will not be a problem, Mr. Rixey.” 

I saw him look strangely at me. I felt like I was flashing a sign saying I have a multi-million-dollar artifact on me. 

“Am I correct in saying a search at customs might result in, shall we say, an embarrassing situation?”

I nodded.

“Based on the scuttlebutt I have heard, there was an incident involving the Dae Song. Lots of gunfire and explosions. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about those goings on, would you, Mr. Rixey?”

“No, sir. I just took a misstep and fell into the harbor. This is how I came to your hotel in this wretched condition.”

He pondered the situation for a moment. “You will not be searched at customs then. I will make a phone call to take care of your problem. Would you like some friendly advice, Mr. Rixey?”

“Yes, I would.”

“Hong Kong is a truly wonderful city. There is so much to see and do.  One might live here a lifetime and not do everything there is to do here. Take this advice as you wish, Mr. Rixey. I would advise you to stay clear of Hong Kong for the next, oh, shall we say, ten years or so. I would also make certain by this time tomorrow night I was out of our wonderful city. Do we understand each other?” he asked pointedly.

“Very clear, Mr. Chen.”

Mr. Chen barked another command to the clerk and accepted an ornate box from him. He turned to me. “I suspect you are without protection. Allow me to help you, Mr. Rixey. All we ask is you leave it in your room when you check out.”

I nodded. “Yes. I doubt it would clear airport security.” There was no need to look into the box. I knew what was in there.

Mr. Chen laughed. “Same sense of humor as Mr. Bishop. Your accommodations have been taken care of, Mr. Rixey. I will not be here in the morning. Please do me the favor of saying hello to Mr. Bishop for me.”

“It will be the first thing I say to him when I see him, Mr. Chen.”

As we waited for my room to be found, Mr. Chen asked me. “So how has life in general been treating you, Mr. Rixey?”

I grinned. “Just doing my best to survive, Mr. Chen.”

He nodded and smiled wanly. “Have a good evening, Mr. Rixey.”

Checking out the next morning was relatively painless. I looked like a totally different man from the one who had walked into the hotel the night before. I was dressed in a very nice suit and tie. I do clean up well if I may say so. I exchanged my ornate box for another one from the front desk. I opened the new box and saw another diplomatic passport, some cash, and a one-way ticket from Hong Kong to St. Louis. I walked outside, grabbed a cab, and headed for the airport. My prize was still intact and, if Mr. Chen were a man of his word, I would soon be back in Carbondale, Illinois. He was.


Chapter Two

“You got to look on the bright side, even if there ain’t one.” Dashiell Hammett.

Two days later

Everything went well. I was able to leave Hong Kong and made it back in one piece to Carbondale. Mr. Chen’s contacting whoever he contacted plus my diplomatic passport meant only the most cursory search. My client in America had quite a bit of influence and I went through no search when I landed in the United States. He had my name placed on a list. When I showed my passport, I was sent right through. He’d gotten a diplomatic passport delivered to me at the Ancient Cloak.

I had decided to hire an intern much as Willard had hired me. Hopefully, whoever my new hire was, they would be a quick learner and eventually become a full-time employee of the Bishop Agency. I was growing much too busy to handle the routine cases and, to be honest, after my most recent experiences, they bored me. Had I become spoiled by the excitement generated by working for particular clients? The answer to the question seemed clear. 

I was gone for a week. This meant there was a backlog of projects to catch up on. Willard was out of the country for six months, taking a well-earned vacation and was incommunicado, so it was all on me. I had been having Ms. Nickels refer the more mundane cases to various PI agencies. Never hurts to build up goodwill in your professional community.

I sat at my desk going through the mail deemed important enough by Ms. Nickels for me to read, and I checked my bank statement online. My fee for the rescue of the Hen’s Egg had just been received. The owner would be sending over a courier service to pick up the artifact and send it back to her. I wasn’t in the mood for a cigar, so I lit a cigarette to go with my first coffee of the day. The phone rang a few times, but I wasn’t in the mood to answer it. It was time for me to reflect on my earlier adventure.

