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Pretty, in amber, to observe the forms
Of hairs, or straws, or dirt, or grubs, or worms;
The things, we know, are neither rich nor rare,
But wonder how the devil they got there.

—Alexander Pope, “An Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot”

“If that ain’t the damnedest thing.” Tom Lasker had to raise his
voice to be heard over the wind. Will paused with his spade full
of black earth to see what had drawn his father’s attention.

A triangular plate, not unlike a shark’s fin, stuck out of the
ground. It was tough. Metal, apparently, but not corroded.

They were on the low ridge that bordered the west side of the
farm, working late under a string of light-bulbs, trying to put in
a system that would pump water uphill from the well. Lasker
played his flashlight over the object, and Will pushed at it with
the tip of his boot. The night smelled of approaching winter. A
cold wind chopped across the rise and shook the lights. Lasker
knelt and brushed the soil away with gloved fingers. The object
was bright red. Smooth and hard. When he pulled, it had no
give.

The house was about a quarter-mile away, a
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two-story frame building set back in a thick growth of trees. Its
lights were warm and cheerful.

The fin was attached to a rod of the same color and texture,
all of a piece. It angled down into the soil at thirty degrees. Will
wedged his spade under it, and they tried to lever it up. It
wobbled but wouldn’t come loose. “On three,” said Lasker.

He did the count, and they yanked together, lost their balance,
and fell laughing over each other. “That’s enough for tonight,
Pop,” said Will. “Let’s go eat.”

The Pembina Escarpment was visible through the bedroom
windows of Tom Lasker’s house. The escarpment consisted of
a line of rounded hills and ridges and jutting rocks, a fairly im-
pressive feature on land that was otherwise pool-table flat. Ten
thousand years ago it had been the western shore of an inland
sea that covered large areas of the Dakotas, Minnesota, Man-
itoba, and Saskatchewan. The spot where the house now stood
would have been several hundred feet underwater.

Lasker was a big man: awkward, with thinning brown hair
and wide shoulders. His features were sharp, raw-edged, carved
by too many unforgiving winters. He’d lived his entire life in
the Fort Moxie area. He thought of himself as basically uninter-
esting, just a farmer who worked hard, didn’t socialize too much,
and took care of his family. He was happily married, his two
sons seemed to be developing into reasonable adults, and he
enjoyed flying. Like many of the local farmers, he had a pilot’s
license, and he owned a Katana DV—20. He also owned a
World War II—era Navy Avenger and was a member of the
Confederate Air Force—a group of enthusiasts dedicated to
restoring antique warbirds.

Shortly after dawn on the morning following the find, he and
Will were back atop the slope. October on the northern plains
tends to be bleak and cold. This day
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was typical. Lasker was half buried in his down jacket, not having
yet worked up enough sweat to shed it.

The fin stuck several inches out of the ground, mounted on a
support pole about two inches thick. Lasker was thinking about
the damage it might have done had he run a tractor over it.

Will sank his spade into the earth. “Well,” he said, “let’s get
rid of it.” He turned the soil over, and even this late in the season
it was heavy and sweet.

The air was still. A blue jay sat on a fence rail, watching, and
Lasker felt good about the world. The shark fin interested him.
Hard to imagine what it was or how it had come to be buried
on land his family had owned for sixty years. More important,
it provided a temporary puzzle that bound him a little closer to
his son.

How deep did the pole go? He measured off a few feet in a
straight line from its point of entry and began throwing up soil
in his methodical way. Will joined in, and after a while they
struck metal. The pole was at least six feet long. They continued
digging until Will had to leave for school. Then Lasker went
into the house, had some coffee and toast, and came back for
another go. He was still working on it when Ginny called him
for lunch.

She came back with him afterward to see what the fuss was
about. Ginny was tall, clever, a product of Chicago who had
come to North Dakota as a customs inspector, with the primary
objective of getting away from urban life. She’d fallen in love
quickly with this guy, who in turn had started making trips to
Canada, hoping she would clear him when he returned. Some-
times he’d even bought things, stuff he could pay duty on. She
remembered the first time he’d tried that approach: He’d spent
thirty dollars in a Winnipeg bookstore for a history of Canadian
aviation and had clearly been disappointed when she’d waved
him through because books were free of duty.
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His friends had tried to warn him away from Ginny. She’ll
get tired of the harsh winters, they'd said. And small-town life.
Eventually she’ll go back to Chicago. They'd talked about
Chicago more or less in the tone they’d have used for Pluto. But
twenty years had passed, and she was still here. And she and
Tom thrived on snowy nights and roaring fires.

“Is it creating a problem?” she asked, puzzled, standing over
the trench that Lasker had dug around the thing. It was about
six feet deep, and a ladder stuck out of it.

“Not really.”

