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Dates are rendered in the standard language of the Christian epoch, out of respect for everyone’s sanity.


In the streets of Hau-kai, we wait.

Night comes, winter descends,

The lights of the world grow cold.

And, in this three-hundredth year

From the ascendancy of Bilat,

He will come who treads the dawn,

Tramples the sun beneath his feet,

And judges the souls of men.

He will stride across the rooftops,

And he will fire the engines of God.

—Uranic Book of Prayer (Quraqua) (Translated by Margaret Tufu)


Prologue

IAPETUS. SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 12, 2197; 0845 GMT.

The thing was carved of ice and rock. It stood serenely on that bleak, snow-covered plain, a nightmare figure of gently curving claws, surreal eyes, and lean fluidity. The lips were parted, rounded, almost sexual. Priscilla Hutchins wasn’t sure why it was so disquieting. It was more than the carnivorous aspect of the creature, the long slow menace of talons, the moonlight stealth of the lower limbs. It was more even than the vaguely aggressive stance, or the position of the figure in the center of an otherwise lifeless plain beneath the October light of Saturn’s rings.

Rather, it seemed to flow from its interest in the ringed world which was forever frozen above a tract of low hills and ridges in the west. Stamped on its icy features was an expression she could only have described as philosophical ferocity.

‘I keep coming back.’ Richard’s voice echoed in her earphones. It was filled with emotion. ‘Of all the Monuments, this was the first, and it is the centerpiece.’

They stood on a ramp, designed to preserve the tracks of the original expedition. Here was where Terri Case had stood; and there, Cathie Chung. The heavy bootprints circling the figure, up close, those belonged to Steinitz himself. (She knew because she’d seen the ancient video records countless times, had watched the astronauts clumping about in their awkward pressure suits.)

She smiled at the memory, pushing her hands down into her pockets, watching Richard Wald in his rumpled gray jeans and white sweater, his Irish country hat pressed down on his head. (It didn’t quite fit within the bubble of articulated energy that provided breathing space.) He was slightly out of focus, difficult to see, within the Flickinger field. Much as he was in ordinary life. Richard was one of the great names in archeology. He would be remembered as long as people were interested in where they’d come from, as long as they continued to send out explorers. Yet here he stood, as awed as she, momentarily a child, in the presence of this thing. Around them, the silence and the desolation crashed down.

Hutchins, on first glance, might have been one of those diminutive women with finely chiseled features and a beguiling smile who seemed more akin to the drawing room than to a bleak moonscape. Her eyes were dark and good-humored, and an initial impression might suggest that they reflected empty conviviality. But they were capable of igniting.

Her black hair was cut short. It peeked out from beneath a broad-brimmed safari hat. Everyone who knew her believed that it was her slight stature that had fueled her various ambitions; that she had chased men, and professional success, and eventually the stars, all out of the same drive to compensate.

She knew it wasn’t true, or believed it wasn’t. The reality was far simpler, but not the sort of thing she would tell anyone: her father had taken her to Luna when she was eight, and she had felt the full force of the enormous age of the place. It had occupied her dreams and overwhelmed her waking hours. It had driven a sense of her own transience into her soul. Live while you can, indulge your passions. Make it count. The ancient storm stirred again while she looked into the frozen emotions of the ice creature. And recognized them.

Richard Wald folded his arms and pressed them against his sweater, as if, inside his energy envelope, he was cold. He was tall, and embodied the kind of self-conscious dignity one finds in those who have achieved a degree of fame and never quite come to terms with it.

Despite his sixty years, Richard was a man of remarkable vitality. And exuberance. He was known to like a good drink, and a good party; and he loved the company of women. He was careful, however, to maintain a purely professional demeanor with Hutchins, his pilot. There was something of the Old Testament prophet in his appearance. He had a thick silver mane and mustache, high cheekbones, and a preemptive blue gaze. But the stern appearance was a façade. He was, in Hutchins’ amused view, a pussycat.

He had been here before. This was, in a sense, where he had been born.

This was the First Monument, the unlikely pseudo-contact that had alerted the human race two hundred years ago to the fact they were not alone. Explorers had found thirteen others, of varying design, among the stars. Richard believed there were several thousand more.

The Great Monuments were his overriding passion. Their images decorated the walls of his home in Maine: a cloudy pyramid orbiting a rocky world off blue-white Sirius, a black cluster of crystal spheres and cones mounted in a snowfield near the south pole of lifeless Armis V, a transparent wedge orbiting Arcturus. (Hutchins’ throat mike was a cunningly executed reproduction of the Arcturian Wedge.) Most spectacular among the relics was an object that resembled a circular pavilion complete with columns and steps, cut from the side of a mountain on a misshapen asteroid in the Procyon system. (‘It looked,’ Richard had told her, ‘as if it were awaiting the arrival of the orchestra.’) Hutchins had only seen the pictures, had not yet visited these magic places. But she was going. She would stand one day in their presence, and she would feel the hand of their creators as she did here. It would have been difficult to do on her own; there were many pilots and few missions. But Richard had recognized a kindred spirit. He wanted her to see the Monuments, because in her reactions he could relive his own. Besides, she was damned good.

Of all the artifacts, only the Iapetus figure could be interpreted as a self-portrait. The wings were half-folded. The creature’s taloned hands, each with six digits, reached toward Saturn. Clearly female, it looked past Richard, arms open, legs braced, weight slightly forward. It was almost erotic.

Its blind eyes stared across the plain. It was set on a block of ice about a third its own height. Three lines of sharp, white symbols were stenciled within the ice. To Hutchins’ mind, the script possessed an Arabic delicacy and elegance. It was characterized by loops and crescents and curves. And, as the sun moved across the sky, the symbols embraced the light, and came alive. No one knew what the inscription meant.

The base was half again as wide as Hutchins with arms outspread. The creature itself was three and a half meters high. That it was a self-portrait was known because the Steinitz expedition had found on the plain prints that matched the creature’s feet.

The ramp was designed to allow visitors to get close enough to touch the artifact without disturbing anything. Richard stood thoughtfully before it. He pressed his fingertips against the base, nodded, and unhooked a lamp from his belt. He switched it on and played it across the inscription. The symbols brightened, lengthened, shifted.

‘Nice effect,’ Hutchins said.

Each of the Monuments had an inscription. But no two seemed to be derived from the same writing system. Theory held that the objects were indeed monuments, but that they had been constructed during different epochs.

Hutchins stared into its blind eyes. ‘Kilroy was here,’ she said.

She knew that all the Monuments were believed to date to a five-thousand-year period ending roughly at 19,000 B.C. This was thought to be one of the earlier figures. ‘I wonder why they stopped,’ she said.

Richard looked up at the stars. ‘Who knows? Five thousand years is a long time. Maybe they got bored.’ He came over and stood by her. ‘Cultures change. We can’t expect them to do it forever.’

The unspoken question: Did they still exist?

What a pity we missed them. Everyone who came here shared the same reaction. So close. A few millennia, a bare whisper of cosmic time.

One of the landers from the Steinitz expedition had been left behind. A gray, clumsy vehicle, with an old U.S. flag painted near an open cargo-bay door, it lay two hundred meters away, at the far end of the ramp. Lost piece of a lost world. Lights glowed cheerily in the pilot’s cabin, and a sign invited visitors to tour.

Richard had turned back to the inscription.

‘What do you think it says?’ she asked.

‘Name and a date.’ He stepped back. ‘You had it right, I think. Kilroy was here.’

She glanced away from the figure, out across the plain, sterile and white and scarred with craters. It ascended gradually toward a series of ridges, pale in the ghastly light of the giant planet. (Iapetus was so small that one was acutely conscious of standing on a sphere. The sensation did not bother her, but she knew that when Richard’s excitement died away, it would affect him.)

