Constantine, Algeria – 2005 AD


Hilary Quincy heaved a sigh as she stared out the water-streaked window of the airport lounge.  This was, she thought, one of those things that could only happen to her.  Here she was, less than fifty kilometres from the Sahara Desert... and it was snowing.


“So much for that blazing Mediterranean climate,” she said dismally, hugging her shoulders against the chilly air.  The airport in Constantine, while thoroughly air-conditioned against hot summers, had no central heating.  Nobody ever expected snow in Algeria.


“The usher over there says this is the first time it’s snowed here in over a hundred years,” Betty Hughes replied.  “And people talk about global warming!”  She put a hand on her friend’s shoulder.  “You’re shivering.  Do you want to go get some coffee?”


“No, thanks,” said Hilary.  “If I have anything else with caffiene in it, I’m never going to be able to sleep tonight.”


If the Department of Antiquities leaves us here any longer, we’ll be sleeping tomorrow, not tonight,” said Betty.


Hilary made some vaguely affirmative noise.  It wasn’t snowing hard.  This was the kind of snow Montreal got in early autumn and late spring, when the temperature was only just below freezing; big fat flakes that swirled down and then melted as soon as they touched anything.  The pavement outside was wet and slick, and the airport employees, waving lightsticks and driving luggage trucks, were carrying umbrellas.  Everything would probably be lovely and dry tomorrow, but the weather seemed like a portent.


You couldn’t study Ancient Rome for any length of time and not periodically catch yourself thinking about portents.  The Romans had been obsessed with predicting the future – anything from a comet to a thunderstorm to the death of a bird might be a notice of events to come.  What would the Roman priests have made, she wondered, of an autumn snowstorm in the country they’d called Numidia?  Bad harvests?  The assassination of a consul?  Or did it merely signify a bunch of archeologists who weren’t going to find what they were looking for?


She shook her head.  It was silly, but he main reason she’d found herself looking forward to this trip for months wasn’t for the archeology.  It wasn’t even for the weather, although working outdoors in the baking sun of Algeria couldn’t help but be a better way to spend the winter than holed up in her tiny office at McGill while snow piled up against the windows and the espresso machine in the faculty lounge kept breaking down.  It was Africa.  It was palm trees and tile roofs and people selling fruit in the streets.  It was the famous cliffs and bridges and clouds of Constantine.  It was an exotic country, worlds away from slushy Montreal streets in the cultural wasteland of North America.


But here she was, in an airport lounge that looked exactly like every other airport lounge on the planet... and there might’ve been a gorgeous African city out there somewhere, but she couldn’t see it for the snow.


It probably served her right, she thought.  Hilary was an historian, not a tourist: she’d had much better things she should have been looking forward to than mosques and bridges.  Two thousand years ago, the area that was now the coast of Algeria and Tunisia had been the Phoenician kingdoms of Mauretania and Numidia.  The city of Constantine, currently being snowed upon, had probably been the royal Numidian capital of Cirta.  It was built on a plateau, surrounded on three sides by a deep ravine; a perfect place for a fortress.  The city was renamed Constantine in the early fourth century AD, after the Roman Emperor of that name, and thus had remained until the 1950’s, when the Algerians won independence from France.  They’d decided ‘Constantine’ was too Christian a name, and so they now called the city Qustantînah... but the bi-lingual signs in the airport still read Bienvenue a Constantine.

“What time is it?” asked Hilary.  She tucked a stray red curl back under her blue scarf and glanced at her watch, only to remember that she hadn’t reset it.  It read a quarter after nine in the evening, but that was the time in Montreal.


“It’s ten past three in the morning,” said Betty.  “We’ve been here for four hours.”  She rubbed her hands together under her hound’s-tooth pashima.  “I wish somebody would at least tell us what we’re waiting for.”


Hilary shrugged.  Six months ago, a developer preparing land south of the city for a block of condominiums had uncovered what appeared to be the bases of Roman pillars.  The Algerian government had bought the area at once, and gone looking for specialists in Roman Africa to excavate and interpret it.  Algeria itself was short on people interested in the Roman period – most of their historians were concerned with the Middle Ages, after the region came under Muslim rule.  The authorities had thus done their homework, and assembled what they considered the best possible people for the job, and looking around at her colleagues in the lounge, Hilary thought they may well have been right.