“Then why do we care? There isn’t any reason to tear it out
of the ground, is there? Just cut it off and don’t worry about it.”

“Where’s your sense of romance?” he asked, playing back a
line she used occasionally. “Don’t you want to know what it
is?”

She smiled. “I know what it is. It’s a pole.”

“How’d it get here?”

Ginny looked into the trench. “There’s something down there,”
she said. “At the bottom.”

It was a piece of cloth. Lasker climbed down and dug around
the fabric. Tried to free it. “It’s connected to the pole,” he said.

“This seems like more trouble than it’s worth.”

“It shouldn’t be here.”

“Okay. But we've got other things to do today.”

He scowled and chunked his spade into the soft earth.

It looked like a mast. Complete with sail.
Connected to a deck.
The Laskers invited their neighbors, and everybody dug.
The deck was part of a yacht. And the yacht was of not-incon-
siderable size.
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The revelation came gradually during a week’s work by a
growing force of friends and high-school kids and even passers-
by. The shark’s fin appeared to be a decorative piece atop one
of two masts.

The yacht itself was a substantial piece of marine architecture,
complete with pilothouse and cabins and full rigging. They
hauled it out of the ground and laid it on its side, propping it
up with stacks of cinder blocks. Lasker’s younger son, Jerry,
played a hose on it. And as the muck washed away they saw
bright scarlet paint and creamy white inboard paneling and lush
pine-colored decks. The water created a fine spray where it struck
the hull. Cables dangled from the starboard side, front and rear.
Mooring cables, probably.

With every hour the crowd grew.

Betty Kausner touched the keel once or twice, tentatively, as
though it might be hot.

“It’s fiberglass, I think,” said her husband, Phil.

Jack Wendell stood off to one side, hands on his hips, staring.
“I don’t think so,” Jack said. He’d been in the Navy once. “It
doesn’t feel like fiberglass,” he said.

“Tom.” Betty Kausner’s eyes found Lasker. “Whose boat is
it?”

Lasker had no idea. The boat was gorgeous. It gleamed in the
shrunken Dakota sun.

At least once every few minutes, someone asked whether it
was a joke.

Lasker could think of only one reason someone would bury
a boat like this, and that was that it had something to do with
drugs. He fully expected to find bodies in it, and, when they
went inside, he peeked reluctantly in each cabin.

He was gratified to find nothing amiss.

The boat looked different from anything Lasker had seen be-
fore, although he couldn’t have said why. It might have been,
that first morning, the shifting texture of the light beneath dark
passing clouds. It might have been the proportion of bow to
stern, of tiller to mainmast. It might
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have been some subtle set of numbers in the geometry of the
craft.

Will glanced toward the east, in the general direction of the
Red River of the North. “It’s a long way to the water,” he said.

“It looks in good shape.” Ray Hammond, who owned the
land to the east, along Route 11, scratched his head. “It looks
like you could run her out tomorrow.” He touched the sails with
the tip of his boot. “These might need a little soap and water,
though.”

A car pulled into the driveway. Ed Patterson and his wife and
five kids climbed out. Ed ran the Handy Hardware in Walhalla.
He inspected the boat, shaking his head, and his wife looked at
Lasker as if Lasker had family secrets that had just been exposed.
The kids began chasing one another around the driveway.

Kausner had gone back to his station wagon. He returned
with a tape measure. He made marks in the soil at stem and
stern and measured it off. “Forty-seven feet, five inches,” he an-
nounced.

Had anyone been there with a nautical background, that per-
son would have recognized the craft as a ketch. It had a full keel,
a wide beam (just under seventeen feet), a full underbody, and
a graceful turn to the bilge. Waist-high bulwarks surrounded the
deck, tapering toward the bow. There were two steering stations,
one in the cockpit and a secondary one inside the pilothouse,
just aft of the beam. Air scoops opened out to port and star-
board.

The only visible damage to the craft was a broken propeller
shalft.

They took down the sails, washed them, and hung them in
the basement to dry. Lasker removed the mooring cables, cleaned
them, and put them in the barn.

It took two more days to clear out the belowdecks area.

There were two cabins, a galley, and a washroom.
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The cabins were unremarkable. There was a table in each, a
scattering of chairs, and two bunks. Several empty cabinets were
built into rough-hewn bulkheads.

The galley had a refrigerator, a bank of devices that might
have been microwave ovens, and liquid dispensers. But symbols
on the microwaves and in the refrigerator were unfamiliar. The
washroom had a shower and a washbasin and the oddest-looking
toilet Lasker had ever seen: It was low and squat and had neither
a seat nor a cover. Again, they found writing no one could
identify.

“It’s spooky,” he told Ginny that first evening after they’d looked
belowdecks. The small crowd had broken up after a while and
drifted away, leaving Lasker wondering how the boat had got
into the hillside. What had Will said? It's a long way to the
water.