The figure looked directly at Saturn. The planet, low on the horizon, was in its third quarter. It had been in that exact position when she was here, and it would be there when another twenty thousand years had passed. It was flattened at the poles, with a somewhat larger aspect than the Moon. The rings were tilted forward, a brilliant panorama of greens and blues, sliced off sharply by the planet’s shadow.

Richard disappeared behind the figure. His voice crackled in her earphones: ‘She’s magnificent, Hutch.’

When they’d finished their inspection, they retreated inside the Steinitz lander. She was glad to get in off the moonscape, to kill the energy field (which always induced an unpleasant tingling sensation), to dispose of her weights, and to savor the reassurance of walls and interior lighting. The vessel was maintained by the Park Service more or less as it had been two centuries earlier, complete with photos of the members of the Steinitz team.

Richard, buoyed by his excitement, passed before the photos one by one. Hutch filled their cups with coffee, and lifted hers in toast. ‘To Frank Steinitz,’ she said.

‘And his crew.’

Steinitz: there was a name, as they say, to conjure with. His had been the first deep-space mission, five Athenas to Saturn. It was an attempt to capture the public imagination for a dying space program: an investigation of a peculiar object photographed by a Voyager on Iapetus two decades earlier. They’d returned with no answers, and only a carved figure that no one could explain, and film of strange footprints on the frozen surface of the moon. The mission had been inordinately expensive; political cartoonists had loved it, and an American presidency had been destroyed.

The Steinitz group had borne permanent scars from the flight: they had demonstrated beyond all further quibble the devastating effects of prolonged weightlessness. Ligaments and tendons had loosened, and muscles turned to slush. Several of the astronauts had developed heart problems. All had suffered from assorted neuroses. It was the first indication that humans would not adjust easily to living off-Earth.

Steinitz’ photo was mounted in the center. The image was familiar, he’d been overweight, aggressive, utterly dedicated, a man who had lied about his age while NASA looked the other way. ‘The bitch of it,’ Richard said solemnly, turning toward the windows and gazing out at the ice figure, ‘is that we’ll never meet them.’

She understood he was referring to the Monument-Makers.

‘It was,’ he continued, ‘Steinitz’ comment when he first saw her. And he was right.’

‘Right for his age. Not necessarily for ours.’ She didn’t exactly believe that, since the Monument-Makers seemed to have vanished. Nevertheless it was the right thing to say. She examined her coffee mug. ‘I’m amazed that they were able to get that kind of articulation and detail into a block of ice.’

‘What do you think of it?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know. It is disquieting. Almost oppressive. I don’t really know how to describe it.’ She swung the chair around, turning her back to the plain. ‘Maybe it’s the desolation.’

‘I’ll tell you what it is for me,’ he said. ‘It’s her footprints. There’s only one set.’

Hutch didn’t quite understand.

‘She was alone.’

The figure was idealized. It watched Saturn with unmistakable interest, and there was nobility and grace in its lines.

Hutch read something else at the juncture of beak and jaw, and in the corners of the eyes: an amalgam of arrogance and distrust laced with stoicism. Tenacity. Perhaps even fear.

‘The inscription,’ she said. ‘It’s probably the thing’s name.’

‘That’s the position Muncie takes. If in fact it’s a work of art and nothing else, it could be the title of the work. “The Watcher.” “Outpost.” Something like that.’

‘Or,’ said Hutch, ‘maybe the name of a goddess.’

‘Possibly. One of the members of the original mission suggested it might be a claim marker.’

‘If so,’ she said, ‘they’re welcome to this rock.’

‘They were thinking more of the solar system.’ The plain lay flat and sterile. The rings were knife-edge bright. ‘Are you ready to take a walk?’

They followed the ramp out onto the plain. Off to one side they could see the booted tracks of the astronauts. Approximately a kilometer and a half west, her prints appeared.

There were two sets, going in opposite directions. She wore no shoes, and the length of both the foot and the stride, measured against the anatomy of the ice figure, suggested a creature about three meters tall. They could distinguish six toes on each foot, which was also consistent. ‘Almost as if,’ Hutch said, ‘the thing climbed down and went for a walk.’

Chilling thought, that. They both glanced reflexively behind them.

One set of tracks proceeded west into the uplands.

The other wheeled out across the plain, on a course well north of the artifact. Astronaut prints, and ramps, followed in both directions. Richard and Hutch turned north.

‘The bare feet shook them up,’ said Richard. ‘Now, you and I could match the trick, if we wanted.’

After about a quarter-kilometer, the prints stopped dead in the middle of the snow. Both sets, coming and going. ‘There must have been a ship here,’ Hutch said.

‘Apparently.’ The snow beyond the prints was untouched.

The ramp circled the area, marking off a space about the size of a baseball diamond. Richard walked completely around the circle, stopping occasionally to examine the surface. ‘You can see holes,’ he said, pointing them out. ‘The ship must have been mounted on stilts. The prints show us where the creature first appeared. It – she – walked off the way we’ve come, and went up into the hills. She cut a slab of rock and ice out of a wall up there. We’ll go take a look at the spot. She fashioned the figure, put it back on board, and flew it to the site.’ He looked in the direction of the ice figure. ‘There are holes back there, too.’

‘Why haul it at all? Why not leave it up in the hills?’

‘Who knows? Why put something here and not there? Maybe it would have been too easy.’ He tapped the ramp with his toe. ‘We’re in a valley. It’s hard to see, because the sides are low, and the curve of the land is so sharp. But it’s there. The ice figure is located precisely in the center.’

After a while they went back the other way, and followed the tracks into the hills. The walkway plunged through deep snow and soared over ravines. The prints themselves twice went directly up to sheer walls and stopped. ‘They continue higher up,’ said Richard.

‘Anti-gravity?’

‘Not supposed to be possible. But how else would you explain any of this?’

Hutch shrugged.

They entered the ravine from which the ice and stone for the figure had been taken. A block had been sliced cleanly out of one wall, leaving a cut three times the visitors’ height. The prints passed the place, continued upslope, and petered out on thick ice. They reappeared a little farther atop a ridge.

The ground dropped sharply away on both sides. It was a long way down.

Richard strode along the ramp, submerged in his thoughts, not speaking, gazing neither right nor left. Hutch tried to caution him that the energy field provided fair traction at best, that the light gravity was treacherous. ‘You could sail off without much effort. You’d fall kind of slow, but when you hit bottom, there would be a very big splash.’ He grunted, and went a little easier, but not enough to satisfy her.

They continued along the crest of the ridge until the tracks stopped. It was a narrow place. But with a rousing view of Saturn, and the breathless falling-off of the worldlet’s short horizon.

Judging from the confusion of tracks, the creature might have been there for a time. And then of course she had doubled back.

Richard gazed down at the prints.

The night was full of stars.

‘She came up here before she cut the ice,’ said Hutch.

‘Very good. But why did she come here at all?’

Hutch looked out across the plain, luminous in Saturn’s pale light. It curved away from her, giddily.

The stars were hard and cold, and the spaces between them pressed on her. The planet, locked in place, had not moved since she stood here. ‘The image on the plain,’ she said, ‘is terrifying, not because it has wings and claws, but because it is alone.’

She was beginning to feel the cold, and it was a long way back to the ship. (The Flickinger fields do cool off, in time. They’re not supposed to, and there are all kinds of tests to demonstrate they don’t. But there you are.) Half a dozen moons were in the sky: Titan, with its thin methane atmosphere; Rhea and Hyperion and some of the smaller satellites: frozen, spinning rocks like this one, sterile, immeasurably old, no more capable of supporting a thinking creature than the bloated gasbag they circle.

