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Queen of Time




Chapter One

 


 


Finca Las Flores,
Yucatán,
December 2012.

 


The most difficult part of existence
was finding time and place to be alone, but for the present moment
Lucasta's chosen haven was a lush parador on the Campeche coast. Today, as usual,
after a late lunch she wandered out to a secluded part of the broad
white beach to revel in her perfections undisturbed. As she made
herself comfortable in a lounge chair under her favorite palm
umbrella, a handsome young servitor arrived as expected, bearing a
pitcher of sangria and a crystal goblet. Setting his tray down on
the nearby table as if presenting an offering, he bowed and filled
the glass.

“With hopes for your enjoyment, señora,” he
murmured in velvety Spanish, his dark eyes fixed on his task.

He didn't dare steal a glance at her
near-nakedness, far less venture eye contact, because he knew that
either liberty would cost him his job. Contemplating his dusky male
beauty, Lucasta almost regretted that she'd stipulated such
deference from all the staff when she'd arrived, but only almost.
Glances exchanged with delectable males tended to progress to much
more, and had been to blame for her last disastrous indiscretion.
Giving a nod of dismissal instantly obeyed, she drank the glass
down and refilled it, donned her music player, turned the sound up
loud, lit a cigarette and gazed through her sunglasses and the
smoke out to the far horizon where cerulean met azure and the
glowing air throbbed with tropical heat and the wings of birds.
Taking a sip of the second drink, she felt its buzz begin to mingle
with the rush of the pre-lunch hashish she'd smoked on the veranda
of her caseta.

She could not recall the
last time she'd spent a day without drugs, alcohol, and tobacco.
They provided no real enjoyment, but without them life was
unendurable. I never thought it'd be this
bad, Lucasta managed to think despite the music's
thumping din. I should just get up and
walk into the sea and get it over with.

Bitterly she reflected that her last ten
years would have been considered heaven by most standards. A life
without effort, every whim instantly catered to; a life without
care, unencumbered by anything that might prove remotely irksome. A
life with too much money and very little in the way of restraint,
and absolutely nothing in the way of thought. Ten years that she
never dreamed she'd ever get sick of; but now she was sick to
death.

Taking out her earbuds, she tossed the
player onto the sand and fixed her eyes on the distant division of
sea and sky, listening to the soft crashing of the waves and the
random shrieks of gulls. “Give me a sign,” she said to the
infinite. “One sign, or I end this. I swear.”

Hardly had she finished
speaking when something—someone—jarred her chair from behind, but
Lucasta didn't turn around. The event was a cheap coincidence,
worthy only of idle speculation. Whoever it was
certainly couldn't be the handsome sangria bringer, who valued his
job. The resort routinely and brusquely drove away vendors and
beggars. Only adults were permitted as guests, so it couldn't be
someone's obnoxious brat, and anyone with so much as a chance
resemblance to a paparazzo or a detective was instantly evicted by
discreetly inexorable guards. None of the people who considered
themselves her friends knew she was here, far less her ex-husband.
The most likely possibility was either a prospective admirer
seeking her attention, or a spurned suitor wishing either another
chance or perhaps revenge. She’d let a few of those down rather
hard, in retrospect.

Whoever it was spoke at last. “Hello,
Lucy.”

Again Lucasta didn't turn around, because the
voice had called her by her old name, one she hadn’t used in a
decade. A mistake, certainly, but oddly coincidental nonetheless.
Her blood gave a little surge, something she hadn't known in a very
long time, but she didn't reply.

The voice persisted. “Your cupbearer—or
more accurately, I suppose, your sangriador—warned me that you'd be
standoffish.”

Lucasta reflected on the voice as she
continued looking out to sea. Its question had been uttered
good-humoredly, which was a relief. It was male and British, its
accent cultivated; and something about it was oddly familiar.
Stretching, Lucasta resettled in her chair, musing on where she
might have heard it last. It was far too cultivated and
clever-sounding to be anyone she'd known in the last decade.

The voice had begun at standing height but
now issued almost at her ear, in a confiding whisper. “If you don't
turn around, I'm going to pour my drink down your neck.”

With an exasperated sigh Lucasta took off her
sunglasses and leaned her head back, glancing upward. Her glance
turned into a stare, and she murmured an expletive. “That can't be
you.”

“But you know it is.”

“You've changed, Dunstan.”

“So have you—rather incredibly, I have to
say.”

Lucasta stared until she realized her neck
was hurting. “You said you had a drink in your hand. I don't see
one.”

“I can’t afford to drink here. I planned on
helping myself to yours.”

Lucasta couldn't help smiling. “Come around
here and do that, and let's get a look at each other.”

As Dunstan sat in the sand next to her chair
and matter-of-factly helped himself to her glass, Lucasta assessed
him with as much concentration as she could muster. She'd never
have believed that Dunstan could ever be presentable enough for a
place like Las Flores, but he astonished her. Up-to-date
sun-lightened hair, well-made beach clothes, a body taut with
muscle and a gold-tinged tan that transformed his rainwater gray
eyes into sexy smoky topaz. He didn't look at all the age he had to
be—the same years as her own—and in no way resembled the spindly
dishwater entity she remembered from long ago. Lucasta ran her
tongue over her upper lip, savoring the man's metamorphosis.