After dinner he looked at the yacht through the windows over
the kitchen sink. It gleamed in the moonlight.

“You okay?” Ginny asked.

“I wish I knew what it was. Where it came from.”

She offered him a piece of lemon meringue pie. “Must have
been your father,” she said. “Who else could it have been?”

Later, while she read, he put on his jacket and went out.

Fort Moxie lent itself to timelessness. There were no major
renovation projects, no vast cultural shifts imposed by changing
technology, no influxes of strangers, no social engineering. The
town and the broad prairie in which it rested were caught in a
kind of time warp. It was a place where Harry Truman was still
president. Where people still liked one another, and crime was
virtually unknown. The last felony in Fort Moxie had occurred
in 1934, when Bugsy Moran shot his way through the border
station.
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In all, it was a stable place to live, a good place to rear kids.

The plain stretched out forever. It had been the basin for Lake
Agassiz, the inland sea whose surface area had been broader
than that of the modern Great Lakes combined.

Agassiz.

Long gone now. He looked west toward the ridge at its old
coastline. Not much more than a wrinkle in the plain. An inglori-
ous end. He'd flown over it many times, pointing it out to his
boys. He wanted them to love the place as he did.

Ben at Ten, KLMR-TV, Grand Forks, 10:26
P.M., October 18.
Markey: We've got a strange story out of Fort Moxie tonight,

Julie. They’ve found a yacht in a wheat patch.
Hawkins: (Smiling) A yacht in a wheat patch?

(Cut to long shot of Fort Moxie; pan out across prairie, close
in on windbreak and farm buildings)

Markey: Anybody out there misplace a sailboat? There’s a
farmer up near the border who’s scratching his head tonight.
Carole Jensen reports.

(Cut to long shot of yacht and spectators; closeup on Jensen)

Jensen: Ben, this is Carole Jensen at the Tom Lasker farm in
Cavalier County.

(Cut to Lasker)
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That is a beautiful yacht, Mr. Lasker. Are you really trying to
tell us somebody buried this on your farm?

Lasker: Yes, I am, Carole. Right up there. (Pointing)That’s
land I'd held out through the last planting season. We're
going to plant wheat in the spring. But I needed a system
that would pump water uphill. So we were burying pipes,
and there it was.

Jensen: The yacht?

Lasker: Yes.

(Angle shot to emphasize the dimensions of the boat)

Jensen: Was it all buried? Or just part of it?

Lasker: All of it.

Jensen: Mr. Lasker, who would leave something like this on
your land?

Lasker: Carole, I haven’t a clue.

Jensen: (Turning full face) Well, there you have it, Ben. I
wonder what else is lying around the Red River Valley. We
might want to pay a little more attention when we put the
begonias in next spring. This is Carole Jensen reporting from
the Lasker farm near Fort Moxie.

(Stage shot)

Markey: And that’s a wrap for your news team. Good night,
Julie.

Hawkins: Good night, Ben. (Full face to camera) Good night,
folks. We'll see you tomorrow at ten. Late Edition is next.

The number of visitors swelled considerably the day after Lasker’s
boat made Ben at Ten, which is to
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say there were seldom fewer than a half-dozen people and
sometimes as many as twenty. The kids took to selling coffee
and sweet rolls and turned a nice profit right from the beginning.

Hal Riordan, who owned the Fort Moxie lumberyard, showed
up. He wandered through the cabins, where the Laskers had
installed a battery-powered heater. He peered closely at the hull
and at the masts, and he finally arrived at Lasker’s front door.
“Something you got to see,” he said, leading the way back to the
boat. Hal had been old when Lasker was in school; his hair,
gray in those days, was now silver. He was tall and methodical,
a man who would not go to the bathroom without careful con-
sideration. “This is very odd, Tom,” he said.

“What’s the matter?” asked Lasker.

“Take a look where the mast is joined to the cabin roof.”

Lasker did. “What about it?”

“It’s all one piece. The mast should have been manufactured
separately, I would think. And then bolted down. Everything
here looks as if it came out of a single mold.”

Riordan was right: there were no fittings, no screws, nothing.
Lasker grunted, not knowing what to say.

In the morning Lasker leased a trailer and brought in a contractor
from Grand Forks to lift the yacht onto it and move it close to
the barn.

The crowd was growing every day. “You ought to charge ad-
mission,” suggested Frank Moll, an ex-mayor and retired customs
officer. “You got people coming in all the way from Fargo.” Moll
was easygoing, bearded, short, strongly built. He was one of
Lasker’s old drinking buddies.

“What do you make of it, Frank?” he asked. They
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were standing in the driveway, watching Ginny and Moll’s wife,
Peg, try to direct traffic.

Moll looked at him, looked at the boat. “You really don’t
know how this got here, Tom?” There was an accusation in his
tone.

