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We did not fall from heaven to be worshipped.
We came out of fire, and dust, and loss.
We were not your gods.
We were your brothers.— from the sealed chamber



PROLOGUE
The Door in the Red Dust


The rover had been alone for so long that loneliness had stopped being a condition and become a kind of weather.

For nine years it had crawled the floor of the great canyon, a six-wheeled machine the size of a small car, picking its careful way along ledges that no living thing had ever stood upon. Its solar wings folded and unfolded through the thin pink dawns, chasing a sun that hung small and cold and miserly in a sky the color of an old bruise. It had outlived two mission directors, three software revisions, and every engineer who had first taught it its patient, idiot courage. It did not know any of this. It knew only the next meter of rust-colored ground, and the instruction, repeated across two hundred million kilometers and an eight-minute delay, to keep looking.

It was very good at keeping looking. It had been built by people who would never see it again, in a clean white room on a blue world, and they had given it the one virtue machines possess in greater measure than their makers: it did not get tired of the truth. It simply went where it was sent and reported what was there, faithfully, without hope or boredom, for nine years, across a dead red desert that had once — though the rover could not have understood the word — been an ocean.

On the four thousand and tenth morning of its long walk through the canyon men called Valles Marineris, it found the shadow.

The shadow lay under a collapsed shelf of rock at the base of the south wall, where the light came late and left early, and the moment its forward camera caught the edge of it, the rover’s navigation logic registered something it had no category for, and stopped.

Mars is a world of curves. It is a planet sculpted by patience — by wind that has had four billion years and nothing else to do, by dust that fans and drifts and leans, by craters that slump and soften like old footprints in snow. Nothing on Mars has a straight edge. The wind does not permit it. Yet this shadow ran for three meters along the base of the cliff without a single deviation, a line so clean and so deliberate that it could only have been laid by something that had once, long ago, cared about the difference between true and almost.

The rover turned its camera-mast with the slow deliberation of a thing that has all the time in the universe. It focused. And then, obedient to a contingency protocol written years before by scientists who had never quite dared to believe it would be triggered, it began to record, and to send the recording home across the dark.

The signal climbed out of the canyon, leapt to a relay satellite, and fell the long eight minutes to Earth, where it arrived in a windowless room and changed the lives of everyone in it.

❖

Dr. Mara Eddai watched the straight edge resolve, frame by frame, into a wall.

She was forty-one years old and had spent most of her life reading the writing of the dead. Sumerian clay and Linear B, the cartouches of forgotten kings, the scratched bone calendars of people whose names had not survived their own arithmetic. She had a gift that her colleagues found, depending on their temperament, either thrilling or faintly unnerving: she could look at a system of marks made by a mind utterly unlike her own and feel, before she understood a single character of it, the shape of the wanting behind it. Every script, she liked to say in the lectures she no longer had time to give, is a person leaning across the centuries and saying the same four words. *I was here. Remember me.* Stone and clay and ink were only the ways the dead had found to keep saying it after their mouths were gone.

She had never expected to hear those four words from another planet.

“That’s not geology,” she said.

Beside her, Jonas Reed — twenty-six, all nerves and cold coffee and a doctorate he wore like a coat two sizes too big — checked the second feed as if it might overrule the first. His hands were not quite steady on the console. “It’s a wall,” he said. “Doctor. That is a wall.”

The door behind them opened, and the room changed temperature.

Ansel Voss did not raise his voice or move quickly; he had never in his life needed to do either. He was somewhere in his fifties, expensively plain, with the particular stillness of a man who has read the contract before everyone else in the room and knows precisely which clause he intends to invoke. The Helios consortium had funded the back third of this mission with public money and private leverage in roughly equal measure, and Voss was the hand that held the leash — courteous, patient, and entirely without illusions about why anyone does anything.

“Tell me what I’m looking at,” he said, “before the board does.”

Mara did not answer. On the largest screen, the rover’s manipulator arm had unfolded with the dreamlike slowness of the eight-minute delay, and a soft brush — the kind a paleontologist uses on a fossil, mounted on the arm against exactly this impossible day — swept once, twice, across the face of the stone.

And out of four billion years of dust, symbols surfaced.

A spiral. A bundle of reeds, bound at the stalk. A river, drawn as a single confident wavering line that any child of the Nile would have recognized. Two circles, one large, one small. And between the two circles, a row of small repeated shapes that the mind refused, for one vertiginous second, to read as what they plainly were.