“Damn, you’re a knockout.”

He grinned. Christ, even his teeth were
straight, now. “So are you,” he replied. “That's the most
infinitesimal bikini I've ever seen.”

“You’re not supposed to notice it.” Lucasta
gave him one of her long impudent unmanning stares, but he only
smiled, and she felt a sting of pique at the calm way he was
enjoying a view some men would kill for. His eyes ran over her
intimately but without a trace of desire, and she wasn't used to
that.

After a sip, Dunstan set down the glass with
a wince. “Much too strong, and loaded with sugar.”

“Your looks may have changed, but you
haven't. Still lecturing.”

“On that subject, I saw you having lunch on
the terrace before you came out here, although of course you never
noticed me. It's simply atrocious that you can stuff yourself to
such a degree and still look like that.”

“I agree. But at my age one can eat anything
and get away with it.”

Dunstan gave a half-laugh. “Lucky. But we
both know how old you really are.” He shifted his attention to
Lucasta's cigarette. Snatching it from her hand he took a drag,
blowing the smoke out reflectively. “Nasty and lethal,” he said.
“But I daresay you can get away with these, too.” Dropping the
cigarette into the sand he carefully buried it, placing a little
shell over the grave. “What's that hideous noise I keep hearing?
Oh, this.” He picked up the discarded music player and tried on the
earbuds, removing them with a wince after a few seconds. “What
egregious garbage. Don’t tell me you actually listen to that
stuff?”

“If sales are any indication, it's
brilliant.”

“Poppycock. It’s monotonous, strident, and
adolescently foul.”

“The singer and I are great pals.”

“If you call that racket singing, I'd rather
not know further details. You really have changed.”

“I'd rather not discuss it.”

“I'm sure.” Dunstan turned off Lucasta’s
music player and set it aside. “So what brings you to this
revoltingly exclusive place?”

“Rest cure from a divorce. But more
amazingly, what brings you
here?”

“I'm staying nearby at far less expensive
lodgings while I take the weekend off from a dig in the
interior.”

Lucasta stared at him. “Here? As in Mayan
ruins?”

“Well, they'd hardly be Roman, would
they?”

“That's what I meant. Rather out of your
bailiwick, I'd think.”

“A great many new interests have been taking
up my time since I last saw you.”

“I shouldn't be surprised. It's been a while,
after all.”

Dunstan sighed. “Lucy, I've thought of you at
least once a day for the past ten years. After you'd left Marvel,
you simply dropped out of sight—gave up your tenure at Harding,
your career, everything. I kept checking out the journals in case
you'd published anything, but you hadn’t. And I searched for you
all over the Internet, fearing the worst. It finally dawned on me
that you might be using an alias. That was my only comfort.”

“I took my grandmother’s name. If you recall,
we didn't exactly part friends, you and I.” In the silence that
followed those words, Lucasta watched the scattered shifting
pattern of sunlight on the horizon. “How did you know it was
me?”

“I had no idea whatsoever who you were. I
just wanted to look at you because you were so incredibly
beautiful.”

“Everyone does that.”

“I noticed. But what led me to recognize you
were your ears. They used to be the only pretty things about you.
You seem to have changed around them, clear down to your
voice.”

“I never thought you'd observed my ears.”

“They struck me all at once when you
were standing on Hadrian's Wall and the wind blew your hair back.
But you didn't wear diamonds back then.” He scrutinized her lobes.
“If those really are
diamonds. They're much too big to be real.”

“Wrong.”

“My word. It doesn't bother you to consume so
conspicuously?”

“Don't start with that, Dunstan. I earned
them.”

“How?”

“I used to sleep with a very rich old man.
Every time I did, he'd give me a present—these earrings were one—so
I did it as often as I could. It was all perfectly moral. I was
married to him.”

“If he was so good to you, why'd you divorce
him?”

“He became a very kinky and nasty rich old
man after a while. And I didn’t divorce him; he died. I married his
bodyguard after that, not one of my more brilliant ideas.”

“A bit on the tawdry side, wouldn’t you
say?”

“Everyone did. I came to my senses after a
few months, and chose this place to dodge the scandalmongers. It's
the perfect hideout, and has absolutely everything.”

“Indeed it does. Flagrant luxury in the midst
of grinding poverty. Those diamonds would feed everyone in the
village down the road from this place for at least five years.”

Lucasta sighed with bored impatience. “I've
heard about that nasty little town. The people there are dirty and
diseased. They have nothing. They know nothing. Why live at all, if
you have to live like that?”

Dunstan was silent awhile. When he next
spoke, it was softly. “You might show more mercy, Lucasta.”

“Perhaps I should, with Christmas less than a
week away. But I haven't been in the spirit for quite a while.”

“That's all too evident, I'm sorry to
say.”

She ignored the remark, as it deserved. “It
should be fairly obvious by now that the person you think you're
talking to vanished a long time ago.”

“I still recognized her.”

“Sure. Her ears.”

“So bitter. But yes, your ears. Even those
vulgar diamonds couldn't blind me to them.” He reached out,
examining the pendant that hung from her neck by a thick antique
chain of purest gold. “Speaking of trinkets, I've never seen a
finer Faustina coin. I suppose I needn't ask where you got it.”