I sat back with feet on the desk and was replaying what happened to me on the Dae Song. I knew I made some mistakes. The biggest one was taking the caper for what I’d agreed to. As Willard told me more than once, everything should run smoothly while you’re planning it. Once you’re in the field, that’s when the shit hits the fan. Those pesky things called variables come into play. The weather was worse than I’d planned on and I hadn’t considered the Captain’s safe was alarmed when I saw it open. I’m a hard-headed kind of guy. There were no set of circumstances that would have allowed me not to try for the egg once I’d agreed to. I’m not built that way.

I saw a light flash on my phone and then heard a crackle from the office intercom. “Mr. Rixey, there is a Mr. Chen on the phone. He claims to know you from your vacation in Hong Kong. Shall I put him through?”

“Yes, please do, Ms. Nickels. Please put him through and hold my calls until I tell you otherwise.”

I punched the flashing light on my phone and picked up the receiver. “Mr. Chen, so nice to hear from you. I wasn’t sure I adequately thanked you for the help you gave me in Hong Kong. I’m sure a man of your influence and power didn’t simply call me to chit-chat. What can I do for you?”

“Think nothing of my previous help, Mr. Rixey. I am always glad to help friends or friends of friends. I have a question for you, Mr. Rixey, that embarrasses me. Is your phone line secured?”

“Yes. We take security very seriously at the Bishop Agency. Please call me Miller, Mr. Chen.”

“I knew it was. It was an unfortunate question I needed to ask. I hope I didn’t offend you, Miller.”

“Not at all, Mr. Chen.” I heard a long pause at the other end of the line. “Mr. Chen?”

“Sorry, something came up here. I am aware of your skills at locating and retrieving items that, shall we say, have been misplaced or lost,” he said as delicately as he could.

I nodded, then realizing he couldn’t see my nod. “Yes.” I strummed my fingers on the desk, hoping Mr. Chen was going to get to the reason for the call.

“I was contacted by an individual, an old friend actually, who works for your government. He asked me if I knew of someone who was capable and discreet at recovering items. I suggested you.”

I laughed. “I’m not sure how discreet I was in Hong Kong. I am capable. You said he works for the U.S. Government?”

“Yes. He claims there are some security breaches in the government and he cannot be sure who to trust. Apparently, the group involved is very big and powerful.”

“With the number of leaks our government seems to spout, I’m surprised America somehow manages to stay afloat. Did he bother telling you anything about the case?”

Chen’s tone took a serious turn. “He thanked me for giving me your name and told me he held concerns about government security.”

“Thanks for the referral. Any idea when I can expect your friend?”

“What time is it there?”

I looked at my watch. “About ten A.M. By the way, what is the name of your referral?” 

“Mr. Andrew Stuart. He will be there between two and four P.M. I need to go now. I wish you the best of luck, Miller. He has assured me it will be a simple assignment. Just zip in and zip out. I need to go now. Best of luck.”

I groaned inwardly as the mention of a simple assignment. I thought about my last two assignments described as simple, the Medallion and the Egg.

I clicked on my intercom. “Ms. Nickels, did I miss anything?”

“No, Mr. Rixey. A couple of cases came in and I have already referred them.”

“Great. I will be gone till one. I have a special client coming in around two. His name is Andrew Stuart. If he gets here before I make it back, please show him to my office.”

“Very good, Mr. Rixey. You have some appointments scheduled for later today. I will go ahead and cancel them.”

I grabbed my hat, coat, and slid my pistol into my shoulder holster. I had some errands to run and now seemed like the time to do them. As I opened the door to my office, I saw a tall, thin, and partially-bald man frantically gesturing at Ms. Nickels. A client perhaps? From the look of his suit, he seemed well-heeled.

“And who would this gentleman be?”

Ms. Nickels started to tell me but the man interrupted her. “I’m Agent Jude Lewis from the Department of Finance and Professional Regulation.” He flashed his cred pack at me. “You must be the famous Miller Rixey who is never in his office.”