Richard followed her gaze. ‘She must have been very much like us.’ His lined features softened.

Hutch stood unmoving.

The universe is a drafty, precarious haven for anything that thinks. There are damned few of us, and it is a wide world, and long. Hutch wondered about her. What had brought her so far from home? Why had she traveled alone? Long since gone to dust, no doubt. Nevertheless, I wish you well.


PART ONE

Moonrise


1

QURAQUA. 28TH YEAR OF MISSION, 211TH DAY. THURSDAY, APRIL 29, 2202; 0630 HOURS LOCAL TIME.

Almost overnight, every civilization on this globe had died. It had happened twice: somewhere around 9000 B.C., and again eight thousand years later. On a world filled with curiosities, this fact particularly disturbed Henry’s sleep.

He lay awake, thinking how they were running out of time, thinking how the Quraquat had known after all about the anomaly on their moon. They were unaware of the two discontinuities, had lost sight of them toward the end, and remembered them only in myth. But they knew about Oz. Art had found a coin which left no doubt, whose obverse revealed a tiny square on a crescent, at the latitude of the Western Mare. Precisely where Oz was located.

He wondered whether Linda’s surmise that the Lower Temple era had possessed optical instruments would prove correct. Or whether the natives had simply had good eyes.

What had they made of the thing? Henry buried his head in his pillow. If the Quraquat had looked at their moon through a telescope, they would have seen a city occupying the center of a vast plain. They would have seen long airless avenues and rows of buildings and broad squares. And a massive defensive wall.

He turned over. Eventually Oz would surface in Quraquat mythology and literature. When we’ve collected enough of it. And mastered the languages.

His stomach tightened. There would not be time.

The anomaly was only rock, cunningly hewn to create the illusion of the city. There was the real puzzle. And the explanation for Oz lay somehow with the race that had inhabited this world. This was a race that had built complex cultures and developed philosophical systems that had endured for tens of thousands of years. But its genius did not extend to technology, which had never risen much beyond a nineteenth-century level.

The door chimed. ‘Henry?’ The voice in the speaker was tense with excitement. ‘Are you asleep?’

‘No.’ He opened the door. ‘Did we get in?’

‘Yes—’

Henry threw back his sheet. ‘Give me two minutes. I didn’t think it would be this quick.’

Frank Carson stood in the corridor. ‘You have a good crew down there.’ In the half-light, he looked pleased. ‘We think it’s intact.’

‘Good. That’s goddam good.’ He turned on his table lamp. Beyond the window, sunlight filtered down from the surface. ‘Did you see it?’

‘Just a peek. We’re saving it for you.’

‘Yeah. Thanks.’ The traditional lie amused Henry. He knew they had all stuck their heads in. And now they would pretend that the boss would make the grand entrance.

If there was anyone with the Academy’s archeological teams homelier than Henry Jacobi, he would have been a sorry sight. In Linda Thomas’ memorable phrase, he always looked as if a load of scrap metal had fallen on him. His face was rumpled and creased, and his anatomy sagged everywhere. He had slate-colored hair, and a permanent squint which might have derived from trying to make out too many ideographs. Nevertheless, he was a master of social graces: everyone liked him, women married him (he had four exwives), and people who knew him well would have followed him into combat.

He was a consummate professional. Much like those paleontologists who could assemble a complete brontosaur from a knee bone, Henry seemed able to construct an entire society from an um.

He followed Carson through the empty community room, and down the stairway into Operations. Janet Allegri, manning the main console, gave them an encouraging thumbs-up.

Creepers and stingfish moved past the wraparound viewpanel. Beyond, the sea bottom was crisscrossed by trailmarker lamps. The sunlight was fading from the water, and the Temple was lost in the general gloom. They passed into the sea chamber, and put on Flickinger harnesses and jetpacks. Henry rubbed his hands together in pure pleasure.

Carson straightened his shoulders in his best military bearing. He was a big man with a square jaw and intense eyes that saw the world in sharp colors. That he was a retired colonel in the army of the North American Union would surprise no one. ‘This is just the beginning, Henry. I still say we should hang on here. What are they going to do if we refuse to leave?’

Henry sighed. Carson didn’t understand politics. ‘They would put a lot of heat on the Academy, Frank. And when you and I went home, we would find ourselves back in classrooms. And possibly defending ourselves in court.’

‘You have to be willing to take risks for what you believe, Henry.’

He had actually considered it. Beyond Earth, they knew of three worlds that had given birth to civilizations. One of the civilizations, the Noks on Inakademeri, still survived. The inhabitants of Pinnacle had been dead three-quarters of a million years.

And Quraqua.

Quraqua, of course, was the gold mine. Pinnacle was too far gone, and since the Noks were still in the neighborhood, the opportunities for investigation were limited. Nonetheless, there was hardly a graduate student who hadn’t found a buried city, uncovered the key to a mass migration, tracked down a previously unknown civilization. It was the golden age of archeology. Henry Jacobi understood the importance of saving this world. But he had no inclination to risk anyone’s life in the effort. He was too old for that sort of thing.

‘Does Maggie know we’re in?’

‘They’re getting her now. The poor woman never gets any rest, Henry.’

‘She can rest when we’re out of here.’ Maggie was his chief philologist. Code-breaker, really. Reader of Impossible Inscriptions. The lamp on his left wrist flashed green. He activated the energy field.

Carson punched the go pad, and the lock cycled open. Water sloshed in over the deck.

Outside, visibility was poor. They were too close inshore: the marker lights always blurred, the water was always full of sand, and one could seldom see the entire Temple.

The Temple of the Winds.

A bitter joke, that. It had been submerged since an earthquake somewhere around Thomas Jefferson’s time created a new shoreline. The Temple was a one-time military post, home for various deities, place of worship for travelers long before humans had laid bricks at Ur or Nineveh.

Sic transit.

Fish darted before him, accompanied him. Off to his left, something big moved through the water. Carson turned a lamp in its direction, and the light passed through it. It was a jelly. Quite harmless. It rippled, blossomed, and swam leisurely on its way.

A broad colonnade masked the front of the Temple. They settled onto the stone floor, beside a circular column. It was one of ten still standing. Of an original twelve. Not bad, for a place that had been through an earthquake.

‘Frank.’ Linda’s voice broke in on his earphones. She sounded pleased. And with good reason; she had planned this aspect of the excavation. She’d taken a couple of chances, guessed right, and they’d broken in well ahead of schedule. Under the circumstances, the time gained was critical.

‘Henry’s with me,’ said Carson. ‘We’re on our way.’

‘Henry,’ she said. ‘We’re open as far back as we can see.’

‘Good show, Linda. Congratulations.’

The Temple entrance gaped wide. They swam into the nave. Lines of colored lights trailed off through the dark. It always seemed to Henry that the lamps exaggerated the size of the place.

‘Blue,’ said Carson.

‘I know.’ They followed the blue lamps toward the rear. Only vestiges of the Temple roof remained. The gray light from the surface was oily and thick against the cheerful glow of the markers.

Henry was in poor condition. Swimming tired him, but he had declared jets too dangerous to use inside the excavation. He had to live by his own rules.

The glowing blue track angled abruptly off to the left, and plunged through a hole in the floor.

He could hear Linda and Art Gibbs and some of the others on the common channel. They were laughing and cheering him on and congratulating one another on the find.

He swam down the labyrinthine approach tunnel. Carson stayed to his rear, advising him to take his time, until Henry finally lost patience and asked him to be quiet. He rounded the last bend and saw lights ahead.

They stood aside for him. Trifon Pavlaevich, a husky Russian with a giant white mustache, bowed slightly; Karl Pickens beamed; and Art Gibbs floated proudly beside Linda.