“Byron gave it to me, the night he died. I've
worn it ever since.” Lucasta felt tears catching in her lashes that
everyone always assumed were too thick and long to be real. Never
had her tears fallen, in ten interminable years. “I'd give anything
to see him again. Anything.”

“Would you.” Dunstan was silent a long
moment. “Let me take you to dinner tonight.”

“At the restaurant here? You said you don't
even have the price of a drink. I'd bankrupt you.”

“Well, I was counting either on us going
Dutch, or you being generous.”

Lucasta didn't laugh. “Very well. Let's meet
on the bar veranda at eight.”

“Fine,” Dunstan said, standing up. “See you
then.”

“But where are you going now?”

“To get ready for my run. The tide's going
out, and the sand will be perfect for miles. Care to join me?”

“You've got to be joking. I don't go in for
that sort of thing.”

“Odd. You look absolutely fit.”

“It just comes naturally, I guess.”

“Somehow I doubt that. Very much indeed.”
Dunstan took a step away. “Well, until eight.”

“Until.”

He returned. “Remember, we have a date. Make
sure you don't stand me up for someone else. All right?”

“I’d never be so treacherous.”

“That remains to be seen. You're capable of
anything, now.”

“As it happens, your surprise arrival kept me
from doing something very foolish. Thanks.” Lucasta took off her
sunglasses, and their eyes met deep and clear for the first time,
and they both smiled.

“Try to behave yourself until tonight.”
Dunstan bent near, and kissed her on the mouth, and went his
way.

Lucasta lay back, a little bewildered. She
felt suffused with a warmth that the sun had no part of, a radiance
that filled her to her heart's core. She and Dunstan had never
kissed before, and this had been the barest touch of lip upon lip,
but it imbued her with the first peace she'd known in many years.
It was as if he had set his seal upon her.

“Until tonight,” she said, her whisper lost
in the surge of the waves; but then she trembled as she realized
what night this was. Dunstan's appearance hadn't been by chance,
and the possible rival he'd joked about was far from a laughing
matter, even if the name Byron Steele was hopelessly
melodramatic.

She couldn't let herself think of what the
future held. Pouring the last of the sangria she drank it down and
closed her eyes, feeling her mind slide into reaches of memory she
had sealed over for a decade, back to the life she'd fled; and the
warm flower-scented air seemed to grow cold as a grave around her,
reeking of dark earth and certain death.


Chapter Two

 


Hadrian's Wall, June 2002.

 


All the beauty of the world was white and
blue. White sun on white marble, and pure white sand; white clouds
now and then but not often, in a sky as blue as the sea. In this
world where all was rooted in eternity, everything shifted: the sun
in the heavens, the clouds in the sky, the sands moved by the
swelling and ebbing tide…

“Corpse alert.”

That joke was so old that no one laughed
anymore. Lucasta, wrenched from her Grecian reverie yet again,
barely examined the find, and spoke without enthusiasm.

“Another pig bone. Mark the location and add
it to the pile.”

Lucasta looked up from the dirt to the world
around her. It would rain yet again, and soon. The wind blew cold,
straight from the north, compelling her to pull up the hood of her
sweatshirt. Unlike her pure imaginings, this was a world of gray
and green: gray sky, gray stone, and thick weedy sheep-dunged
grass. Beneath the grass, dense earth clung hard to its secrets, so
unlike the kindly sands that had yielded up treasure after treasure
there on the holy isle of Delos, that white and blue world that now
seemed as far away as the gods it cherished. This was Hadrian’s
Wall, the fixed boundary of the glory that had been Rome, an
admission of failure written in rock. Here the great empire's
northern surge had halted, exhausted by overstretch, and Lucasta
Hilary, Assistant Professor of Classical Studies at Warren G.
Harding University at Marvel, Indiana, was on hand to record the
remnants.

“Dang, got me a pecker!”

Conroy’s cornpone holler drew the attention
of the entire dig team. Lucasta had to break through the snickering
circle to assess the discovery.

It was a common little bronze phallus amulet,
and a damaged one. Still, it was the most notable find so far.
“Good work, Conroy,” Lucasta said, trying to sound far more
enthusiastic than she felt.

“Yeah.” Brent, Conroy’s workmate, nodded.
“Just what you needed, dude. Too bad it wasn’t bigger.”

Stacy grinned. “Now, now. Don’t make him
jealous.”

Tammy gazed at the amulet with approving
calculation. “You know, that’s just the thing to wear to a club. I
want one.”

Lucasta listened to her crew’s comments with
strained patience. The Wall foray was her first time as a dig
director, and she held the position only because the previously
stipulated leader Irwin Unwin, head of Lucasta's department, Irwin
Unwin of the baggy socks and equine chortle, was in the hospital
righting the damage wrought upon his person by an automobile in
front of which he'd stepped absent-mindedly back in mid-May.
Lucasta, who’d already made plans to join a dig in a far sunnier
clime, had protested that she was a classicist, not an
archaeologist. Only when it was more than hinted that her
involvement would enhance her possibilities of tenure did she deem
it best to accept. All of the logistics had been worked out well
beforehand with the partnership of the University of Newcastle, and
Lucasta could consider herself lucky to have everything in place
ready to step into. Best of all, she wasn’t handling the task
alone, to her immense relief.