“No.” With exasperation. “I really don’t.”

Moll shook his head. “Anybody else, Tom,” he said, “I'd say
it’s a hoax.”

“No hoax.”

“Okay. I don’t know where that leaves you. The boat looks
to be in good shape. So it was buried recently. When could that
have happened?”

“I don’t know. They couldn’t have done it without tearing up
the area.” He was squinting at the ridge, shielding his eyes. “I
don’t see how it could have happened.”

“Thing that baftles me,” said Moll, “is why. Why would anyone
put a boat like this in the ground? That thing must be worth
half a million dollars.” He folded his arms and let his gaze rest
on the yacht. It was close to the house now, just off the driveway,
mounted on the trailer. “It's a homebuilt job, by the way.”

“How do you know?”

“Easy.” He pointed at the stern. “No hull identification number.
It would be in raised lettering, like the VIN on your car.” He
shrugged. “It’s not there.”

“Maybe this was built before hull numbers were required.”

“They’ve been mandatory for a long time.”

They hosed off the sails, which now hung just inside the barn
door. They were white, the kind of white that hurts your eyes
when the sun hits it. They did not look as if they’d ever been in
the ground.

Lasker stood inside, out of the wind, hands in his pockets,
looking at them. And it struck him for the first time that he had
a serviceable boat. He’d assumed all
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along that someone was going to step forward and claim the
thing. But on that quiet, bleak, cold Sunday, almost two weeks
since they’d pulled it out of the ground, it seemed to be his. For
better or worse.

Lasker had never done any sailing, except once or twice with
someone else at the tiller. He squeezed his eyes shut and saw
himself and Ginny gliding past the low hills of Winnipeg’s
shoreline in summer, a dying sun streaking the sky.

But when he climbed the rise and looked down into the hole
from which they’d taken it, peered into that open wound on the
west side of his property and wondered who had put it there, a
cold wind blew through his soul.

No use denying it. He was spooked.

The taffrail was supported by a series of stanchions. These also
seemed not to be bolted or joined to the deck, but were rather
an integral part of the whole. When, on the day before Hal-
loween, a souvenir hunter decided to steal one, he had to saw
it off. Nobody saw it happen, but Lasker responded by moving
the boat into the main barn after dark each night and padlocking
the door.

In mid-November Lasker was scheduled to fly the Avenger to
Oklahoma City for an air show. Ginny usually went along on
these occasions, riding in the gunner’s seat. But she’d had
enough action for a while and announced her intention to stay
home this time. Anyway, she knew the yacht was worth some
money, and she didn’t like just leaving it in the barn. “Everybody
in the world knows it’s here,” she told her husband.

Lasker laughed and pointed out that yachts were parked in
driveways all the time and nobody ever stole one. “It’s not like
a car, you know.”

She watched him fly overhead Friday afternoon. He dipped
his wings, and she waved (although she
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knew he couldn’t see her) and went inside to tackle the laundry.

Six hours later she was relaxing in the den, watching an old
Columbo, listening to the wind bleat around the house. Will was
out, and Jerry was in his room playing with his computer. The
occasional beeps and the rattling of the leaves were soothing,
not unlike the sound of kids sleeping or the blender making milk
shakes after school.

She got up during a commercial to get some popcorn. And
looked out the window.

The night was moonless, but there was too much light in the
curtains. She moved closer to the glass, which was permanently
shut against the North Dakota climate and never opened, not
even during the brief summer. The barn was slightly downhill
from the house.

A soft green glow leaked through its weathered walls.

Someone was inside.



Oh, Hedy Lamarr is a beautiful gal,
And Madeleine Carroll is too.
But you’ll find, if you query,

A different theory
Amongst any bomber crew.
For the loveliest thing
Of which one could sing
This side of the heavenly gates,
Is no blonde or brunette
Of the Hollywood set,
But an escort of P—38’s.
—Author unknown, “Lightnings in the Sky”

The Lockheed Lightning gleamed in the late-afternoon sun. It was
a living artifact, a part of the great effort against Hitler that could
still take to the sky, that still looked deadly. The twin tail booms,
the chiseled cockpit, the broad sleek wings all whispered of
power. The machine guns and cannon concentrated in its nose
had been abrupt and to the point. Its firepower was far more
precise than the spreadwing guns of other aircraft of its time.
You did not want to get caught in the sights of this aircraft.

“It’s not an easy plane to fly,” Max said. The P—38J had its
own mind; it required a pilot willing to blend with its geometry.
A pilot like Max, maybe. A pilot

14
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whose senses could flow into its struts and joints and cables and
rudders.

“Doesn’t matter,” said Kerr. He took out his checkbook. “I
don’t intend to fly it.” He threw the remark in Max’s general
direction.