Linda Thomas was a redheaded dynamo who knew what she was doing and didn’t mind sharing credit with her colleagues. As a result, they loved her. She stood over a shaft, waving him forward. When he reached her, she shook his hand, and their fields glimmered.

‘All right,’ he said briskly. ‘Let’s see what we’ve got.’

Someone pressed a lamp into his hand.

He lowered it into the darkness, saw engravings and bas-reliefs, and descended into a chamber whose dimensions reached beyond the limits of the light. The walls were busy, filled with shelves and carvings. There were objects on the shelves. Hard to see precisely what. Maybe local sea life, accumulated before the room was sealed. Maybe artifacts.

His team followed. Trifon warned them not to touch anything. ‘Got to make a chart before anything gets moved.’

We know, Tri.

Lights played across the wall-carvings. He could make out animals, but no likenesses of the Quraquat. Sculptures of the intelligent species were rare, except in holy places. In any age. And among most of their cultures. There seemed to be an imperative that prohibited capturing their own image in stone. There would be a reason, of course, but they had not yet found it.

The floor was covered with a half-meter of silt.

Other chambers opened beyond. And voices echoed happily in his phones:

‘This used to be a table.’

‘The symbols are Casumel series. Right?’

‘Art, look at this.’

‘I think there’s more in back.’

‘Here. Over here.’

And Linda, in the room on the north side, held a lamp up to a relief which depicted three Quraquat figures. Trifon delicately touched the face of one of the images, trailing his fingers across its jaw, along the thrust of its mouth. The Quraquat had been warm-blooded, bipedal, furred creatures with a vaguely reptilian cast. Alligators with faces rather than long jaws and mindless grins. These were robed. A four-legged beast stood with them.

‘Henry?’ She motioned him over.

The figures were majestic. They radiated power and dignity. ‘Are they gods?’ he asked.

‘What else?’ said Tri.

‘Not strictly,’ said Linda. ‘This is Telmon, the Creator.’ She indicated the central figure, which was dominant. ‘She is the Great Mother. And these are her two aspects: Reason and Passion.’

‘The Great Mother?’ Henry sounded surprised. The Quraquat at the time of their demise had worshipped a supreme male deity.

‘Matriarchal societies have been common here,’ she said. Tri was taking pictures, and Linda posed beside the figure. For perspective, more or less. ‘If we ever get a decent analysis on the Lower Temple,’ she said, ‘we’ll discover that was a matriarchy. I’ll bet on it. Moreover, we’ll probably find Telmon in that era as well.’

Carson’s voice came in on Jacobi’s personal channel. ‘Henry, there’s something here you’ll want to see.’

It was in the largest of the chambers, where Carson waited before another bas-relief. He waved Henry nearer, and raised his lamp. More Quraquat figures. These seemed to be set in individual tableaus. ‘There are twelve of them,’ he said in a significant voice. ‘Like the Christian stations.’

‘Mystical number.’

Henry moved quietly around the room. The figures were exquisitely wrought. Pieces had broken away, others were eroded by time. But they were still there, frame after frame of the Quraquat in that same godlike dignity. They carried rakes and spears and scrolls. And, near the end, a fearsome creature with partially hooded features appeared.

‘Death,’ said Linda.

Always the same, thought Henry. Here or Babylon or New York. Everybody has the same image.

‘What is this? Do you know?’

Linda was glowing. ‘It’s the story of Tull, the Deliverer. Here—’ She pointed at the first tableau. ‘Tull accepts the wine of mortality from Telmon. And here he is behind a plow.’

Quraquat mythology wasn’t Henry’s specialty. But he knew Tull. ‘Christ figure,’ he said. ‘Osiris. Prometheus.’

‘Yes. Look, here’s the visit to the armorer.’ She drifted along the friezes, pausing before each. ‘And the battle sequences.’

‘There’s a problem here somewhere,’ said Carson. ‘The myth is later than this period, isn’t it?’

‘We’re not sure of very much yet, Frank,’ said Linda. ‘And maybe this place isn’t as old as we think. But that doesn’t matter as much as the fact that we have a complete set of tableaus.’

‘Marvelous,’ said Henry. ‘They’ll put these in the West Wing and hang our name on them.’

Someone asked what they represented.

‘Here,’ said Linda. ‘It begins here. Tull is an infant, and he’s looking down at the world.’

‘It’s a globe,’ said Art. ‘They knew the world was round.’

‘That knowledge was lost and recovered several times during their history. Anyway, Tull envied the people on the world.’

‘The Quraquat.’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s not clear. The Quraquat apparently thought it was obvious why an immortal would behave this way, but they didn’t explain it. At least not in any of the records we’ve been able to find.

‘Over here, he’s assumed a devotional attitude. He is requesting the gift of mortality from his mother. Look at the universal outstretched hands.

‘And here’ – she moved past Henry, pointing – ‘here, he is a teacher.’

And here, caught up in war. Arm raised. Expression fierce. His right hand was broken off. ‘He would have been holding a weapon,’ she said. ‘He was at a disadvantage, because when they gave him mortality, they did not deprive him of all his divine attributes. He understood the suffering of his enemies. And he could see the future. He knew that death in battle awaited him. And he knew the manner of its coming.’

The crocodilian image of the god-hero was not without its nobility. In one frieze, he contemplates mortality in the presence of dark-robed Death.

‘Eventually,’ said Linda, ‘he asks that his godhood be restored. Here, look at the supplicating hands.’

Henry nodded. ‘I assume it was restored?’

‘Telmon left the decision to him. I will comply with your wish. But you have chosen by far the better part. Continue in your present course, and you will be loved so long as men walk in the world. She didn’t say “men,” of course, but used the Quraquat equivalent.’ Linda illuminated the final tableau. Here, he has made his decision, and puts on his armor for the last time.

‘After his death, his mother placed him among the stars.’ She turned toward Henry. ‘That’s the point of the myth. Death is inevitable. Even the gods are ultimately subject to it. Like the Norse deities. To embrace it voluntarily, for others, is the true measure of divinity.’

The dark, robed figure was disturbing. ‘Something familiar about it,’ said Henry.

Carson shook his head. ‘It just looks like your basic Grim Reaper to me.’

‘No.’ He had seen the thing before. Somewhere. ‘It isn’t Quraquat, is it?’

Art pointed a lamp at it. ‘Say again?’

‘It isn’t Quraquat. Look at it.’

‘No, it isn’t,’ said Linda. ‘Does it matter?’

‘Maybe not,’ he said. ‘But take a close look. What does it remind you of?’

Carson took a deep breath. ‘The thing on Iapetus,’ he said. ‘It’s one of the Monuments.’

Dear Phil,

We got a complete set of the Seasons of Tull today. I have attached details of the design, and tracings of eight wedges with inscriptions in Casumel Linear C. We are exceedingly fortunate: the place is in excellent condition, considering that it was close to sea water for most of its existence, and in the water for the last few centuries.

Time was, we would have had a major celebration. But we are getting close to the end here. We’ll be turning everything over to the terraformers in a few weeks. In fact, we are the last team left on Quraqua. Everybody else has gone home. Henry, bless him, won’t leave until they push the button.

Anyway, your wunderkind has struck gold. Henry thinks they’ll name the new Academy library for me.

Linda

—Linda Thomas

Letter to her mentor, Dr. Philip Berthold, University of Antioch. Dated the 211th day of the 28th year of the Quraqua Mission. Received in Yellow Springs, Ohio, May 28, 2202.
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PRINCETON. THURSDAY, MAY 6, 2202; 1730 HOURS.

