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     The vaulted hallway was cool and refreshing after the glare of the midday sun.  Deserted except for knots of bemused law-enforcement personnel trying to ignore the statues and other precious objects out on display, New Stourhead’s myriad rooms and corridors stood eerily empty.  The automaids were switched off in order to preserve the scene, and the surrounding parklands closed until further notice.  Clinton Ravenscroft spotted his partner as his eyes adjusted to the gloom, and waved to catch his attention.  
     Junior-Detective Hans Ulbrick looked relieved to see him.  “I was beginning to think you’d never get here.  This place is starting to give me the shits, know what I mean?”

     Gazing around, Ravenscroft felt a little dizzy, too.  “Yeah, I think I do now.”

     “I wasn’t expecting our last case to be like this, that’s for sure.” 

     “In the library, you said?”

     “Where else?”  

     Ravenscroft rolled his eyes at the cliché.  “So Agatha Christie had it right all along, eh?”

     On their left a flight of stairs led to the second floor, a positive delight to climb in 38% gravity.  At the top they donned disposable plastic booties to prevent contamination of the scene, and trooped on in.  

     The Regency Library was filled with oil paintings, marble busts and mouth-watering period furniture.  Tall bookshelves stood crammed with leather-bound volumes, most of which looked to be originals.  The latticework barrel ceiling ended in an arched stained-glass window overlooking the gardens outside.  Beams of sunlight cast dappled multi-coloured pools across the floor, where a white outline marked the place Third-Citizen Boris Zelinsky had fallen.  Even after centuries, a simple stick of chalk was still the easiest way to do it.  Seeing no tell-tale blood on the carpet, Ravenscroft frowned.  As assassinations went, everything about this one was strange so far.  

     Stourhead itself lay on the northern edge of Lassell State.  Two kilometres east and it would have been someone else’s case.  In any event, an unbiased investigator was required by law.  The quicker a local cop was appointed, the less likely the chances of political interference or an outright cover-up.  Ravenscroft wasn’t sure if he should be celebrating having it land in his lap, or not.  How could there fail to be Federal ramifications?  Politics!  This could be the case to make his career--or break it, if he screwed things up.  Nothing like it had taken place for twenty years.  Whatever happened, he would be writing the book as he went along.  

     He turned away from the grim spot and focused on the job at hand.  “Okay, Hans, what can you tell me?”

     “Cause of death was suffocation or strangulation,” Ulbrick recited promptly, consulting his battered Slate.  “No knife wounds, bullet wounds or any other signs of overt violence apart from some unusual marks and bruises around the throat.  Two jabs with a poisoned needle, maybe?  Whoever got him must’ve known him well enough to get close, or snuck up on him from behind.  His wife is on her way down from Phobos on the first available shuttle.  Strangely, she didn’t seem that upset.”

     Ravenscroft couldn’t have located his interest in Zelinsky’s love-life using the most powerful space telescopes in the Solar System.  “Unusual marks, you say?  In what way?” 

     “Not the sort one would expect from fingers alone--that’s what the Scene-of-Crime boys think.  Long nails, perhaps?”

     “A woman, d’you mean?  Did he have a mistress?”

     “His wife denied it, but who knows.”  

     Ravenscroft wandered the room, hoping his trained eye would pick up something out of the ordinary.  “How the hell did he--or she--get in and out?  You’re sure the security system didn’t drop the ball?”

     Ulbrick shrugged.  “Guess we’ll know when we see the recording.”

     While they were waiting for the video to be released they studied some of the literary gems out on permanent display.  

     There was a copy of Captain Cook’s journal detailing his exploration of Australia, and a precious first-edition of Newton’s Principia.  Alongside were mint-condition paperbacks of some of science-fiction’s 20th century masterpieces.  Ravenscroft recognized Asimov’s 6-volume Foundation series in the mid-1980’s Grafton edition, and the first four Dune books in the colourful New English Library printing so beloved of collectors.  Other cases held rare silver and gold coins, worth thousands of Revalued credits.  He spotted an immaculate 1813 Holey Dollar from the penal colony of New South Wales, one of only 300 to survive out of 40,000.  Plainly, robbery hadn’t been a motive.  No self-respecting thief would leave treasures like that behind.

     Ravenscroft stood with hands on hips.  “God, what a place.” 

     “The privilege of wealth,” Ulbrick muttered.

     Compared to the cramped modules and inflatable domes inhabited by the pre-Flood astronauts, it was a palace.  Most of those makeshift early dwellings were underwater now, submerged when the ocean filled or else moved to new locations in order to preserve them for posterity.  Only where ancient heights left the encroaching shoreline far below had replicas such as New Stourhead and its equally ostentatious neighbours been safe to build.  More than ninety were strung out along the scalloped cliffs of the Valles Marineris alone, perched like Christmas baubles above the longest vertical drop on Mars.  The nearer the edge, the more expensive the land.  

     It was impossible not to be envious of such extravagance, and Ravenscroft grunted like he’d been punched where it hurt.  

     “I’ll scream if it turns out the butler did it.”