Dr. Betty Hughes, for example, probably knew more about the Roman Military than anyone else alive.  Nobody would ever have thought it to look at her, but this tiny, plump, impeccably fashionable woman, Navajo on her mother’s side and African-American on her father’s, was a veritable encyclopedia on the battles, tactics, generals, and armour of the ancient world.  She and Hilary were old friends, having gone to the same university, but with Hilary now working at McGill and Betty at the University of Phoenix in Arizona, they had not had the opportunity to meet face-to-face in years and had drifted apart.  Both had been looking forward to this trip as a chance to spend a little time together without computers or telephones as a necessary go-between.


Dr. Edouard Garnier of Le Centre D’Avignon was an expert on Roman foreign policy.  Hilary had read quite a bit of his work, but this was the first time she’d ever met him face-to-face.  He was a small man, perhaps fifty, who spoke good English with an impeccable Oxford accent he’d picked up at Oxford itself.  He was now sitting in a corner, sipping a latte and reading a magazine, wearing a suit and tie.  His neat haircut and bifocal glasses made him look very much the part of a stereotypical university professor.


At the opposite end of the spectrum was Dr. Donald Moruboshi from Los Angeles.  Hilary had only vaguely heard of him before, but Betty knew him reasonably well; he was another military historian – and he put the lie to almost every stereotype Hilary had ever heard of.  Donald was well over six feet tall and nearly as wide, with a booming voice and a bizarre sense of humour, and he smoked giant cigars.  Betty had once described his wife, Hanako, as being no more than four foot ten and speaking no English at all.  Hilary couldn’t imagine the logistics of that relationship.


The fifth member of the party, Dr. Milo Pappas, was not in the airport with them.  He had sent an email to the others explaining that as he was deathly afraid of flying, he would be coming by boat to Skikda and joining them at the hotel where the Algerian Ministry of Antiquities had arranged for them to stay.  Hilary did not know Dr. Pappas at all, but he was an expert on the career of Gaius Marius, the general who led the Roman troops to victory in the Jugurthine War in 104 BC.  He had worked with Betty on a couple of papers, but he was reasonably new to the field and this would apparently be the first time he’d ever left his native Greece.


And then there was Hilary Quincy, whom people often introduced as ‘the world’s foremost expert on Roman Africa’.  She might’ve earned that title, but it still embarrassed her.  She didn’t feel like a foremost expert on anything.  In fact, if there were one thing she’d taken away from all her work on the ancient world, it was the sheer enormity of what she did not know.  It was as Ovid had written: tempus edax rerum; Time, the Devourer of Things... and after two thousand years, all Time had left of ancient Rome was the crumbs.  Centuries of historians trying to piece them back together had only made the gaps in the picture all the more glaringly obvious.


If Hilary did have one claim to fame that she truly felt she deserved, it was that she somewhat famously spoke eight languages – and one of them was Latin.  Laymen usually didn’t understand that this was odd; after all, all antiquarians had to learn Latin.  And all of them did: they learned to read it, but very few if any could hold a conversation in it.  Hilary had read in an article once that spoken and written language occupied different parts of the brain, and it had inspired her to, entirely for her own satisfaction, teach herself to speak Latin aloud.  She now treated her first-year Latin course the way other professors treated modern languages, as much about verbal practice as written.  It felt more satisfying to think of Latin that way.  It was a reminder that the people who’d spoken it had not been statues and mosiacs, but living, breathing human beings.


Hilary had been the last of the four arriving by plane to reach Constantine – bad weather in Montreal had re-routed her flight through Chicago, where she’d had to sit in the O’Hare, drinking bad coffee and looking boredly up at the incongruous dinosaur skeleton on display in the terminal, for over an hour.  And she’d arrived in Constantine to find this tropical city getting snowed on and her fellow experts detained for hours at the Ain-El-Bey Airport in the middle of the night.


“Has anybody said anything to you?” Hilary asked Betty.  “They knew when we were arriving and all, didn’t they?”


“I thought they did,” said Betty.  “I know as much as you do, trust me.  I arrived, and the airport people told me to wait here.  Edouard and Donald showed up, then you, and we’ve just been waiting and waiting and waiting.”


“Has anyone tried to call someone?” Hilary persisted.  “Maybe there was a mistake.”