Hutch killed the engine and the lights, and watched the first wave of office workers spread out through the storm. Most headed for the train station, an elevated platform lost in the hard rain. Some huddled in the shelter of the Tarpley Building, and a few – the more prosperous – dashed for their cars. The sky sagged into the parking lot, its underside illuminated by streetlights and traffic.

His lights were still on, but the blinds were down. It was a corner office on the top floor of a squat utilitarian building, a block of concrete and glass, housing law firms, insurance agents, and jobbers reps. Not the sort of place one would associate with romance. But for her, just being here again, just seeing it, set her internal tides rolling.

People were piling up at the main doors, pulling their collars tight, wrestling with umbrellas. Two or three energy fields blinked on. Cars swung into the approaches, headlamps blurred, wipers moving rhythmically.

Hutch sat unmoving, waiting for the lights to go out, waiting for Cal Hartlett to appear out on the street, wondering what she would do when he did. That she was here at all angered her. It was time to let go, but instead she was hanging around like a lovesick adolescent, hoping something would happen. Hoping he would change his mind when he saw her, as though everything they’d had would come rushing back. But if she didn’t try, she would have to live with that knowledge, and she would always wonder.

She shrank down into the front seat, and drew the rain and the night around her.

He had first confessed his love to her in that office. She’d sat in as a systems technician for him one memorable evening, and they’d stayed until dawn.

How long ago all that seemed now. She had been between flights, and when it all ended everything had seemed possible. We’ll find a way.

The glidetrain appeared in the distance, a string of bright lights against the general gloom. A few people hurrying across the lot broke into a run. It approached on a long slow curve, braked, and whispered into the station.

Cal was a financial analyst with the brokerage firm of Forman & Dyer. He enjoyed his work, loved to play with numbers, had been fascinated by her profession. My star pilot. He loved to listen to her descriptions of distant worlds, had extracted a promise that one day, somehow, she would take him along. At least, he’d smiled, to the Moon. He had gray eyes and brown hair and good laugh lines. And he loved her.

The lights in his office went out.

He lived eight blocks away. Cal was a fitness nut, and even in weather like this he would walk home.

The glidetrain pulled out, accelerated, and slipped into the storm.

The steady flow of people thinned to a handful. She watched the last of them, several waving down their rides, two breaking into a run toward the station.

And then he came through the door. Even at this distance, and in the blurred light, there could be no mistaking him.

She took a deep breath.

Cal pushed his hands deep into the pockets of his soft brown jacket and strode into the lot, away from her, with a quick step. She watched him cross the plastene, skirting puddles, plowing steadily ahead through the storm.

She hesitated, very deliberately shifted to low feed, and switched on the engine. The car moved silently across the pavement, and drew up beside him. Until the last moment, she was uncertain whether or not she would swerve away.

Then he saw her. Her window was down, rain pouring in. He looked startled, pleased, ecstatic, uncomfortable. The whole range of emotions played across his face. ‘Hutch.’ He stared at her. ‘What are you doing here?’

She smiled, and was glad she’d come. ‘Want a ride?’

The passenger’s door lifted, but he stood watching her. ‘I didn’t know you were home.’

‘I’m home. Listen, you’re getting drenched.’

‘Yeah. Thanks.’ He came around the front of the car and got in. The after-shave was the same. ‘How are you doing?’

‘Okay. How about you?’

‘Fine.’ His voice was flat. ‘You look good.’

‘Thanks.’

‘But then you’ve always looked good.’

She smiled again, warmer this time, leaned over, and carefully kissed his cheek. Cal had seemed fairly dull when she’d first met him. And his profession had done nothing to enhance that image. But he’d touched her in some primal way so that she knew, whatever happened tonight, she’d never be the same. His appearance, which had been so ordinary in the beginning, was now leading-man, drop-dead caliber. How and when had that happened? She had no idea.

‘I wanted to say hello.’ Swallow. ‘See you again.’ Who were the couple who slept with a sword between them to ensure forbearance? She felt the presence of the sword, hard and dead.

He was silent, searching. ‘Hello.’

Rain rattled on the roof. ‘I missed you.’

He frowned. Looked uncomfortable. ‘Hutch, I have something to tell you.’

Up front, she thought. That was his style. ‘You’re getting married.’

His eyes widened again. He grinned. It was the sheepish, friendly, disingenuous grin that had first attracted her two years before. Tonight, it reflected relief. The worst of this was already over. ‘How did you know?’

She shrugged. ‘People were telling me about it ten minutes after I landed.’

‘I’m sorry. I would have told you myself, but I didn’t know you were back.’

‘It’s not a problem. Who is she?’ She negotiated a deep puddle at the exit, and turned onto Harrington Avenue.

‘Her name’s Teresa Pepperdil. She’s like you: uses her last name. Everybody calls her “Pep.” She’s a teacher.’

‘She’s attractive, of course.’

‘Again, like you. I always restrict myself to beautiful women.’ He meant it as a compliment, but it was clumsy, and it hurt.

Hutch said nothing.

He looked past her, avoiding eye contact. ‘What can I tell you? She lives in South Jersey, and, as far as I know, she plans to stay here.’ He sounded defensive.

‘Well, congratulations.’

‘Thanks.’

She turned left onto 11th. Cal’s apartment was just ahead, in a condo designed to look like a castle. The pennants hung limply. ‘Listen,’ she said, ‘why don’t we stop and have a drink somewhere?’ She almost added, for old time’s sake.

‘Can’t,’ he said. ‘She’ll be over in a little while. I need to get cleaned up.’

She pulled in at the curb, short of the driveway. Cut the engine. She wanted to back off, let it go, not embarrass herself. ‘Cal,’ she said, ‘there’s still time for us.’ She spoke so softly she wasn’t sure he’d heard.

‘No.’ His eyes turned away. She had expected anger, perhaps bitterness, sadness. But there was none of that. His voice sounded hollow. ‘There never was time for us. Not really.’

She said nothing. A man approached with a dog. He glanced at them curiously, recognized Cal, mumbled a greeting, and passed on. ‘We could still make it work,’ she said. ‘If we really wanted to.’ She held her breath, and realized with numbing suddenness that she was afraid he would say yes.

‘Hutch.’ He took her hand. ‘You’re never here. I’m what you do between flights. A port of call.’

‘That’s not what I intended.’

‘It’s what happens. How many times have we had this conversation? I look at the sky at night, and I know you’re out there somewhere. How the hell could you ever settle in to hang around Princeton the rest of your life? And rear kids? Go to PTA meetings?’

‘I could do it.’ Another lie? She seemed to be flying on automatic now.

He shook his head. ‘Even when you’re here, you’re not here.’ His eyes met hers, finally. They were hard, holding her out. ‘When’s your next flight?’

She squeezed his hand, got no response, and released it. ‘Next week. I’m going out to evacuate the Academy team on Quraqua.’

‘Nothing ever changes, does it?’

‘I guess not.’

‘No—’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve seen your eyes when you start talking about those places, Hutch. I know what you’re like when you’re ready to leave. Did you know you usually can’t wait to get away? You could never settle for me.’ His voice trembled. ‘Hutch, I love you. Always have. Always will, though I won’t mention it again. I would have given anything for you. But you’re beyond reach. You would come to hate me.’

‘That would never happen.’

‘Sure it would. We both know that if I said, fine, let’s go back and start again, you call up what’s-his-name and tell him you’re not going to Quraqua, wherever the hell that is, and you’d immediately start having second thoughts. Immediately. And I’ll tell you something else: when I get out of the car, and you wave goodbye and drive away, you’re going to be relieved.’ He looked at her, and smiled. ‘Hutch, Pep’s a good woman. You’d like her. Be happy for me.’