She and her crew were excavating nearby
the fort on Hadrian’s Wall known as Vercovium to the Romans and
Housesteads now, close to which had sprung the vicus, the camp town with its shops, taverns,
inns, hovels and brothels. Of the fort and the vicus little
survived but the foundations; the Wall still stood, but much
diminished from its Hadrianic height. Housesteads was situated on
striking terrain, and the Wall leapt and snaked over crags and
hills in a breathtakingly photogenic fashion, looking very wild;
but as part of the National Trust the site was provided with a
modern visitor's center complete with snack bar, as well as ample
parking, bus service, and close access to the main road. Lucasta,
used to far less comfortable conditions at other digs, considered
herself lucky.

The group’s mission was to continue the
already-established excavation of part of the vicus in an attempt
to learn more about civilian life on the Wall. Lucasta well knew
that the dig wasn’t a fevered search for a Grail, or an exhumation
of a mummy gold-wrapped like fancy chocolate; it was what
archeology usually was, a meticulous sifting of detritus. Still,
there might be treasure of some glittering kind among the rubbish,
and Lucasta’s students—Brent, Conroy, Stacy and Tammy, whom Lucasta
had privately monikered the Harding Four—often speculated on the
chances of finding some. Their personalities, like their last names
and private histories, were of no great concern save where they
become troublesome, and they were seldom that. Brent and Stacy were
having a tepid relationship, perhaps inspired by their mutual
generic array of tattoos and piercings. Conroy and Tammy weren’t
amorously involved, but shared a penchant for crude humor and other
social inappropriateness. This was the first time abroad for all
four, and homesickness led them to spend a great deal of time on
their mobile phones talking and texting with relatives and friends,
so much so that Lucasta had to outlaw those activities during work
hours.

Lucasta appropriated the penile find and
flicked away the dirt that clung to it, her fingers briskly
workmanlike. “This used to have wings, but they’re gone now,” she
said, indicating the stumps of those appendages to the crew.
“Anyone want to guess why?”

She asked the question in a dutiful teacherly
manner, and got the silence she expected, but as she rolled the
little member around in her palm she gave the matter more thought.
The phallus—a truly cocky one, impudently cute with its jaunty
upturn—had not lost its wings by wear and tear. Bronze required
work to snap. Whoever did this had intended vandalism.

A hand reached out—male, suntanned, tough but
graceful too—and took the phallus from Lucasta, casually brushing
her fingers in the act. “Kind of obvious,” said Rik Vrys, whose
hand it was. “Jilted lover. Some guy gave this to a girl, and then
dumped her, and she busted his balls—I mean, his wings.”

Another hand, smooth and fine as ivory now
that it was freed from its glove, gently wrested the phallus from
his grip. Lucasta watched as Helena Bellfiore’s cool evaluative
eyes assessed the find.

“Magic,” Helena said at last, her soft voice
matter-of-fact. “A woman bought this, and named it after her lover,
and broke its wings to keep him forever tied to her.” She smiled in
her enthralling way. “We can name him Marcus.”

“Okay, Marcus Erectus it is,” Rik said as his
eyes met Helena’s, which widened before glancing away.

Helena was a sea-nymph in cargo pants,
tall and slim and supple, perfectly shaped to a highly exacting
standard of artistic proportion. Her skin was matte marble without
a hint of color save for her rich coral lips and the slightest
touch of rose, just enough to prove her human, on her cheeks.
Masses of lustrous dark tendrils fell nearly to her willowy waist,
but for work she clipped them up and out of the way in an
offhandedly ravishing chignon. Her smoky eyes held a kind of
shimmering gleam like light on water that you could never really
look into, and her voice was low and soft with delicate
modulations, a welcome contrast to the flat small-town stridencies
of Stacey and Tammy. From earliest childhood Helena had toddled
around the stones and bones of the Roman past. Her forebears had
uncovered Pompeii, and her parents continued the tradition there
and at Herculaneum when not lecturing at Princeton. Helena had
joined the Wall dig through the auspices of the Università di Roma,
which had ties to Newcastle. Not bad for
barely twenty-one, Lucasta thought.
The gods were kind to her.

Rik seemed to have been destined for Helena.
He was very light blond with a perfect tan, handsome in a
hard-bodied surfer way, and he dressed like Indiana Jones save that
he preferred ball caps to fedoras. No one would ever guess he was
South African; he barely had an accent. The indulged only child of
a shipping-magnate father and concert-pianist mother, Rik spent his
time wandering the world from one dig to another. His extensive
field experience included most recently Delos, where he'd been a
close assistant to the world-famous Caine Atwater, Lucasta’s
dissertation director in years gone by. Caine's recommendation
letter had sung Rik's praises to an extent that had made Lucasta
almost jealous, but she'd ended up liking the lad.

As everyone else returned to work, Rik leaned
toward Helena as they continued to discuss the phallus, trading it
back and forth. Whatever he was saying to her was making her smile
in her serene unstudied fashion.

Lucasta felt a nudge in her ribs, a
mock-Cockney voice at her side. “Wonder wot they’re sayin’. Oh to
be a fly on the wall, eh?”

She didn’t turn to the voice. She knew it too
well. But she smiled.