“Donald’s called Ibn Sayid twice,” sighed Betty.  Tarik Ibn Sayid was the head of the Ministry of Antiquities.  “He hasn’t been answering his phone.  For all we know, there’s been a coup and the government’s toppled.  I think we’re all going to be deported.”


“Well, at least the weather’s not all that different in Montreal,” grumbled Hilary.


Time ticked slowly past.  The snow turned to cold, heavy rain that really wasn’t much of an improvement.  Donald tried twice more to call the Ministry of Antiquities, with no response.  Edouard finished his coffee and then, in complete defiance of all known laws of human comfort, fell asleep in the airport lounge chair.  Hilary set her watch to Constantine time, and she and Betty continued to talk about nothing in soft voices, watch the rain, and wait.


According to Hilary’s reset watch, it was 4:40 AM when somebody finally remembered them.  An usher in his tidy uniform showed two new people into the room.  The first was a slender, attractive Algerian woman in a black pants suit and colourful hijab, and the second a balding Italian man in his late forties, dressed in a conservative grey suit and blue tie.  He was carrying a blue leather briefcase and looked like a businessman or a lawyer, and he hung back while the woman stepped forward to introduce herself.


“Good evening,” she said, in English with a bit of a French accent.  “Or perhaps ‘good morning’ would be more appropriate.  My name is Jazira Arif of the Ministry of Antiquities.  I am glad to see you have all arrived safely.  Dr. Quincy,” she shook Hilary’s hand.  “Dr. Hughes – a pleasure.  Dr. Garnier, and Dr. Moruboshi, delighted.  And...” she paused, looking around.  “Were there not supposed to be five of you?  Where is Dr. Pappas?”


“Oh, Milo!” said Betty.  “Isn’t he here already?”


“No,” said Jazira uncertainly.  “We have not spoken with him.”


“He should have been here yesterday,” said Betty.  “He’s got an airplane phobia – that’s why he doesn’t travel – so he was coming by boat.  Didn’t he contact you?”


“No,” Jazira repeated.  “He did not.  I will check with my secretaries, but I’m sure they would have told me.”


“Maybe he’s just late,” Hilary suggested.  “All kinds of things can happen when you’re on a boat.”  Hilary had never trusted boats.  Her parents had used to go on cruise vacations in the summer, and Hilary had invariably been sick.


“That is true,” said Jazira.


“I’ll have to call him,” Betty reached for her purse, then changed her mind.  “In the morning,” she corrected herself.  “When he’s likely to be awake.”


“Speaking of calling,” Donald said.  “I’ve tried to call Ibn Sayid about five times now...”


“Yes, I know,” said Jazira.  “I’m very sory he was unable to return your messages.  He has had a long and trying day.  I am sorry, also, that you all have been made to wait here for so long.  We’d hoped to sort the situation out before sending anyone to speak to you, but I fear that has not been possible.”


“What situation?” asked Betty.


“Yes,” said Hilary.  “What’s going on?”


Jazira sighed and started to answer, the the European man gently pushed her aside.  “Allow me, Miss Arif,” he said.  “Morning, everybody.  Brutus Cardellini, attourney-at-law – I represent the interests of Abdullah Hassan, the landowner.  Dr. Moruboshi, Dr. Hughes, Dr. Quincy, all of you.  A pleasure.”


“Landowner?” asked Edouard.  “I had thought the Algerian government owned the land.”


“Yes, so did they,” said Cardellini, in a tone of patently false regret.  “But there have been some difficulties.  Mr. Hassan has had me looking into the terms of the sale, and we’re not entirely sure they’re legal.  He claims the government coerced him into selling it, in which case, the contract is invalid.”


“Oh!” Betty protested.  “Oh, you’re not telling me he’s going to just go in there and build condos all over it!”


“He can’t possibly!” Hilary put in.  “Does he have any idea how valuable an undisturbed Roman site is?”


“Oh, no, not by any means!” Cardellini said quickly.  “Er – that is, I mean he’s not going to exploit the site, certainly.  He knows that it is important.”  He smiled with very large, rather uneven teeth.  “He only wishes to have the ownership question settled before anybody goes in there and starts digging.  We’ll get you in there the moment this is all sorted out.  Believe me, we’re just as sorry about this as Miss Arif, but we only just discovered the problem last night.”