She nodded. Slowly.

‘Gotta go. Give me a kiss for the old days.’

She managed a smile. Saw its reflection in his face. ‘Make it count,’ she said, and drank deep.

Moments later, as she turned onto the Conover Expressway headed north, she decided he was wrong. For the moment, at least, she felt only regret.

AMITY ISLAND, MAINE. FRIDAY, MAY 7; 2000 HOURS.

Hurricanes had been Emily’s kind of weather. She’d loved riding them out, sitting in front of the fireplace with a glass of Chianti, listening to the wind howl around the central dome, watching the trees bend. She’d loved them even though they were getting bigger every year, hungrier, wearing down the beach, gradually drowning the island.

Maybe that was why she loved them: they were part of the intricate mechanism of steadily rising seas and retreating forests and advancing deserts that had finally forced reluctant politicians, after three centuries of neglect, to act. Probably too late, she had believed. But she heard in the deep-throated roar of the big storms the voice of the planet.

Richard Wald was struck by her in their first encounter. That had come in the days when archeology was still earthbound, and they’d been seated across a table in a Hittite statuary seminar. He’d lost track of the statuary, but pursued Emily across three continents and through some of the dingiest restaurants in the Middle East.

After her death, he had not married again. Not that he’d failed to recover emotionally from his loss, nor that he’d been unable to find anyone else. But the sense of what he’d had with her had never been duplicated, nor even approached. His passion for Emily had dwarfed even his love for ancient knowledge. He did not expect to find such a woman again.

It had been her idea to settle in Maine, well away from D.C. or New York. He’d written Babylonian Summer here, the book that made his reputation. They’d been here on Thanksgiving Day, watching a storm like this one, when the announcement came that FTL had been achieved. (At the time neither Richard nor Emily had understood what was so special about FTL, much less how it would change their profession.) That had been just two weeks before she’d died, enroute to visit her family before the holidays.

Rain blew hard against the windows. The big spruce trees in his front yard, and across the street at Jackson’s, were heaving. There was no longer a hurricane season. They came at all times of the year. Counting from January 1, this was the seventh. They’d named it Gwen.

Richard had been reviewing his notes on the Great Monuments while preparing to write an article for the Archeological Review. It was a discussion of the current disappointment that we were no closer to finding the Monument-Makers after twenty years of effort. He argued that there was something to be said for not finding them: Without direct contact, they (the Monument-Makers) have become a considerable mythic force. We know now that it is possible to create an advanced culture, dedicated to those aspects of existence that make life worthwhile, and even noble. How else explain the motivation that erected memorials of such compelling beauty?

It might be best, he thought, if we never know them, other than through their art. The artist is always inferior to the creation. What after all are Paeonius, Cezanne, and Marimoto when contrasted with the ‘Nike,’ ‘Val d’Arc,’ and the ‘Red Moon’? Firsthand knowledge could hardly lead to anything other than disappointment. And yet – And yet, what would he not give to sit here on this night, with the storm hammering at the door, and Beethoven’s Fifth in the air, talking with one of those creatures? What were you thinking atop that ridge? Hutch thinks she understands, but what was really going through your mind? Why did you come here? Did you know about us? Do you simply wander through the galaxy, seeking its wonders?

Were you alone?

The leading edge of Hurricane Gwen packed two hundred-kilometer winds. Black rain whipped across his lawn and shook the house. Thick gray clouds torn by livid welts fled past the rooftops. The metal sign atop Stafford’s Pharmacy flapped and banged with steady rhythm. It would probably come loose again, but it was downwind of the town, and there was nothing the other side of it except sand pits and water.

Richard refilled his glass. He enjoyed sitting with a warm Burgundy near the shuttered bay window, while the wind drove his thoughts. One was more alone in heavy weather than on the surface of Iapetus, and he loved isolation. In a way he did not understand, it was connected with the same passions that flowed when he walked the halls of long-dead civilizations. Or listened to the murmur of the ocean on the shores of time …

There was no purification ritual anywhere in the world to match that of a Force 4 hurricane: Penobscot Avenue gleamed, the streetlights glowed mistily in the twilight, dead branches sailed through town with deadly grace.

Keep down.

It was, however, a guilty pleasure. The big storms were gradually washing away Amity Island. Indeed, it was possible, when the ocean was clear, to ride out a quarter mile and look down into the water at old Route One.

He’d been invited to eat at the Plunketts that evening. They’d wanted him to stay over, because of the storm. He’d passed. The Plunketts were interesting people, and they’d have played some bridge (which was another of Richard’s passions). But he wanted the storm, wanted to be alone with it. Working on a major project, he told them. Thanks, anyhow.

The major project would consist of curling up for the evening with Dickens. Richard was halfway through Bleak House. He loved the warm humanity of Dickens’ books, and found in them (to the immense amusement of his colleagues) some parallels to the Monuments. Both espoused, it seemed to him, a sense of compassion and intelligence adrift in a hostile universe. Both were ultimately optimistic. Both were products of a lost world. And both used reflected light to achieve their sharpest effects.

How on earth can you say that, Wald?

Carton in A Tale of Two Cities. Sam Weller in Pickwick. In Dickens, the point always comes from an unexpected angle.

Richard Wald was somewhat thinner than he had been when he’d walked the ridge with Hutch five years before. He watched his weight more carefully now, jogged occasionally, and drank less. The only thing left for him seemed to be womanizing. And the Monuments.

The meaning of the Monuments had been debated endlessly by legions of theorists. Experts tended to complicate matters beyond recall. To Richard it all seemed painfully clear: they were memorials, letters sent across the ages in the only true universal script. Hail and farewell, fellow Traveler. In the words of the Arab poet, Menakhat, The great dark is too great, and the night too deep. We will never meet, you and I. Let me pause therefore, and raise a glass.

His face was long and thin, his chin square, and his nose tapered in the best aristocratic sense. He resembled the sort of character actor who specializes in playing well-to-do uncles, Presidents, and corporate thieves.

The storm shook the house.

Next door, Wally Jackson stood at his window, framed by his living-room lights. His hands were shoved into his belt, and he looked bored. There was a push on now to shore up the beach. Wally was behind that. They were losing ground because of the frequency of the storms. People were simply giving up. Real estate values on Amity had dropped twenty percent in the last three years. No one had any confidence in the island’s future.

Directly across Penobscot, the McCutcheons and the Broadstreets were playing pinochle. The hurricane game had become something of a tradition now. When the big storms came, the McCutcheons and the Broadstreets played cards. When Frances hit the year before, a Force 5, they’d stayed on while everyone else cleared out. Water got a little high, McCutcheon had remarked, not entirely able to disguise his contempt for his fainthearted neighbors. But no real problem. Tradition, you know, and all that.

Eventually, the McCutcheons and the Broadstreets and their game would get blown into the Atlantic.

Darwin at work.

The commlink chimed.

He strolled across the room in his socks, paused to refill his glass. Something thumped on the roof.

Three-page message waiting in the tray. The cover sheet caught his interest: the transmission had originated on Quraqua.

From Henry.

Odd.

He snapped on a lamp and sat down at his desk.

Richard,

We found the attached in the Temple of the Winds. Est age 11,000 years. This is Plate seven of twelve. The Tull myth. Frank thinks it’s connected with Oz. Date is right, but I can’t believe it. Any thoughts?

Oz?

The next page contained a graphic from a bas-relief. An idealized Quraquat and a robed figure. Page 3 was a blow-up of the features of the latter.

Richard put down his glass and stared. It was the Ice-Creature!

No. No, it wasn’t.