I chuckled, which seemed to infuriate Agent Lewis. He looked familiar but I couldn’t place him. “What seems to be the problem, Agent Lewis?”

“The problem, Mr. Rixey, is I have a laundry list of complaints against you and your firm,” he snarled.

It came to me like a lightning bolt. Willard had dealt with this guy before. He was merely an ineffective bureaucrat who despite all of his efforts couldn’t pull our licenses or shut down the Agency. Apparently, in another life, he’d had his own firm and Willard aced him out on a very high-profile and high-ticket case. That was ten years ago and once his firm failed, he began working for the state. It seemed like his goal in life was to harass the Agency and anyone connected with it.

“I’m warning you, Rixey, I have a laundry list of complaints against you and your firm. At a minimum, we have you and your agency for practicing detective work without a license. You did work on cases in New York, Argentina, and Colorado at a minimum. Your time is done.”

“Listen, Agent Lewis, you’ve been trying to pull our license for the past ten years and all you’ve gotten is a big laugh. I advise you to head your dumb ass back to Springfield and don’t darken this office anymore.” I pointed to the door. “You know the way out.”

Lewis turned purple and sputtered. “I’ll close you crooks down one way or another.” He turned on his heels and stormed out of the office.

I looked at Ms. Nickels. “Whenever Willard calls in tell him about this.” I looked at my watch. “I need to know how this guy seems to know so much about the Agency. I’ve wasted enough time on that fool. I’ll see you about one.”


Chapter Three

“May you live in interesting times.” Unknown.

I made it back to the office at one. I heard Ms. Nickels’ voice from behind her office door. It sounded like she was dealing with a telephone solicitor. I knew there was nothing for me to do until my two o’clock. It seemed like a good time to enjoy a cigar. I opened my humidor and selected a Monte Christo. I smiled when I squeezed it and heard no crackle. Perfect, I thought. I quickly lopped the rear off, ran my lighter’s flame over it, popped it in my mouth and lit it. I poured myself a cup of coffee, looked at my watch, sat back and relaxed. I wondered what the meeting would reveal.

I heard a crackle on my intercom. “Mr. Rixey, your two o’clock is here. Shall I send them in?”

I looked at my watch. It was one thirty. Better early than late, I thought. “Please send them in, Ms. Nickels, and hold my calls.”

I heard a knock on the door.

“Please come in.”

In walked a powerfully-built man. I was guessing he was six foot four and maybe two hundred pounds. He had a full head of black hair and was dressed in a very nice suit. He was accompanied by a tall and thin woman. She looked like she was in good shape and was doing her best to hide her body in her expensive suit. Her horn-rim glasses did not do much for her either. She looked as if she had never smiled before in her life. Since my last case, I had added a recording device to my office. I nonchalantly pressed “record.”

I rose to my feet and extended my hand. “Miller Rixey. You would be Andrew Stuart?”

He nodded as he shook my hand. “Yes. Glad to meet you. Joseph has spoken highly of you. He says you are very capable and very discreet.”

I nodded and then turned to the woman. “And you would be?” I extended my hand.

“Dr. Eve Kendall. I am Chairwoman of the Department of Antiquities at Minnesota State,” she responded in a voice that dripped ice. Her nasal-sounding eastern accent reminded me of nails on a blackboard. She ignored my hand.

“Before we begin, I need to make certain you don’t have any listening devices which have been planted on you.” I ran my wand over both of them and was happy to discover neither of them was bugged. I looked over at Stuart. “I’m sure you understand.” He nodded, as did Dr. Kendall. “The rest of the room is secure. It’s swept twice a day and I have anti-bugging devices on the windows.”

“Almost done. Now, Mr. Stuart, all I need to do is some ID and we can begin. Please take a seat,” I said as I pointed to the two seats in front of my desk.

Dr. Kendall gingerly sat down in her seat while Stuart flopped down in his.