That set an alarm bell off in Hilary’s suspicious mind.  “But if he claims the sale was coerced...” she began.  How could that have been discovered after the fact?  Unless, of course, it was an excuse for something else entirely.


“We hope to resolve this with all speed,” Jazira spoke up again.  “But in the mean time...”


“In the mean time,” Cardellini interrupted her, “Mr. Hassan is happy to put all of you up in a hotel at his expense until this is all sorted out.  Or if you wish to return home rather than wait, he will pay for your transportation, and...”


“Be sure to thank Mr. Hassan,” Jazira butted in, annoyed, “but we at the Ministry of Antiquities have already made arrangements to accommodate our guests.  Dr. Quincy, Dr. Hughes, Dr. Garnier, Dr. Moruboshi – if you would all follow me, please.  I’m sure you’ve had quite enough standing around.”


“So sorry, Miss Arif,” said Cardellini, politely stepping out of her way.  “I hope to speak to all of you again soon – it’s been a pleasure meeting you in person finally!  Dr. Quincy,” he added, as Hilary passed him, “I’ve read your recent paper on the campaigns of Albanus – fascinating research!  Dr. Moruboshi, I’m a great admirer of your work on maniple tactics!”


“Thanks,” Donald nodded.


“Um... thank you,” said Hilary, though in truth she found the idea that he’d been reading her papers a little creepy.  Had he looked each of them up, reading their dissertations and books in the effort to better know his opponents?


“Good night, Mr. Cardellini,” said Jazira sharply.  “I look forward to seeing you again.  Do you all have your luggage, Doctors?  Excellent.  Follow me.”


“Good night, Miss Arif!” Cardellini called as they left the room.


Jazira did not look back as she escorted the five foreigners down a flight of stairs marked Employés Seulement and out to a pair of waiting taxis.  Rain was coming down thick and cold.  Jazira had an umbrella, but the others were on their own.  All Hilary could do was pull the hood of her sweatshirt up over her head and run for the vehicles’ open doors.

“I apologize,” said Jazira, once they were all safe and dry in the taxis.  “This whole affair has been a terrible mess.  Mr. Hassan was as cooperative as you could ask for until last week – then all of a sudden we received a letter that he did not want foreigners working on the site.  He is a great... what is the English word?  He is proud of his country and its history, and has no desire to see it sent away to museums in Europe and America.”


“Patriot,” Betty supplied.  “He’s a great patriot.  But he must know we won’t do any such thing!”


“This isn’t the 1930’s,” said Hilary.  “Archeologists aren’t treasure hunters anymore.”  Hassan had probably gotten his idea of Western archeology from Indiana Jones and Lara Croft: Tomb Raider.  Damn Hollywood!


“I know.  We know,” said Jazira.  “And we have tried to tell him that.  He did not seem to mind until last week... all of a sudden, he simply changed his mind and we have no idea why.  I fear he plans to keep on delaying until all of you must leave the country again, but we shall see what we can do.  It’s a small hope, but perhaps we can reach some sort of a settlement.  I am trying to convince him to talk to you personally.  He is very wealthy, dealing in real estate and petroleum, but he keeps himself shut up in his house and sees almost no one except his lawyers.”  She shook her head.  “How I hate lawyers!  They are all the same!”


“So all we can do is wait and see?” asked Edouard.


“We’ve already arranged to hire workers,” Betty added.  “He knows we’ll be using local labor, right?”


“Of course,” said Jazira.  “I have spoken to Mr. Cardellini at length.  I am sorry again.  We probably ought to have told you, but we really thought we could diffuse all this silliness before you got here.  The coercion charge is ridiculous, but if he takes it to court we may have to spend months disproving it.”


“I see,” said Betty.  “Well, thank you for your efforts.  We appreciate it.”


“Yes,” said Hilary, looking not at Jazira but at the rain running down the window.  She hoped her words didn’t sound as empty as she thought they did; the rest of the world seemed to think Canadians were the most polite people on Earth, but Hilary would not have considered herself an example. “Thank you.”


“I promise you,” Jazira told them, “we shall do everything in our power to rectify this.”


Outside, the streetlights reflected bright orange on the wet asphalt, and Hilary grimaced looking at them.  No sunshine and no new site, she thought bitterly – just snow, rain, and a slimy Italian lawyer.  Maybe Dr. Pappas somehow had advance warning of the mess, and decided not to bother showing up.  If that were the case, Hilary wished he could have shared the news with the rest of them.