He cleared off his desk and rummaged for a magnifying glass. This was from where? Temple of the Winds. On Quraqua. Oz – The structure on Quraqua’s moon was an anomaly, had nothing in common with the Great Monuments, other than that there was no explanation for it. Not even a conjecture.

And yet – He found the lens and held it over the image. Too close to be coincidence. This creature was more muscular. It had wider shoulders. Thicker proportions. Masculine, no doubt. Still, there was no mistaking the features within the folds of the hood.

But this thing is a Death-manifestation.

He slipped into an armchair.

Coincidence, first. Somebody had once shown him an image on the outside of an Indian temple that looked quite like the long-departed inhabitants of Pinnacle.

But something had visited Quraqua. We know that because Oz exists. And the evidence is that the natives never approached the technology needed to leave their home world.

Why the Death personification?

That question chilled him.

He punched up an image of Quraqua’s moon. It was barren, airless, half the size of Luna. One hundred sixty-four light-years away. A little less than a month’s travel time. It was a nondescript worldlet of craters, plains, and rock dust. Not much to distinguish it from any other lunar surface. Except that there was an artificial structure. He homed in on the northern hemisphere, on the side that permanently faced the planet. And found Oz.

It looked like a vast square city. Heavy and gray and pointless, it was as unlike the works of the Monument-Makers as one could imagine.

Yet many argued no one else could have put it there. Richard had always dismissed the proposition as absurd. No one knew who else might be out there. But the Tull discovery was suggestive.

He called the Academy and got through to the commissioner. Ed Homer was a lifelong friend. He, Richard, and Henry were all that was left of the old guard, who remembered pre-Pinnacle earthbound archeology. They’d gone through the great transition, had been mutually intrigued by million-year-old ruins. Homer and Wald had been among the first to set down on Pinnacle. Today, they still made it a point to get together for an occasional dinner.

‘I don’t guess you’ll be jogging tonight, Richard.’ That was a reference to the storm. Ed was slightly the younger of the two. He was big, jovial, good-humored. He had thick black hair and brown eyes set too far apart, and heavy brows that bounced and rode when he got excited. Homer looked reticent and inoffensive, someone who could easily be cast aside. But that pleasant smile was the last thing some of his enemies remembered.

‘Not tonight,’ said Richard. ‘It’s brisk out there.’

Ed grinned. ‘When will you be coming to D.C.? Mary would like to see you.’

‘Thanks. Tell Mary I said hello.’ Richard raised his glass toward his old friend. ‘Nowhere I’d rather be. But probably not for a while. Listen, I just got a transmission from Henry.’

‘He sent it here, too. I haven’t seen it. Something about a Grim Reaper?’

‘Something about the Monument-Makers,’ Richard explained. Ed began to look uncomfortable.

‘We’ve got a problem,’ he said. ‘You know we’re getting ready to pull the plug on Quraqua.’

Richard knew. Quraqua was first in line to be terraformed. It was to be the New Earth. (No other world offered hope of supporting a settlement, save Inakademeri. Nok. But that garden world was already home to a civilization.) Now, a wide group of powerful interests saw Quraqua as a laboratory, a place to establish a utopia, a place to start over. ‘When?’

‘Six weeks. A little less. Henry was supposed to be out of there by now. But you know how he is. Hell, Richard, once they start, we’re finished. Forever.’

Well, for a half-century anyhow. Might as well be forever. ‘You can’t let it happen, Ed. The situation’s changed.’

‘I can’t see how. Nobody gives a damn about the Monument-Makers. Not really. You and me, maybe. Not the taxpayers. And certainly not the politicians. But a lot of people are excited about terraforming. There won’t be any more delays.’

‘Have you spoken to Caseway?’

‘No. And I don’t intend to. That son of a bitch wouldn’t give us the time of day. No.’ Homer’s eyes flashed. Richard read his old friend’s frustration. ‘Look, you know I would if I thought there was a chance. Why don’t you try talking to him?’

‘Me?’

‘Yeah. He thinks you’re the big hotshot with this outfit. He’s read your books. Always speaks highly of you. Asked me why the rest of us couldn’t be more like you. Wald wouldn’t put his own interests first, he says. Thinks you have a sense of decency. Unlike me, apparently.’

Richard grinned. ‘Can’t argue with him there.’ The wind howled over the house. ‘Ed, can you get me transportation to Quraqua?’

‘Why?’

‘Because we’re running out of time. I’d like to see the Temple. And Oz. Can you do it?’

‘We have a flight going out to pick up Henry and his people.’

‘When?’

‘When can you be ready?’

‘Soon as the storm blows over. Thanks, Ed.’

The corners of Homer’s mouth rose. ‘I want you to do something for me.’

‘Name it.’

‘Two things, actually. I would like you to consider talking to Caseway. And, when you get to Quraqua, make sure Henry gets off with time to spare. Okay?’
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ARLINGTON. SATURDAY, MAY 8; 0915 HOURS.

The chime brought her out of a warm, silky dream. She fumbled at the lamp stand and touched the commlink. ‘Yes?’

‘Hutch?’ Richard’s voice. ‘They tell me you’re the pilot for the Temple flight.’

‘Yes,’ she said sleepily.

‘Good. I’ll be going with you.’

She came awake. That was a pleasant surprise. She had not been looking forward to a month alone rattling around in Wink. ‘I’m delighted to hear it,’ she said. But she wondered why he’d bother. This was strictly an evacuation run.

‘I’d have asked for you in any case,’ he was explaining.

‘And I’d have appreciated the business.’ Hutch was a contractor, not an employee of the Academy. ‘Why are you going?’

‘I want to see Oz,’ he said.

Richard signed off. Below, a tour boat with a canvas awning circled Republic Island, leaning to port while its passengers crowded the rail. They carried umbrellas against a light rain that had been falling all morning. They munched sandwiches, and dragged windbreakers for which they had no need. A fat man in a misshapen gray sweater sat in back, feeding gulls.

A brisk wind disturbed the surface of the river. Richard watched from his air taxi. Brightly colored pennants fluttered along both beams. A young couple on the starboard side paid far more attention to each other than to the monument. On the island, a group of kids, shepherded by a harried woman with a cane, trailed blue and red balloons. The fleet of sailboats that usually filled the river had not appeared. The fat man crumpled a white bag and opened another. He looked at peace with the world.

Richard envied him. Feed the gulls, and enjoy the monuments.

The taxi banked west. Constitution Island lay to his right, with its cluster of public buildings. The old Capitol had all but vanished into the rising mist. The Lincoln, Jefferson, Roosevelt, and Brockman monuments stood serenely on their embankments. And the White House: nothing in D.C. quite stirred the emotions like the sight of the former executive mansion, defiant behind its dikes. Old Glory still flew, rippling above the green and white banner of the North American Union. This was the only site in the country where the national colors gave precedence to another flag.

Lights burned in the towers along the Arlington shore.

The air taxi swung in a wide arc toward the Virginia side. Richard reluctantly turned his thoughts to the coming ordeal. He disliked confrontations. He was accustomed to deference, to people who listened politely and, if they disagreed, knew how to respond without being disagreeable. Norman Caseway, CEO of Kosmik, Inc., was the prime mover behind the Second Earth initiative. And he could be expected to show no such fastidiousness. Caseway was no respecter of persons. He was an alley fighter, a brawler who enjoyed leaving hoofmarks on opponents. He particularly relished assaulting academic types, as several of Richard’s colleagues had discovered to their dismay.

Richard had never met Caseway. He’d seen his antics on NET. A few weeks ago, he’d watched him demolish poor old Kinsey Atworth, an economist whose tongue was not as quick as his brain. Caseway’s strategy was to attack the motives of anyone who opposed him, to mock, to sneer, to enrage. And then to back off coolly while his opponent sputtered and self-destructed. The man enjoyed humiliating people.