Dunstan Lightner was an unqualified godsend.
He'd joined the department at Harding two years before, although
why he’d done so baffled Lucasta no end; surely he’d had better
offers. He’d come to the cornfields of Marvel, Indiana directly
from Trinity College in Cambridge, having excelled as a historian
of Roman and medieval Britain. He was thoroughly trained in
archaeological method and should have been leading the dig instead
of looking after the dogwork, but he performed his endless array of
thankless tasks without complaint. Because he was indefatigably
affable the dig kids came to him with all their problems, for which
Lucasta was exceedingly grateful. In the entire time she’d known
Dunstan, Lucasta had never seen him angry or even moderately
ruffled, and his unsinkable sense of humor had saved countless
situations.

Just as Lucasta was about to say something
appreciative to her friend—for Dunstan had been that to her from
the very start—rain began to fall in earnest, putting an end to
work. Lucasta bagged and labeled the phallus, everything was locked
down for the night, and Dunstan, the only one able to reliably
drive the dig’s van, chauffeured everyone back to their lodgings at
the contiguous hamlet of Bycaster. When the team had been dropped
off, Dunstan turned to Lucasta, and they asked each other the same
question they always asked each other at the end of the day.

“Fancy a pint?”

The dig kids had their favorite hangout where
the music blared loud, and avoided the Good Shepherd, a
low-ceilinged old-fashioned pub whose warren of little rooms
included a particularly cozy nook that Lucasta had christened the
Venting Parlor. Here in a snug booth she and her associate
discussed the events of the day in no uncertain terms, over the
Shepherd’s stringent bitter.

“Have you noticed that everyone’s paired off
like the Ark?”

Lucasta blinked at Dunstan. They were into
their second ale. “What?”

“The crew. Every lad has his lass.”

“Tammy and Conroy aren’t exactly
sweethearts.”

“True, but they’re still a match for each
other in their dumpy way. And of course there’s Brent and Stacey,
snogging during their smoke breaks like a couple of randy
badgers.”

“They smoke a lot more than they snog,
unfortunately.”

“And then we have Rik and Helena in the full
bloom of fledgling passion.”

“Hm. I hadn’t noticed that.”

“Didn’t think you would. And here we are, the
old folks taking a doddering nice pint together. I wonder if we’re
being gossiped about.”

“We’re not. Trust me.” Lucasta regarded her
friend, cataloging what she saw as if recording remnants. Height
tallish, eyes bluish, hair reddish, face longish. His shoulders
stooped, his eyes tended to water, and his hair always looked in
need of a comb or a wash or both. She let her mind wander.

Dunstan leaned his chin on his hand and
noticed. “You’re thinking of him again, aren’t you.”

Lucasta sighed. “Yep.”

Again she recalled Caine Atwater, now a
robust colossus of fifty, six feet four and god-shaped, his skin
bronzed by decades in the Hellenic sun, his eyes sky-blue and
brilliant, his virile mane gold-streaked without a trace of silver.
Caine Atwater, whose photo had seemed to figure in every archeology
magazine she'd ever leafed through back in high school, Caine the
dashing treasure-hunter with the triumphant grin. She’d dreamed of
working with him ever since. He was on the faculty at the
University of Chicago, and to prepare herself for the chance to
work with him Lucasta had studied classical languages as an
undergraduate in her native Virginia, because she knew he’d always
be able to use a translator. In addition to learning Greek and
Latin she’d become fluent in French, because Caine’s work centered
on the sacred island of Delos, where the École Française d'Athènes
headed the excavations. She matriculated summa cum laude, applied to the University of
Chicago for graduate school, and waited in agony until the letter
containing her fate arrived.

Lucasta never forgot the heart-stopping joy
of the day she got the news that she'd been accepted, nor the
miserable reality that followed. Lucasta had expected to be her
hero’s trusty sidekick but had ended up as a drudge, left behind
assembling and deciphering bits and pieces of dead languages while
Caine followed the sun in search of ever more glory. She took the
maximum number of classes, audited even more, and toiled
constantly. Her social life was nonexistent, but that didn’t
matter. Caine was all she cared about, and the only thing she
longed for was to impress him somehow. But he was so famous, so
surrounded by fans and used to adulation, that Lucasta despaired of
ever getting more of his attention than the equivalent of a pat on
the head.

Her menial status—and her entire life,
she had thought at the time—changed abruptly when she translated
some third-century Greek papyri that Caine had brought back from
one of his expeditions—documents without provenance, found by
chance. What she deciphered ultimately led to the discovery of the
Temple of the Twins at Delos, in a part of the island remote from
the main center of worship, almost at the sea's edge—an exquisite
little megaron in
near-perfect condition, down to the altar-statue of Apollo and
Artemis standing hand in hand—the work of Phidias himself,
according to some art historians. The temple had been deserted and
left to the mercy of the sands soon after its completion in the
fourth century BC; according to the papyri, it had been
irredeemably defiled by the rape and murder of its priestess. A
haunted place, it had been first shunned, then forgotten until the
tattered paper and faded ink brought it back into the
light.

Lucasta could still recall, as clear as now,
the dazed amazement she’d felt when she read the lines that
revealed the temple’s existence and location. She could still
recall the time and place: her crummy apartment at 3 a.m. on a
noisy Saturday night in April, her eyes about to fall out of her
head from the glare of the magnifying lamp. How she couldn’t sleep
for thinking of what she’d read, and how long those hours seemed
before Caine finally answered her phone calls. At first he’d been
dismissive, which nearly broke her heart, but expert papyrologists
judged the manuscript to be incontestably authentic. After that
Lucasta was at Delos, working side by side with Atwater and the
French team to unearth what became known as one of the finds of the
decade.