Ships.

Mara felt the floor of her understanding tilt very gently, the way it does in the instant before grief or love, when the world has already changed and the body has not yet been told.

She had seen reeds and a river drawn exactly that way before. Not here. Not on this cold dead world two hundred million kilometers from anything that had ever drawn anything. On Earth — on the wall of a predynastic tomb above the first cataract of the Nile, carved by a people who had been dust themselves for four and a half thousand years, and who had believed, when they pressed those marks into the soft stone, that they were among the very first human beings ever to write anything down at all.

“I know that river,” she whispered.

“You know it,” Voss repeated, not unkindly, watching her the way a man watches a horse he has bet a great deal on. “From where?”

But she did not answer him, because she had stopped being a scientist in a room and become, for one moment, only a person reaching across an impossible distance toward another person who had reached first. Without deciding to, without knowing she was doing it, she lifted her hand and laid her palm flat against the cold glass of the screen, over the carved stone, over the river and the two worlds and the little ships sailing the gulf between them — as if she could press her warm, living hand through the glass and the dark and the eight-minute delay and the two hundred million kilometers, and touch the thing that had been waiting down there in the cold for someone, anyone, to come back at last and read what it had spent four thousand years trying to say.




ONE
The Dark Places


Long ago, and very far away, a child pressed his hand against a window and felt, on the other side of the glass, the cool of a world that was not yet dying.

The window was high in a tower on a high plateau, and beyond it the world was blue.

Not red. Blue. From this height, at this hour, you could see a third of the planet at once, and most of what you saw was water — oceans braided with cloud, inland seas catching the early light, a great slow river uncoiling across a continent toward a delta you could not see the end of. Where there was land there was green: green valleys, green terraces stepping up the flanks of the mountains, the deep breathing green of forests that ran along the rivers like the rivers’ own shadows. Two moons hung in the clean morning sky, one gibbous and gold and close, the other a thin silver paring near the horizon, fading as the sun came up. And below the tower the city spread in pale tiers down the mountainside, its night-lights going out window by window as the day reached them, so that from up here you could watch an entire civilization wake — the first trams sliding along their rails, boats putting out from a far estuary, the slow drift of a festival kite shaped like the gibbous moon, rising over the rooftops on the morning wind.

This was Aruun. It was alive, and it was beautiful, and it did not know that it was going to die. It had, on this particular morning, exactly one hundred years left in which to find out, and not one of the million people waking in the city below had any idea that the clock had already started.

The child’s name was Enoch, and he was seven, and he was bored.

“Why do you watch the dark parts?” he asked. “There’s nothing there.”

His mother did not look up. She was working at a long table of pale glass, and across the glass the night sky lay spread like a chart, deeper and stranger than the brightening one outside the window. Her hands moved through it — turning a cluster of stars, opening and closing the long curved tracks of comets, pulling a smear of distant light closer until it resolved into a thousand points and then pushing it away again. Sera Thalen was the kind of person whose attention, when she gave it to you, felt like being chosen out of a crowd; and the kind of person whose attention, when she withheld it, you forgave instantly, because you could see that it had gone somewhere that mattered.

“Because the dark parts,” she said, “are where things hide before they arrive.”

She reached over without looking and ruffled her son’s hair, and for a moment her hand rested warm on his head, and the kite climbed over the city, and the second moon faded into the blue, and there was nothing wrong anywhere in the whole turning world.

Then she went still.

On the glass before her, three cometary tracks had bent. Only slightly — a fraction of a degree here, a hair’s breadth there — but they had bent the same way, all three, toward the same empty region of the outer dark, as though something out there that her instruments could not see had reached in among them and tugged, gently, the way a hand disturbs the surface of still water and the ripples tell you where the hand has been.

She told herself it was an instrument error. Instruments drifted; mirrors warmed; the cold did strange things to the long baselines. She reran the calculation, and the comets bent. She told herself it was a fault in the orbital model, some neglected term, some small forgotten mass. She reran it a third time, the slow careful way you check a thing you are praying is wrong, and the three tracks bent toward the empty place, and bent, and bent — and the empty place stopped being empty in her mind and became, instead, an object. Large. Cold. Fast. And coming.

She did not tell her son. She told no one — not for two more days, while she built the simulation that would end her world — but she lifted Enoch onto her hip though he was really too big for it now, and carried him to the window, and they watched the kite together until it was
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