The taxis pulled up outside a Hyatt regency hotel that, like the airport, looked just like every other one of its kind Hilary had ever seen.  It was a bit disappointing, really... but she supposed the comforts of civilization were preferable to camping out in tents, as she’d done on more than one previous dig.  The car stopped, and she began gathering up her bags.


“Now, you must all want to sleep off your jet lag,” said Jazira.  “I will contact you as soon as I have any news – before noon tomorrow, I hope.  And I will see if I can find out what is keeping Dr. Pappas.”


“Thank you again,” said Betty.


“Yes, thank you,” said Hilary.


“Have a pleasant sleep, then.”  Jazira smiled at them and then turned to pay the driver.


Bellhops were waiting in the lobby to escort the four historians up to their rooms – these were on the fourth floor, and sure enough, looked just like every other hotel room Hilary had ever been in.  They were conservatively decorated in muted colours, with one double bed, a table and two chairs, and a small bathroom in each.  Hilary was quite used to working out of rooms like this when she traveled... as she stepped into #404, she felt she probably could navigated the place with her eyes closed.


“Will you need anything else?” the bellhop asked in French.


“Non, merci beaucoup,” said Hilary.  “Bonsoir.”


“Bonsoir, madame,” the bellhop said.


Hilary was awakened in the morning by an electronic version of Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring beeping merrily in her ear.  Sunlight was streaming in the windows, migraine-bright, and her immediate reaction was to pull the covers up over her head and block it out, but that didn’t stop her ringing cellular phone.  For a while she waited, hoping the caller would just go away if she didn’t answer, but the music persisted.  What had ever made her think it would be a good idea to associate one of her favourite tunes with unwanted telephone calls?


Finally, she reached out and grabbed the phone off the bedside table.  “Hello?” she asked sleepily.


“Hilary?” asked Betty.  “Did I wake you up?”


“Yes,” grunted Hilary.  “What time is it?”


“Eleven AM,” Betty said.  Which meant that Hilary could not possibly have been asleep longer than five hours – and neither had Betty.  How in the world was she managing to sound so awake?  “Sorry,” she added, “but I figured I’d better call you – Jazira and Cardellini want to meet with us at noon.  Apparently, Cardellini’s convinced Hassan to talk to us.”


“Huh?” asked Hilary, who for the moment was too sleepy to remember who any of these people were.  Then last night began coming back in bits and pieces.  “Oh, right,” she said. “At noon?”


“That’s right – in an hour,” said Betty helpfully.


“Okay,” said Hilary.  “Was there anything else?”


“No.  I’ll see you then.  You sound like you’d better have a big cup of coffee before you come,” Betty said sympathetically.


“Is that how you do it?” asked Hilary.  “All right.  I’ll be there.  See you at noon, then.”  She pressed the ‘disconnect’ button, then put the phone down and pulled the covers over her head again.  She lay there a long time, not really awake but not quite asleep, either, just not wanting to move.  But she had to get up – it would not speak in favour of their general respectability if she didn’t show.


With a Herculean effort, she dragged herself out of bed and staggered into the bathroom to shower and dress.  If she’d known she was going to have to meet and talk to lawyers on this trip, she would have brought some nicer clothes – as it was, all she had was her usual working wardrobe of t-shirts and jeans, most of it from stores targeted at girls in high school.  Hilary, with her thirtieth birthday looming up this coming February, often felt a bit foolish shopping in such places, but she liked the bright colours, and for some reason the clothes tended to fit her better than most of what was available in as women’s petites.


She looked at her reflection in the mirror and grimaced – she looked worse than she’d thought.  Hilary didn’t habitually wear makeup; it was a terrible pain to put it on and then keep refreshing it all day, and it was definitely not on her list of necessities to bring to an archeological dig in northern Africa.  But this morning she wished she’d thought to at least bring some concealer; it could not have been more painfully obvious that she’d barely had any sleep.  All she could do was wash her face, pull back her unruly red hair with a mess of bobby pins, and head on out to meet Betty.


Betty was waiting for her in the hallway, holding a big paper cup of coffee.  “Nonfat chai latte,” she said cheerfully, offering it to Hilary.