Always speaks highly of you, Ed had said. He’s read your books.

He passed over Potomac Island and the Pentagon, and descended toward Goley Inlet. The taxi rolled in a wide, lazy spiral and landed atop the Crystal Twins.

Richard’s restraints snapped open, and the hatch slid back. He inserted his card into the reader. The taxi thanked him, wished him good day. He stepped out into warm, sluggish air, and the taxi lurched skyward, far more quickly than it would have with a passenger aboard. It turned south toward Alexandria and soared quickly over the hotels.

Norman Caseway lived with his wife and daughter in what the Towers was pleased to call its Observatory Suite, a lush penthouse that occupied parts of two floors. He was greeted at the door by an attractive middle-aged woman. ‘Dr. Wald? We’re happy you could come.’ The smile was perfunctory. ‘I’m Ann Caseway.’

‘Pleased to meet you.’ She did not offer her hand, and Richard detected a stiffness which seemed alien to her appearance. Ann Caseway was, he judged, a woman both congenial and casual. Under normal circumstances.

‘My husband’s waiting for you in his office.’

‘Thank you.’ He followed her into a reception room, tastefully decorated with embroidered wall-hangings and Caribbean basket-chairs, and a curved springwood table.

Long windows overlooked the Potomac, and the ceiling was vaulted glass. The overall display of wealth and success was calculated to intimidate visitors. Richard smiled at the transparency of the tactic. Still, reluctantly, he recognized that it did affect him.

‘This must be difficult for you,’ she said smoothly. ‘Norman hoped it might be possible to talk things out with someone at your level.’ There was the barest hint of regret, not unmixed with satisfaction, in her voice. Regret perhaps that Richard would be an unseemly victim to throw to her husband, satisfaction stemming from the end of the long argument with the Academy over Quraqua, with its threats of court battles and sequestration of funds. Nice to see the enemy at the door, hat in hand.

Damn the woman.

She led him through a conference room filled with Kosmik trophies and memorabilia, photos of Caseway with famous people, Caseway signing documents, Caseway cutting ribbons. Awards, certificates of appreciation from charities and public organizations, plaques from government agencies, were present in such profusion that they overflowed the walls and lay in piles. An antique dark-stained rolltop desk dominated the room. It was shut, but a framed news bulletin, with a photo, stood prominently on its top. The bulletin, dated thirty years before, read: BRAINTREE MAN RESCUES BOY WHO FELL THROUGH ICE. The hero in the photo was a young Caseway.

‘This way, please.’ She opened an inner door and sunlight blinded him. This wasn’t the feeble mid-May sunlight of Virginia. Nor even of a summer day in New Mexico. This was off-Earth sunlight. Naked white sunlight. She handed him a pair of dark glasses.

‘Welcome, Dr. Wald.’ The voice, rich, precise, confident, came from within the glare.

A sand dune half-blocked the doorway. A hologram, of course. Richard strolled directly through the dune (which was not playing the game), and stepped into a desert. The room was air-conditioned. Flat sand stretched to the horizon.

A few feet away, Norman Caseway sat in one of two wing chairs behind a coffee table. A bottle of Burgundy and two goblets were on the table. One was half-full.

He was well turned-out – red jacket, tie, neatly pressed dark blue trousers. Dark lenses hid his eyes. Behind him, rising out of the desert, was Holtzmyer’s Rock.

Caseway filled Richard’s glass. ‘I hope you don’t mind that I started without you.’

They were on Pinnacle. Holtzmyer’s Rock looked like a gigantic washed-out red onion rooted in the sand. It stood more than thirty meters high, eight stories. The original was composed of individual pieces of stone, so cunningly fitted that the seams were not visible without close inspection. The object had been dated at almost a million years. Arnie Holtzmyer, who’d stumbled on it almost twenty-two years ago, had been the least competent professional Richard had known. Had the sand been a little higher, Arnie would never have seen it.

The intent of its builders was unknown. It was solid rock, with four inner chambers but no means of reaching them. The chambers were empty, and did not seem to have any geometric order.

‘What did you feel when you came to this place?’ Caseway’s voice, breaking into his reverie, startled him.

‘Its age,’ Richard said, after a moment’s reflection. ‘It felt old.’

‘You didn’t mention that. In your book.’

‘I didn’t think it was important.’

‘You were writing for the general public. About a structure that seems to be unique on Pinnacle. Nobody knows what its purpose was. Or anything about it. What else was there to talk about except your feelings?’

The book was Midnight on Pinnacle. Richard had dwelt on brick texture, on the discoloration near the top that suggested a long delay during construction. He had made observations relating to the geometry of the object, and drew inferences from the fact that it stood alone. He had traced the geological history of the land on which it rested, pointing out that it had probably been a prairie at the time of construction. He had provided graphs showing how long it had been buried. And described recent wind action which had uncovered the object for Arnie.

‘I’d like to go out there myself some day.’ Caseway rose and offered a hand. ‘I’m pleased to meet you, Dr. Wald. Glad you could find time to come by.’

Richard was thinking of the inadequacies of holograms. You can’t sip wine out near Holtzmyer’s Rock. On the other hand, when he had stood in a high wind years ago and pressed his fingertips against the blistered stone, he had been shielded from the heat by his Flickinger field. The sand had rattled against the energy envelope, and the wind had tried to blow him over. Like Caseway, he had never really been there.

‘Yes. Well, I needed to talk to you.’ Richard was naturally gregarious. Despite the years that make cynics of most people, he believed everyone could be reasoned with. He took the proffered hand and squeezed it warmly.

Caseway was a small, heavy man in late middle age. He reminded Richard of a master chess player he had once known, a man of infinite deliberation. He observed all the courtesies, and his manner suggested that he had taken the moral high ground, and that they both knew it. His voice filled with passion, and Richard understood that he was dealing with no empty opportunist. Norman Caseway perceived himself as a benefactor of the species.

‘Please, sit down.’ His host turned his chair to face him. ‘I assume you’d like to talk about Project Hope.’

Right to the point. Richard tasted his Burgundy. ‘Apparently, Mr Caseway, there’s been some bitterness.’

‘My friends call me Norman. And that’s something of an understatement, Richard.’

Richard folded his hands across his waist. ‘I would have preferred it otherwise.’

‘Doubtless. So would I. You should know Horner went behind my back. Tried to pull political strings.’

‘Ed means well. Maybe it didn’t occur to him to just ask.’

‘I think he needs new advisors.’ Caseway looked out across the desert. ‘Does he listen to you?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘Tell him that if it had been possible to oblige him, I would have done so. If he had been willing to approach me directly. And talk to me.’

‘What you’re saying is that it would have made no difference.’

Caseway’s lips tightened. ‘None,’ he said. ‘Under the circumstances, I really have no choice but to proceed.’

‘I see.’

‘If it’s any consolation, I take no pleasure in this. I understand the archeological value of Quraqua. And I have a reasonable idea what we stand to lose. But you have had twenty-eight years on that world—’

‘That’s a long time in a man’s life, Mr Caseway. But it is very short when we are trying to reconstruct the history of an entire world.’

‘Of course.’ He smiled at Richard’s persistence in using the formal address. But he refused to take offense. ‘Nevertheless, there are pressing considerations. We are not entirely free to choose our time frames.’ He sipped his drink. ‘What a marvelous place Pinnacle must be. I wonder what they were like.’

‘We’ll know eventually. We are already able to make reasonable assumptions. We know they believed in survival beyond the grave. We know they valued mountaintops and seacoasts. We know they succeeded in eliminating war. We even know something about their music. Fortunately, we don’t have to worry about a private corporation seizing the world.’
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