“It did indeed cause quite a stir,” Dunstan
said, entering Lucasta’s thoughts in a way he often did, following
the train of thought behind her silences. “And Caine was splendidly
photogenic during all the press appearances. I think in one of them
at least you’re somewhere in the background, mostly obscured by a
potted ficus.”

Perhaps Dunstan was expecting a different
reaction from the smile he got. “So much the better. Photogenic is
the last thing I am,” Lucasta said. “Caine’s welcome to the
notoriety—you have to admit it looks good on him.”

“You’re still as starry-eyed as a teenager.
Unbelievable.”

Lucasta picked up her almost-empty pint glass
and knocked back the last of its contents. “Returning to our
original subject, I don’t think Rik and Helena are an item. They
certainly don’t act like it.”

“Rik’s rather a playboy. I could tell tales,
but I shan’t.”

“Thanks. I think he simply isn’t interested.
Helena’s not exactly vivacious.”

“She’s too deep for vivacity.”

“I’d say she was too pretty for depth, but
that would sound catty.”

“I’d say you had a right to be catty, but
that would sound boorish. Care for a bit of a walk?”

 


***

 


“I love graveyards,” Dunstan said some
minutes later. “Don’t you?”

The air was wet, clean, and chill, heavy with
the smell of stone. Bycaster was built almost entirely of stone,
much of it robbed from the Wall centuries ago. The village’s church
owed its existence to that stone, but Lucasta doubted that
Hadrian’s soldiers would have minded. They’d have considered the
Christian deity one more god to the good, otherworld insurance in
case Cybele, Jupiter, Epona, Mithras, Mars and Isis failed.

No one else was out walking in the miserable
drizzly weather, and she and Dunstan had the graveyard all to
themselves with the accommodating dead. Progressive Victorians had
installed lampposts around the church, and Lucasta and Dunstan
strolled among the tombs, bending now and then to read one in the
sickly yellowish light.

“Lavinia Crutcher, 1804-1826. That’s so
young,” Lucasta said. “I wonder what she died of.”

“Childbirth, more than likely,” Dunstan
replied. “Those four little stones stand for baby Crutchers, none
of whom lived beyond the age of two, and the smallest is dated
1826. I can’t read the rest.”

“Poor woman. Where’s her husband?”

“Over there with his second wife Margaret,
who was twenty years younger and outlived him handily.” Dunstan
surveyed the stones. “You know, we’re in an interesting line of
work. If we were to tear up one of these graves to plunder a fresh
corpse—relatively fresh, that is—we’d be thrown either into jail or
a madhouse. But as it is, we’re allowed to dig for old bones as
much as we please.”

Lucasta shrugged. “The only bones we’ve
uncovered so far belonged to pigs.”

“That could always change, you know, but I’d
rather it didn’t.”

“Why? The kids would love it.”

Dunstan seemed not to hear. “Look, here’s the
best monument so far—Colonel Preston and his lady side by side.
Don’t they look Roman in those Empire styles? Even their hair’s
right.”

Lucasta examined the carving and sighed.
“That’s because they desecrated a Roman gravestone. I can see
traces of a Latin inscription on the base at either side of the
epitaph. Some lazy thieving botcher altered the features of the
original Roman soldier and his wife, and chiseled a high cravat
over the armor. The faces are much more sharp and clear than the
rest of the stone. Clever, but real history got erased.”

“History’s always being eradicated,” Dunstan
said in his irritatingly even voice. “It took thousands of men to
build the Wall, while often it requires only a single individual to
destroy a piece of it. But people die and the Wall stands.”

“I hate seeing things messed up. Especially
idiotically.”

Dunstan shrugged. “Vandals are part of the
master plan. They’re far more integrated into the order of things
than we are. Their destructive impulses allows Nature to rebuild
with raw materials. Nature loves termites and smashers.”

“So you’re calling us unnatural.”

“Indeed we are. The lads who built this wall
had the army discipline and the building routine to keep them
behaved. And the routine was important. The whole business of
building the Wall and adding to it and tearing parts of it down
again to rebuild was simply a means of keeping the troops in line.
There wasn’t an enemy to fight until the Picts got rowdy in the
third century. Young men nowadays could use a Wall.”

Lucasta sighed. “I’d prefer something a bit
more meaningful.”

“Clever people do meaningful things. For the
average youth, a wall will do nicely. If you paid them just a
little more money than they could get on the dole, most would be
more than happy to put the Wall back to its state of original
Hadrianic perfection. You could even arrange it the way the
centurions did in the old days, with rival gangs working side by
side on different sections, seeing who could do the best job and
finish first for the free beer.”

Lucasta looked around at the huddled graves.
“As if it mattered. Most life is wasted. And too often, worse than
wasted.”

“You’re just tired, Lucy. You look it.”

“Thanks. Scintillating though this
conversation has been, I admit I could use some sleep. Tomorrow’s
bound to happen.”

