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Over the battered landscape hung two moons, one full and red like Mars without the icecaps, the other a jaundiced crescent quite unlike the blue and white Earth in the lunar sky of Liu Shang's childhood, or even the silvery moon of pre-spaceflight photographs. Liu Shang looked back at the cluster of tents behind her, all marked with the same Kennedy University Tycho emblem that was on the right-shoulder patch of her overalls.

Mission rules were clear – no one was to go beyond the perimeter of their camp alone, and absolutely nobody was to go out at night. But she dreaded the thought of approaching anybody about her vision of an unknown ruin. Not just the fear of being ridiculed and losing face –  if any of her friends trusted her enough to accompany her out there and were ridiculed, she would've caused them to lose face as well.

No, she'd first slip out on a quick trip of her own, verify the ruins did indeed exist. Once she had hard proof she'd experienced a true vision, she'd speak to the professors, get a proper expedition arranged.

Liu Shang fingered the locator in her pocket. The expedition had put up only basic satellites, not a full global positioning constellation like the settled worlds possessed. However, the orbits had been carefully planned to provide the dig site with maximal coverage. As long as she didn't hit one of those rare dead zones, finding her way back should be no problem.

Still, she had no time to waste. The longer she remained out, the greater the risk someone would notice her absence.

Although accustomed to brisk walks by a lifetime of physical conditioning, Liu Shang found it more difficult than she'd expected to cross the distance. The stronger gravity pretty much canceled out the advantage of not needing a spacesuit, which meant she made little better progress than she had during the training digs in the spaceport of an abandoned lunar settlement

The farther she walked, the more uneasy she became. She told herself it was just being on an exposed planetary surface, dependent upon the natural environment. As a native Lunan, she'd grown up checking life-support telltales until it became as automatic as breathing. Tåheir absence left her at a loss for the reassurance that oxygen and carbon dioxide were at their proper levels.

One thing was like being back on the Moon — the swiftness with which she came upon her goal. One minute she was toiling up yet another slope, unsure how many more she would have to crest or if she might be on a fool's errand. The next minute she was looking down at the half-buried tower of her dream. The experience made her recall the early lunar explorers who'd spent hours toiling toward the rim of a crater only to give up within a dozen meters of their goal.

But I didn't give up and turn back. Liu Shang allowed herself a moment of satisfaction as she surveyed her find. It was shorter than in her vision, not only because the ground level had risen from the accretion of dust and soil over untold millennia, but also because the titanium spire which had once topped the stonework had gone on walkabout. Destroyed in the cataclysm which had felled a civilization, or looted by subsequent cultures as so many of Earth's archeological treasures had been over the centuries and millennia?

Liu Shang had intended to return to camp as soon as she'd verified the site actually existed. Now that she'd located the tower of her dream, she found her curiosity piqued to a feverish pitch. In the sanguine light of the red moon (its yellow companion having set during her trek), she could see the shapes of additional walls under the scrubby ground cover. Might there be an entire complex of buildings lying just under the surface, more intact than anything they'd found from such an early era of this planet's habitation?

Gazing upon those walls filled her with unease. The alien geometries of their alignment grated upon her nerves, making her recall studying the mysterious entities which had once occupied this part of the galaxy. Alton Shigeta's words came back to her:

"They've been called the Ancients, the Old Ones, the Elder Things, the Fathers of Time, as many names as the societies and cultures they influenced. They scattered humans and eight other sapient species across the Sagittarius Arm, as slaves, as playthings, as food. And as suddenly as they appeared, they vanished utterly, leaving only traces: Fragments of a technology so advanced as to defy comprehension. The faiths and folklore of the various Scattered Peoples, recalling beings like gods, at once magnificent and terrible, by turns generous and vindictive."

In the comfortable confines of the Lovell Library with its moonglass tables polished milky-smooth by centuries of use, it had seemed a fascinating bit of ancient history, safely remote, Now, amidst a blasted landscape made less desolate than the lunar surface only by the presence of a breathable atmosphere, things looked very different indeed.

In fact, they'd become downright scary. Overcome with dread, Liu Shang turned and fled the way she'd come. She didn't get far before her foot caught and sent her sprawling face-first to the ground.