Kerr was tall and imposing, good-looking in a used-up sort
of way, rather like Bronco Adams, the barnstorming pilot-hero
of his books. The fictional Bronco flew his trademark Lockheed
Lightning in and around WWII China through a series of high-
octane, high-sex thrillers. Kerr wrote in a style that he liked to
describe as the one-damned-thing-after-another school of literat-
ure. It was not surprising that he wanted to own one of the few
P—38’s left in the world. “You’re not going to fly it?” Max asked,
not sure he had heard correctly. “It’s in great condition.”

Kerr looked bored. “I don’t fly,” he said.

Max had read three of the novels, Yellow Storm, Night in
Shanghai, and Burma Crossing. He’d enjoyed them, had not
been able to put them down, and had been impressed with the
author’s mastery of the details of flying.

“It’s true,” said Kerr. “I fake it. It’s easy.”

Max stared at him, outlined against the blue and white star
on the nacelle. The plane wore a fresh coat of jungle-colored
paint. Its K—9122 designation was stenciled in white on the
fuselage, below the name White Lightning and the image of a
whiskey jug. In 1943 it had operated from a field outside Lon-
don, where it was part of a squadron cooperating with the RAF.
Later it had escorted bombers on missions over Germany, a task
for which its combination of range and firepower were ideally
suited. In 1944 it had gone to the Pacific.

White Lightning had a lot of history. Max had tracked it down
from Army Air Force records, had interviewed pilots and ground
personnel, and now produced a computer disk. “Everything we
could find is here. Pilots. Campaigns. Kills. Eight confirmed
fighters, by the way. And two Hinkels. Bombers.”
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“Good.” Kerr waved it away. “I won’t need it.” He uncapped
a gold pen and glanced around for something to lean on. The
port side tail boom. “You want this payable to you?”

“To Sundown Aviation.” Max’s company, which restored and
traded in antique warbirds.

Kerr wrote the check. Four hundred thousand. The profit to
the company would be a hundred and a quarter. Not bad.

The check was green, and the face contained a reproduction
of Bronco’s P—38 in flight. Max folded the check and put it in
his breast pocket. “Are you going to put it in a museum?” he
asked.

The question seemed to surprise Kerr. “No,” he said. “No
museum. I’'m going to put it on my lawn.”

Max felt a twinge in his stomach. “Your lawn? Mr. Kerr, there
are six of these left in the world. It’s fully functional. You can’t
just put it on a lawn.”

Kerr looked genuinely amused. “I would think,” he said, “that
I can do damn near whatever I want with it. Now, I wonder
whether we can get on with this.” He glanced at the folder in
Max’s hand, which contained the title documents.

Kerr’s pilot-hero was a congenial, witty, and very human
protagonist. Millions of people loved him, and they agreed that
his creator had raised the aviation thriller to a new level of
sophistication. Yet it struck Max that that same creator was a
jerk. How was that possible? “If you just leave it on the lawn,”
Max said, “it will get rained on. It will rust.” What he really
meant was that this kind of aircraft deserved something far better
than being installed as an ornament on a rich man’s property.

“When it does,” said Kerr, “I'll give you a call and you can
come down and touch it up for me. Now, if you will, I have
work to do.”

A Brasilia commuter plane was circling the field, getting ready
to land. It was red and white against a cloudless sky.
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“No,” said Max, retrieving the check. He held it out for Kerr.
“I don’t think so.”

“Beg pardon?” Kerr frowned.

“I don’t think we have a deal.”

The two men looked at each other. Kerr shrugged. “Yeah,
maybe you’re right, Collingwood,” he said. “Janie didn’t much
like the idea, anyway.” He turned on his heel crossed the gravel
walkway into the terminal, and never looked back. Max could
only guess who Janie was.

Max came from a family of combat pilots. Collingwoods had
flown over Baghdad and Hanoi. They’'d been with the USS
Hornet in the Pacific and with the RAF in the spring of 1940.
The family name appears on the 1918 roster of the Ringed Hat
squadron.

Max was the exception. He had no taste for military life or
for the prospect of getting shot at. His father, Colonel Maxwell
E. Collingwood, USAF (retired), to his credit, tried to hide his
disappointment in his only son. But it was there nonetheless,
and Max had, on more than one occasion, overheard him
wondering aloud to Max’s mother whether there was anything
at all to genetics.

The remark was prompted by the fact that young Max should
have been loaded from both sides of the barrel, so to speak. His
mother was Molly Gregory, a former Israeli helicopter pilot,
who during the Six-Day War had earned her nickname, Molly
Glory, by returning fire at shore batteries during the rescue of a
crippled gunboat.