Lucasta didn’t sleep, though. Not right away,
as she lay between the flimsy sheets of her narrow bed. Her mind
roamed far into the past, back to the day that had brought her
here.

 



Chapter Three

 


Tidewater Virginia, June 1976.

 


Lucy always knew who was coming down the home
road on a dry day. Dad’s truck churned a broader swath of dust than
Unk’s. Mom and Aunt Bim’s shared Chevy station wagon puffed a low
grudging trail. Rev Kline’s Jeep tossed up all kinds of ragged grit
like the chariot of King Jehu, who droveth furiously. Gramma’s
Cadillac, the last vestige of her lottery win seven years ago,
barely raised a trace because she went slow to keep it clean. Cuz
Otis tried hard to make his motorbike spray a roostertail, but he
was so fat that it could only manage a limp little dribble of
dirt.

This one was different. Standing on the front
porch, squinting from the shimmering midday heat, Lucy watched as
whoever it was started out as an abrupt squall turning off the main
highway onto the home road, then changed to a long steady towering
line of pure white as the automobile’s dark body grew ever more
visible and loud. It was a strange-looking car, and its radio was
playing music Lucy had never ever heard before, sweet and mighty as
it poured out of the wide-open windows. It made her remember
Wordsworth, and his poem about trailing clouds of glory.

The car jolted to a stop right at the front
steps, and the driver shut off the engine, silencing the music. It
was a boxy odd car, dark blue—Volvo, it said on the grill. It
seemed more like a name for a tornado than a car, a whirlwind like
Elijah’s.

The driver got out, slamming the dusty door
and talking to the air. “What a mess. You’d think they’d have paved
the damned road by now, but no.”

Lucy blinked at the swear word, and thought
fast. The family gun was just inside the house, in the drawer below
the Bible, an easy reach. She took a step toward the screen door.
“What are you?”

Sharp eyes darted to stare her up and down.
“Shouldn’t you be using the word ‘who,’ Missy?”

Lucy studied the driver’s strange clothes,
short-cropped hair, and indeterminate figure. “Nope. Not yet.”

The driver laughed, and Lucy finally relaxed
a little. It was a woman’s laugh, rich and resonant. A woman who
laughed like that couldn’t mean harm.

“Oh well,” the woman said. She gave Lucy a
long look. “So you’re Lucasta Hilary.”

Lucy felt a vague surge of panic. “ “How’d
you know my name? You from the school board?”

“No.” The woman looked her over. “What’s that
stuff you’re mixing up?”

Relieved and reminded, Lucy went back to her
task. “Slaw dressin’.”

“You’re helping with dinner, then?”

“Nope. Making it myself.”

“You’re only eleven years old, for God’s
sake.”

Lucy bristled, but quietly. “Going on
twelve.”

“You’re small for your age. Where’s everyone
else?”

Lucy pushed up her glasses and gave the woman
a straight look. “Why do you want to know?”

“Relax. I’m not here to do you any harm,
child. Far from it.”

“Then why are you here?”

“God knows. For my sins, I think.”

The woman sounded as if she meant it, and
Lucy relented. “Dad and Unk’s out in the back field. Mom and Aunt
Bim’s at church.”

“Your mother and aunt must certainly be pious
if they’re at church on a Wednesday afternoon.”

“They’re plenty pious, but right now they’re
playing Bingo.”

“What church is it? Methodist, Baptist,
Catholic?”

Lucy reflected. “Don’t know. I just call it
Hellfire Bingo Church. Rest of the time they’re in town at
Gramma’s.”

“And what do they do at Gramma’s?”

“Watch soap operas and gossip and stuff.”
Lucasta wiped a line of sweat from her upper lip. “Gramma’s got air
conditioning.”

“Wonderful. And they expect you to have
dinner on the table when they get home?”

Lucy smushed her wooden spoon around in the
dressing and made no reply. Her face felt hot, and it wasn’t just
the weather. What was happening felt like something she’d only read
about, and never expected to live. The old woman looked almost
magical in her strange clothes—a long white shirt under a loose
wide-sleeved jacket of smooth beautiful dark purple patterned with
gold fans, and black trousers close-fitting around the calf and
baggy above the knee, and flat shoes made of black cloth. She wore
no jewelry. Her hair was silvery gray, man-short and raked back
like Andrew Jackson’s on the money, and she stood up straight as a
soldier. She had a crisp way of talking, every word sharp like a
radio announcer, with an accent that was probably Northern.

And right now she was standing very close.
Another instant and Lucy felt the woman’s hand under her chin,
forcing her face up.

“That beak of a nose isn’t from my side of
the family…and it isn’t Hilary either.” The sharp eyes grew edged.
“And you’re gap-toothed. My God. Don’t tell me there’s Lovell blood
in you.”

Lucy knew it’d be useless to try to get away.
“Mom and Aunt Bim’s Lovells. And they’re twins too, like Dad and
Unk.”

“That’s so preposterous I’ll believe
you.” The eyes narrowed. “Please
don’t tell me your Gramma is Serena Lou Lovell.”

“That’s her.”

The woman made a noise rife with disgust.
“The Lovells are the most shiftless, degenerate people in all of
the Tidewater. What a ghastly curse for you to have their genes. In
England, Lovell’s a gypsy name. Did you know that?”