Stuart reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a set of credentials and handed them to me. I saw a badge, his photo ID, and discovered the agency he worked for, the Office of Artifact Retrieval (OAR). I raised an eyebrow when I saw this version of the alphabet soup. I never heard of them. I relied on Mr. Chen knowing they were really from the American government. Doing my best to appear nonchalant, I handed the credentials back to him. I sat back in my chair. “Can I get either of you anything before we start?”

Stuart said, “A cigar would be good.” 

Dr. Kendall shook her head no. 

I handed a cigar to Stuart and waited.

Dr. Kendall leaned forward in her chair. “Tell me, Mr. Rixey, what do you know about Marco Polo?”

I grimaced as I thought. “Let’s see, famous Italian merchant and explorer. Traveled to China in the late thirteenth century.” I stroked my chin. “He and his family were court favorites of Kublai Khan? I don’t remember anything else from my history classes in college.”

She turned to Stuart. “My, he seems very well informed.”

She turned back to me and I swear she was actually smiling. “Very good, Mr. Rixey. Let me tell you a tale. Originally, Marco’s father and uncle made a trip to what we call China. They met Kublai Khan and became fast friends. Khan asked them to return with some items, most notably some sacred oil from Jerusalem and letters from the Pope explaining the Catholic religion. They returned to Italy fifteen or so years after they left for China. It was the first chance for Marco to see his father. His mother realized she was pregnant with him a month after his father left for China. He wanted Marco to come along on the return trip and Marco agreed on one condition.”

“What was the condition?”

“He knew Khan’s son was about his age. He wanted to make him a special present.”

I saw Dr. Kendall was becoming flushed with excitement as she continued. “They commissioned a famous alchemist, Taddeo Alderotti, to construct a golden chalice. According to the description of the chalice found in his journal, it was eight inches high and encrusted with the finest jewels money might buy. A fitting gift for the son of an emperor. Alderotti called it the Chalice of Power. About a year into the trip, the Chalice began to glow and vibrate. To the emperor’s son, this merely added to the mystery of this wonderful gift. What happened to the Chalice is lost in the sands of history. When the Polos returned to Venice some twenty years later, they sought out Alderotti to find out why the Chalice behaved in such a manner. Unfortunately, he had died a year earlier and nothing in his papers indicating why the Chalice did what it did. The Polos suspected the Chalice held some hidden power, but no one figured out what it was.”

I nodded as I poured myself another cup of coffee. “Question, why did the Polos go to an alchemist instead of a jeweler to have the Chalice made?”

“They were patrons of Alderotti. He was much more than an alchemist. He was reputed to be one of the greatest scientists of his time. He was always working on projects far ahead of his time in several fields. Alderotti’s incredible skills when it came to making and designing jewelry were well known. He was quite often in trouble with the Catholic church for some of his work. He was accused of witchcraft as some of his projects included flying, astronomy, and even time travel. His views clashed with the Catholic church ideology. Usually, such views are inevitably fatal; only his powerful patrons such as the Polos kept him from being burnt at the stake. We could not be sure if the Polos knew what ability Alderotti imbued the Chalice with.” She shrugged as she sat back in her chair.

“Very interesting to say the least. Now, what does all of this have to do with the Bishop Agency?”

Stuart turned to Dr. Kendall. “Would you mind waiting in the reception area? Mr. Rixey and I have some business to discuss.”

Dr. Kendall frowned and slowly rose from her seat.

I pressed down on the intercom. “Ms. Nickels, Dr. Kendall will be coming out of my office shortly. Would you please see she is comfortable and get her whatever she wishes?”

“Yes, sir.”

I rose from my chair. “So nice meeting you, Dr. Kendall. I hope you have a good trip home.” I extended my hand and this time she took it and shook it. I watched her as she left my office, appreciating the way she walked out.

I turned my attention to Stuart. “You’re right, we have some things to discuss.”

OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
THE RIXEY FILES #2
The Quest for the
Chalice of Power

— ——

!

HUGH WILLIAMS