Molly had encouraged him to stay away from the military,
and he could not help reading her satisfaction that her son would
not deliberately put himself in harm’s way. Her approval under
those circumstances, ironically, had hurt him. But Max enjoyed
being alive. He enjoyed the play of the senses, he
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loved the companionship of attractive women, and he had
learned to appreciate the simpler pleasures of snowstorms and
sunsets. He expected to have only one clear shot at the assorted
joys of living, and he had no intention of risking it to meet
someone else’s misconceived expectations. Max would take care
of Max.

If he’d had any doubts about his character, his suspicions had
been confirmed by an incident at Fort Collins when he was
twenty-two. He had taken a job flying cargo and passengers to
Denver and Colorado Springs for Wildcat Airlines. On a cold
mid-November afternoon he had been inspecting his twin-engine
Arapaho, standing under one wing with a clipboard, when a
commuter flight came in. He never knew what had drawn his
attention to the flight, but he paused to watch the plane touch
down. The sun was still well above the mountains, the plane a
blue-and-white twin-engine Bolo. It rolled down the runway,
and he saw the face of a little girl, brown curls, big smile, in the
right-hand forward window. The plane slowed and was approach-
ing the terminal when, with only a brief wisp of black smoke as
a warning, the port engine burst into flames.

Horrified, Max had started forward. A fuel line must have
burst, because the fire roared across the wing and engulfed the
cockpit before the pilot had time to react. The little girl with the
smile did not even seem to know what was happening.

Someone in a white shirt, with his tie loosened, burst from
the terminal and charged the plane. But he was too far away.
The fire roared over the fuel tanks. Max had taken only a few
steps before he realized it was hopeless. He stopped, waiting
for the explosion, knowing it was already too late, almost
wishing the blast would come and end it.

The little girl had been watching him, and now she saw the
fire. Her expression changed, and she looked back at Max.
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Max never forgot those eyes. Then the man with the tie bolted
past, his shoes making clacking sounds on the concrete, and
Max called after him that he would get killed. He got to the
plane, fought the door open, and went inside. Still the girl stared
at Max. Then hands drew her away from the window.

And in that moment it went.

The aircraft erupted in a fireball. The blast of heat rolled over
him as he fell face down on the apron.

Max had found out who he was.

People rarely recognize the significant moments of their lives
without the assistance of hindsight. A trip downtown to buy a
book results in a chance meeting that ends at the altar. A late
taxi leaves one stranded with a fellow traveler who becomes a
friend and who, two years later, offers a career move. You never
know.

Max had experienced a turning point shortly after the incident
at Fort Collins, when a weekend of planned seduction went
wrong and he found himself with nothing to do on an otherwise
pleasant spring Sunday. Friends persuaded him to attend a
warbirds air show, and he met Tom Lasker and his Avenger
torpedo bomber.

Lasker was a flying farmer with several thousand acres up on
the border. He had just purchased the Avenger at an auction
and was having second thoughts when Max, looking for a lunch
partner, came upon him and saw first the plane and then the
big weather-beaten man seated beside it, staring at it, his wooden
chair turned backward, his rough features creased with concern.

The Avenger was battered; it sagged, and its paint was flaking
off. But something about it touched Max. He was a romantic at
heart, and the Avenger was pure history, lethal and lovely and
in trouble. It was his first intersection with an antique warplane.
And it changed his life forever.
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“It could use some work,” Max had told him.

Lasker spoke to the plane. “I think I got carried away,” he said.

Which is how Max got into the antique plane business. He
cut a deal and spent the next few weeks restoring the Avenger.
He subcontracted to replace the engine and tighten up the hy-
draulics. He installed state-of-the-art electronics, applied fresh
gray paint to the aircraft, and gave it a new set of insignia. Battle
stars gleamed on its fuselage and wings, and he drew a crowd
when he flew it into Fort Moxie to turn it over to its owner.

That had been a reluctant transfer. Lasker was pleased with
the results and handed Max a generous bonus. His wife, Ginny,
came with him, and she was ecstatic when she saw what he had
done. That earned Ginny a permanent place in Max’s affections.
She posed in front of the plane and insisted on going for a ride.
Lasker had taken her up and circled the town for a half-hour,
buzzing the water tower, while Max waited in the office. When
they came back, they all went out to the farm, and Ginny laid
out a roast-beef dinner. They drank and talked long into the
night, and Max slept in the guest room, as he would do many
more times.

Max had been restoring antique warbirds ever since.

The colonel and Molly Glory had both approved.

Max cruised down through cloud decks in the early evening to-
ward Chellis Field outside Fargo. The P—38 felt good, felt damn
out of this world. But he had lost the high bid, and the company
would have to begin the process of a sale all over again. It was
unlikely he would do as well next time.

Still, Max thought of himself as more of an artist than a busi-
nessman. His art was incorporated with power and flight as well
as with cockpit design and bat-
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tle emblems. Sundown’s warbirds were not intended to rust on
someone’s lawn. (He didn’t even like museums very much, but
at least there people could admire the old aircraft for what they
had been.)