Lucy struck the woman’s hand away in an
action that astonished them both. “The Lovells used to be rich.
They owned half the county, once.”

“Only in Serena’s demented mind. I remember
her people being little better than trash long before you were
born, and I doubt that status has improved.”

“Quit talking so mean. How do you know my
grandma?”

“Too well, but ever mind that. How bad are
your eyes without those Coke-bottle specs?”

Lucy shrugged again. “They’re okay.”

“Let me see.” In another instant the
woman had taken Lucy’s glasses and was looking through them. “My
God. You are a little bat,
aren’t you?”

All the world had become a blur. Lucy reached
out in groping panic. “Give those back!”

Perhaps moved by the terror in Lucy’s voice,
the woman complied. “Where’d you get that Moe haircut?”

Lucy hurried on her glasses, breathlessly
relieved, and got back to work. “Dad.”

“It’s awful.”

Lucy stared down at the dressing, which she’d
slopped over the edge of the bowl, and didn’t reply.

The horrible woman didn't shut up. “You look
like a grubby street urchin, dressed in cheap hand-me-downs.
Doesn't anyone bother looking after you?”

That tore it. Lucy slammed the bowl down hard
on the porch rail and clenched her hands. “Tell you what. Why don't
you just get back in your ugly car with the stupid name and drive
away and be snotty someplace else?” Without waiting for an answer
she went back indoors, slamming the screen door and hooking it
locked. Once she was back in the kitchen she waited for the sound
of the old woman's driving away, but it didn't happen. After a
short time she heard rustlings outside. Climbing up the step-stool
at the sink, she hollered out the window.

“Go away or I'll call the cops. You're a
public nuisance.”

The woman only laughed. “It’d take the cops
an hour to get here. I see the dairy shed’s still standing. Hasn't
been used in ages, from the looks of it.”

The dairy shed was a cinderblock tin-roofed
building some twelve feet by twenty-five, a stone’s throw from the
back porch. “It ain’t been used since Great-Gramma was young,”
Lucasta said. “Back when there were cows and pigs and chickens. Now
it’s all brightleaf.”

The woman made a face. “Tobacco. I should
have known the family death industry would be going strong.” She
looked over the lawn that separated the house from the shed. “What
happened to the garden?”

Lucasta shrugged. “Never knew there was
one.”

“It used to fill this whole space with fruit
and flowers and vegetables, a little Eden. Now there’s not even a
single home-grown tomato or ear of corn. Pathetic. What in God's
name do you people live on?”

“You ain't eatin' any of it. Quit taking the
Lord’s name in vain and go away.”

The woman ignored her and continued to
inspect the dairy shed's outside. “It's big enough, and has
plumbing. I could fix it up, and still start a garden. Thing is,
would it be worth it?” The woman turned around and looked at Lucy.
“Or would it be hopeless, like everything else?”

Ever since the stranger had appeared Lucy had
felt confused and at a loss, but now she was more angry than
anything, angry in a hurt way that twisted her up inside and lumped
in her throat. She wanted the woman to simply vanish, but felt that
if that happened, she'd lose a chance that would never come
again.

“I don’t know why I bothered,” the woman said
at last. “All I got was my car dirty.” She moved away, rounding the
corner to the front of the house, and something in her walk meant
that she was going away forever. Lucy ran out of the kitchen and
raced through the house to the front porch. Past the screen door
she saw the woman opening her car door. The last thing Lucy would
ever see of her would be a towering white cyclone like the one that
took Elijah.

Lucy thought fast and spoke loud. “Success is
counted sweetest by those who ne’er succeed.”

The woman halted with her car door half-open,
but she didn’t turn around. Lucy tried again.

“Full many a flower is born to blush unseen,
and waste its sweetness on the desert air.” She heard her voice
squeak and fall over itself as she said the words, and felt
ridiculous.

The woman didn’t laugh, though. She turned
around and stared at Lucy, hard. “What’d you say, Missy?”

Lucy thought faster. “She dwelt among the
untrodden ways, beside the springs of Dove, a maid whom there were
none to praise, and very few to love.”

The woman stared even harder. “Damn. Where’d
you learn all that, child?”

“From the books in the attic trunk,” Lucy
said. “They all had a name written inside. Celeste Bayard.” Lucy
drew a deep breath. “That’s you, I reckon.”

“You could be right. I might just stick
around after all.”

Lucy felt her heart pounding. She couldn’t
remember ever feeling this happy before. “Want a glass of
water?”

“I’d rather have a nice cold beer.”

“No one drinks here. It’s against their
religion.”

The woman made that noise of hers like a
growl, then entered the kitchen and accepted the jelly glass of tap
water Lucasta held out, then assessed the room’s worn red linoleum
countertops and gray-green linoleum floor, the old Sears
appliances, the rusting chrome dinette set, the yellowing
wallpaper. “I must be in a time warp. Even the same pots and
pans.”

Lucasta felt her mouth falling open. “You
were here before? When?”

“A long time ago, child—ages ago.” She
sniffed the glass and made a face. “And the water still reeks of
sulphur from that ghastly well. I can smell it even past the
tobacco stink. Who smokes here?”

“All of ‘em.”

“Christ. No wonder you’re stunted, having to
breathe in that filthy fug day in and day out.” She set the glass
aside. “I wonder what's happened to the
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