“Oh, thank you.”  Hilary seized it and sipped it carefully – to her relief, it was not scalding hot, which allowed her to pull the plastic lid off and take a bigger mouthful.  She could feel the spicy stuff pouring caffeine into her veins, from her toes up.  “Mmm, ambrosia.”


“I figured you’d need it,” said Betty.  “You look awful.”


“Thanks,” said Hilary.  “Better than I thought, then.”  She checked her watch – they still had fifteen minutes.  “Do you think I’ve got time to gobble some breakfast before they arrive?”


“Actually, they’re already here,” said Betty.  “They’re waiting down in the lobby.  Edouard and Donald are with them.”


“Oh,” said Hilary.  Damn – now that she was no longer so drowsy, her empty stomach was starting to make itself head.  “I guess we’d better hurry, then.”


Jazira and Cardellini were sitting in two of the overstuffed leather armchairs in the ground floor lobby, having coffee with Edouard and Donald.  Cardellini stood up as Hilary and Betty stepped off the escalator.


“And here are the ladies!” he said.  “Glad you could make it.”


“Sorry we’re late,” said Betty cheerfully.  Hilary discreetly rolled her eyes – they were not late.  He was early.


“Not a problem, not a problem,” he said.  “I hope you all slept well.”


“Like a baby.”  Betty sat down in the chair he’d vacated.  “What’s the news?”


Cardellini looked down at her and blinked, apparently not having expected her to do that.  There were only four chairs – he now had nowhere to sit.  Hilary tried not to smile as she came and leaned on the back of Edouard’s chair.


“Well,” said Cardellini, rallying, “I’ve spoken with Mr. Hassan.  He understands the importance of the site, and he would like to talk to you all personally.  He is willing to let the questionable terms of the sale slide, provided that you can reassure him of...” he paused.


“Of us not being here to plunder the place?” asked Hilary.


“Er,” said Cardellini, “I wasn’t about to put it like that.”


“No, but that is what you would have meant,” said Edouard.


“When does he want to meet?” Donald asked.


“Well, he is a very busy man,” said Cardellini, in what seemed to be his signature tone of pretend regret.  “He was hoping for Monday.”


“Monday?” asked Hilary.  “As in a week from yesterday?”


“Ah – yes,” said Cardellini. “With his apologies, that’s the first real opening in his schedule.”


“That’s fine,” said Edouard.  “Monday is fine, isn’t it?”  He looked around at the others, who really could do nothing but nod.  They could hardly say it wasn’t fine.”


“Excellent,” said Cardellini.  “He will expect you at his home at four PM – let me give you the address.”  He opened his briefcase on the coffee table and gave each of the four historians a white business card with an inscription on it in Arabic and French.  The address was written on the backs of the cards, in slightly broken English.  “And now, I fear that I, too, and a busy man.  So if there are no more questions, I must be off to my next appointment.”


Betty opened her mouth, apparently about to ask something, but Jazira spoke up first.  “Have a lovely day, Mr. Cardellini,” she said, rather less than sweetly.


“The same to you, Miss Arif,” Cardellini replied with a bow.


Jazira waited until he’d left before she spoke – she looked as if she were about to burst, but she took several deep breaths and composed herself.  “I am sorry,” she said.  “I cannot stand that man.”


“Lawyers are worse than vampires,” said Donald cheerfully.  “They’ll suck you dry, and garlic does nothing!  So what’s the bad news?” he asked.


Jazira sighed.  “The bad news is that Mr. Hassan has been promising to meet with somebody from the ministry all week, and he has failed to keep even a single appointment.  Always there is some excuse.  I can only hope that he will consider the situation more urgent now that you are actually here.”  She didn’t sound like she was holding out for it.


“Well, thanks for the warning,” said Hilary, unable to keep a trace of sarcasm out of her voice.  The ministry really ought to have warned them about Hassan before they arrived.


Jazira looked like she knew it.  “I am sorry,” she repeated.  “I wish I could do more than apologize to you, but we are quite powerless right now.”  She stood up and brushed off her lap.  “I do have some good news, however.  You all know, of course, that artifacts have been emerging from the site for many years already, before the land clearing exposed the ruins?”  The historians nodded.  “Good,” said Jazira.  “Such as we have been able to retain is now in the collection of the Gustave Mercier Museum.  The ministry is negotiating with the Museum in the hopes they will grant you access to the artifacts.  That way... um...” she trailed off, apparently not certain what was the politest way to finish the statement.  Hilary supposed she really couldn’t say ‘that way, having brought you here, we can at least give you something to do.’