Well, what the hell. Maybe he would take a beating, but for
tonight he was back at the controls of the Lightning.

He’d installed modern navigational systems, of course, and
he rode his directional beam in and lined up with the runway.
At the three-mile mark the aircraft was at five hundred feet. He
reduced throttle and dropped flaps. Indicator lamps blinked on
to signal that his wheels were down. The field lights rose toward
him. Gently he pushed the yoke forward. Off to his left, ground
traffic was moving along Plains Avenue. Just over the tarmac he
cut throttle and pulled the nose up. The plane drifted in, and
his wheels touched.

Sundown Aviation had its own hangar, which also housed its
business offices. He brought the P—38 around, opened the
doors with his remote, and rolled inside. There were a couple
of other aircraft here that the company was currently working
on: a North American P—51 Mustang, which was headed for
the Smithsonian, and a Republic P—47 Thunderbolt. The
Thunderbolt was owned by an Arizona TV executive.

He shut the Lightning down and climbed out, grinning, pic-
turing how his mechanic would react in the morning when he
walked in and saw that the Lightning was back. Moments later
he was in his office. Stell had left the coffee machine on. He
poured a cup and eased himself down behind his desk.

There were a couple of calls on the machine. One was from
a parts supplier; the other was from Ginny Lasker.

“Max,” her recorded voice said, “please call when you can.”

Her voice had a tightness to it. He could almost think she
sounded frightened. He picked up the phone
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but put it down when he heard the outer door open.

Ceil Braddock smiled at him from the doorway. “Hi, Max.”
She looked at him curiously. “What happened? Deal fall
through?”

Ceil was the owner and sole pilot of Thor Air Cargo, which
was also based at Chellis. She had riveting blue eyes, lush brown
hair, a wistful smile, and a TWA navigator in St. Paul. Max had
tried his luck, but she’d kept him at arm’s length. They were
able to joke about it occasionally. “You don’t love me,” she told
him, “you love Betsy.” Betsy was a C-47 that Sundown had sold
her three years earlier. It had become Thor’s flagship, hauling
freight around the United States and Canada. There were two
other planes in the fleet now, and she was negotiating for a
fourth.

Ceil flew Betsy occasionally at air shows, and she and Max
had even used it to do a joint good deed. On this past New
Year’s Day a blizzard had buried the Fargo area. There had been
more emergencies than there were medevac teams, and a boy
who’d taken part of his hand off with an electric saw was in
desperate shape on a remote farm. They had attached the skis
and flown the C—47 to Pelican Rapids. They’d landed east of
the town on a frozen lake, picked up the boy, and brought him
back to Fargo, where doctors reattached the hand.

Max smiled. “She was too good for him,” he said.

She looked pleased. Max knew that his tendency to be protect-
ive of the planes was one of the features she most liked in him.
“What happened?”

“I didn’t like him much.”

She picked up a cup and filled it. “We're talking a lot of money
here. There must have been more to it than that.”

“That’s it,” he said. “Listen, there are plenty of people out there
who would kill to own that plane. I don’t have to take the first
offer.”

“I doubt many of them will have Kerr’s money to throw
around.”
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There were times when Max almost thought he had a chance
with her. He’d stopped beating himself up over her a year ago.
“Maybe not.” He shrugged. “Probably not.”

She sat down across from him, tasted the coffee, and made a
face. “You need some fresh brew.”

He looked at her. “You're working late.”

“Headed for Jacksonville tomorrow.”

That would be the annual open house at Cecil Field air show.
He understood she’d been inspecting the C—47. “Everything
all right?” he asked.

“Five by.” She got up, put the cup down. “Gotta go.”

He nodded. “See you whenever.”

She looked at him for a long moment and then withdrew. He
listened to the outer door open, heard it close.

Damn.

He punched the speed-dial button for the Laskers and listened
to the phone ring on the other end. Ginny picked it up. “Hello?”

“Hi, Ginny. What’s wrong? You okay?”

“Yes. Thanks for calling, Max.” The hint of unease was still
there. “I'm alright.” She hesitated. “But there’s something strange
happening.”

“What?”

“I wouldn’t have bothered you, but Tom’s gone to Titusville
and I haven’t been able to contact him.”

“Why do you need him? What’s going on?”

“Do you know about the boat we found here?”

“Boat? No. Found where?”

“Here. On the farm.”

Max visualized the big wheat farm, acres and acres of flat
land. “I'm sorry, Ginny. I'm not sure I understand.”

“We found a boat, Max. Dug it up. It was buried. Hidden.”

“You're kidding.”

“Max, I'm not talking about a rowboat here. This thing’s a
yacht. It's been on TV.”
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“I guess I haven’t been paying much attention.”