The stronger gravity made her fall hard enough to knock the wind out of her. Growing up on the Moon led her mind to interpret the sensation as a failure of her air supply. She groped to check life-support monitors on a spacesuit she wasn't wearing. Only as she caught her breath could she pull her thoughts together enough to remember she was in a natural atmosphere.

Liu Shang pulled herself to her knees and looked around for what had tripped her. In the familiar habitat environment, she would've expected an unsecured cable, but here she had no idea what to look for.

The pale loop which emerged from the ground a few centimeters from her toe couldn't be of natural origin. The closer she looked, the more certain she became that it had to be a polymer - yellowed with age, but untouched by the natural processes of decay as plastics could remain for centuries even on biologically active worlds. A dig on Earth had been looking for remnants of a dismantled launch pad from the Expulsion era, but had instead found the site littered with fragments of pre-spaceflight Bakelite radios and home appliances. Fascinating for anyone studying high-industrial consumer culture, but frustrating for a scholar hoping to complete a doctoral dissertation on second-wave lunar settlement.

Liu Shang's curiosity was sufficiently aroused that she gave the translucent strand a firm tug, strong enough to pull it loose from the soil in which it had become embedded. Based upon her experience, she had expected it to extend for some length in either direction, until it either broke or wrapped around something immovable.

Instead it proved to be a short, closed loop from which depended an ovoid of some ceramic material. Might it have been worn as a pendant, the way some signaling devices and alarm keys were? Except she saw neither buttons nor touchpad, only a raised design that defied the eye's ability to follow it.

The harder Liu Shang tried to examine it, the more queasy she grew. A vertiginous feeling overcame her, obliterated her ability to locate herself as to person, place and time...
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THE SACRED DRUMS BEAT out an ever-increasing tempo for the oblates to dance across the festival plaza to the Temple where they would offer themselves upon the altar for the nourishment of their gods. Already many of the oblates had surrendered themselves to the ecsasty of drug-induced trance, twisting and writhing without heed to the effects upon bodies they would soon surrender to the overlords they worshipped.

Some of the oblates had yielded themselves to the point they'd lost control of their bodily functions, not even noticing the stains that now ran down their white temple garments. Miri had to fight the urge to wrinkle her nose whenever the stench wafted by. She dared not let anyone realize she had avoided ingesting any of the drug when the chalice was given to her, merely pressed her lips to its rim as if drinking. If someone suspected what she intended, up would go the cry of sacrilege, and she would do well to be killed cleanly with the ritual knife and not torn limb from limb by an outraged crowd.

It was no easy task to scan for some route of escape to which she might work herself, yet appear to be completely absorbed in the ecstasy of the dancing, chanting mass of humanity all around her. How the other dancers, those who had taken the drug and surrendered their minds to the ritual they enacted, avoided colliding with one another as they twisted and wove their way toward the temple, she could not guess. But it did make her task simpler, for which she was grateful.

Miri brushed against an obstacle — not stone, but flesh, warm, yielding. Startled, she gasped, turned half fearing it would be one of the priests, having discovered her deceit and determined to ensure that she did not evade her fate.

No, the man beside her did not wear the scarlet robes of the priesthood, but the simple white garment of an oblate. She looked up at his eyes, which gazed back at her with the clarity of another who had evaded the trance drug.

Still, it took a moment to place his face, so astonished was she to see him here, dressed in an oblate's tunic rather than in flight suit or sky-blue dress uniform. Had it been only eight days, half a phase-cycle of the Blood Moon, since he had stood at the doors of the Palace of Government to receive the Sacred Star from the hand of the First Servant himself as reward for leading the Holy Falcons to victory over the Cherdwyn blasphemers who had stolen divine gifts of technology and used them to make war against the gods and their chosen Servants?

"Deek?"

He shot her a glare of pure fury. "Shhh!"

Miri cursed her own carelessness, then realized the irony of condemning it in the names of the very gods whose service she was rejecting. In that moment of unthinking recognition she could've betrayed both of them to the priests. By some stroke of fortune none had been looking in her direction.
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