“Thank you,” said Edouard.  “It is much appreciated.  I imagine we’ll be the first foreigners to examine this collection?”


“The first by official invitation,” said Jazira, which meant that they weren’t.


“Thank you very much,” Edouard nodded.


Hilary managed to join the others in smiling and thanking, but she suspected that none of them meant it any more than she did.  Anything from that site that was still in the country would be anything that hadn’t been worth smuggling out and selling on the black market.  Objects with actual value would now be in museums or private art collections in Europe, America, or East Asia, and probably untraceable... and, having been removed from the context of the rest of the site, useless to historians anyway.


She shut her eyes and squirmed a bit, trying to push the angry thoughts out of her head.  Hilary had spent most of her adult life trying to teach herself patience and restraint – qualities her wealthy parents had not taken any trouble to instill in her.  It wasn’t working.  She didn’t want to wait around for lawyers and museums... she wanted to be on that site now, like the government had promised her.


“I will be in contact with you as soon as we know anything,” Jazira promised.  “About Hassan or the University.”


“What about Milo?” asked Betty.  “Dr. Pappas, that is.  Have you heard anything about him?”


Jazira looked as if a very bad day had suddenly gotten much worse.  “Have you not been in contact with him?” she asked.  “You said you would try to call him.”


“I did,” said Betty.  “First thing this morning, actually.  All I got was his voicemail.  Did you speak to anybody at the U of A?”


“I did,” Jazira said, clearly wishing she didn’t have to talk about it.  “I called this morning: he did not tell them he was changing his plans.  As far as the woman I spoke to could say, he left on schedule.  She gave me the name of the ship he would be traveling on, and I called the harbourmaster in Skikda.  He said they put into port on schedule.”


“Maybe he got delayed on the way,” said Hilary.  What were the roads like between Skikda and Constantine?  Or the weather?  Or the people, for that matter?


“We will look into it,” said Jazira doubtfully.  “But I would say that if he does not arrive soon, you ought report a missing person.”


“I might just do that today, actually,” said Betty.  “He’s already two days late, after all.”


“Good idea,” Edouard nodded.


“I will notify you if we have any news of him, too,” sighed Jazira.  Hilary felt a sudden surge of sympathy for the woman – she must have found all this terrifically frustrating.  “Was there anything else you needed?” she asked plaintively.


“No,” Edouard looked around at the others, and once again, they assented.  “No, you’ve been quite accommodating.  Thank you so much for your efforts on our behalf.”


“You’re quite welcome,” said Jazira.  “Do not hesitate to contact me if anything else comes up.”


“I’m sure it won’t,” Edouard assured her.


Hilary nodded, but her inner cynic wanted to note that situations like this could always get worse. 


“Then you all have a good day,” Jazira said.  She seemed to be relieved to be leaving.  “I shall see you again soon, I hope.”


“Next time, we’ll treat you to coffee,” Donald promised.


Jazira smiled and vanished through the revolving doors.


“Well,” said Betty, “I think I’d better call the police about Milo.  I hope he’s all right.”


“Don’t you have to be next of kin to report a missing person?” asked Donald.


“In the States and Canada, yes,” said Hilary.  “I don’t know about Algeria.”


“Well, if I have to, I’ll call his family,” said Betty.  “I probably should anyway.  They deserve to know that we can’t find him.”  She got up and pulled out her phone.  “I think I’ll do that right now.  Excuse me...” she stepped away for privacy as she dialed.


Edouard nodded.  “As it seems we have the day off,” he said, “I have a translation I might work on.  My publisher invited me to work on a new French edition of Plutarch.”


“I’d rather like to see the tomb of al-Qadir, myself,” said Donald.  He heaved himself out of his chair.


“And I’m going to have some breakfast,” said Hilary.  “We’ve all got each other’s phone numbers, don’t we?”


“Indeed we do,” Edouard said.  “Shall we agree to meet right here should anyone learn anything useful?”


“Good idea,” Hilary nodded.  “Now excuse me, please... I’m starved.”