“Reason I called, I looked out the window earlier this evening
and saw lights in the barn. It’s the boat.”

“The boat is lit up?”

“Yes. The boat is lit up.”

“So somebody went in and turned the lights on? Is that what
you're saying?”

“The barn’s locked. I don’t think the boat’s been touched. I
think the lights came on by themselves. They’re running lights,
long green lamps set in the bow.”

Max still wasn’t sure he understood. “Who buried the boat?”

“We don’t know, Max. As far as we can tell, nobody. At least,
nobody recently.” Her voice shook.

“You want me to come out?” She hesitated, and that was
enough. “I'm on my way,” he said.

“Thanks.” She sounded better already. “I'll have Will meet
you at the airport.”



Here at the quiet limit of the world...
—Alfred, Lord Tennyson, “Tithonus”

If nothing else, it was an excuse to take the Lightning out again.

Fort Moxie and the border are a hundred fifty miles north of
Fargo. It was a starless night, and the landscape was dark,
punctuated by occasional lights, farmhouses or lone cars on re-
mote country roads.

When he was in a cockpit, Max felt disconnected from his
own life. It was as if all the mundane events of daily existence
were directed toward the single purpose of getting him off the
ground. The steady roar of the twin engines filled the night, and
he thought how it must have been, flying alongside the B—17’s
over Germany. He imagined himself strafing an ammunition
train, watching it erupt into a ball of flame as he pulled up to
engage two ME—109’s.

He was grinning when he touched down at Fort Moxie Inter-
national Airport. Will Lasker was waiting with a black Ford
station wagon. The kid wore a jacket with a football letter, and
he looked embarrassed. “I'm sorry you had to come all this way,
Max,” he said. “I mean, we aren’t really scared of a light, but
you know how women are.”

25
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Max nodded and threw his bag in the trunk.

Will was full of information, describing how they had found
the boat, what it looked like, how visitors were still showing up
every day. “A lot of them think we put it in the hole.”

“I can see,” said Max, “why they might think that.”

Will hunched over the wheel, and the car left the lights of Fort
Moxie behind and rolled out onto the dark prairie. “You’d have
to be crazy to think that,” he said, as if Max hadn’t spoken. “If
we had a boat like that, we’d have put it in the lake, not in the
ground.”

Max wasn’t sure what he expected to find at the farm. He’d
conjured up a vague notion of a rotted-out hulk with lanterns
hung on its gunwales. He was therefore not at all prepared for
what he saw when Ginny led him into the barn.

“My God,” he said. “You’re kidding me.” The yacht was bright
and sleek even under strings of bare light-bulbs. Will was right:
It belonged on Lake Winnipeg, not stored in an old farm
building outside Fort Moxie.

Ginny read his eyes. “We have no idea where it came from,”
she said. “None.”

It was mounted on a trailer. The mainmast, which was hinged,
had been folded over. Several piles of white canvas were shelved
along the wall. “Those are the sails,” Ginny said, following the
direction of his gaze.

A moist, animal smell alerted him to the presence of horses
in stalls at the rear. He saw a lamp forward on the hull, long
and teardrop-shaped, but it was not lit. Nor was any other part
of the vessel lit. The keel was broad and deep and ran the length
of the hull. A wheel was installed in the stern, and there was
probably another in the pilothouse just forward of the cockpit.
Black spidery characters unlike anything he had seen before were
stenciled across the bow, below the lamp.

“Did you turn them off?” he asked. “The lights?”

“Not exactly,” said Ginny. She flipped a wall switch.
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The barn went dark. It was a tangible dark, absolute, universal.
The horses sounded uneasy.

“Ginny?” he asked.

“Wait.”

Something began to glow. It reminded him of phosphorous,
ambient and silver and amorphous, not unlike moonlight
through thin clouds. As he watched, the effect brightened. It
was green, the color of a lawn after a spring rain, of ocean water
just below the surface when sunlight filters down. It penetrated
the stalls, illuminated pitch-forks and hoes, and threw shadows
from the tractor and the feeding troughs across a side wall. He
gaped at the light, suddenly aware why she had been spooked.

“There’s one on the other side,” said Ginny. “A white light.”

“Running lights,” he said. “But that’s not right, is it? This is
the port side. The light should be red.”

“I don’t know.”

“Sure. Red to port, green to starboard.” He walked around
and looked at other light. “White’s not even in the ballpark,” he
said. He touched the hull. It felt good, the way carved mahogany
feels good, or a leather chair. He turned back to her. “How old
is this supposed to be?”

She threw up her hands in exasperation. “I don’t know.”

Max folded his arms and circled the boat. First things first:
Why would anyone want to bury something like this? “No one’s
called to claim it?”

“No.”

“This thing’s in showroom shape.” He stared at its gleaming
bow, its polished masts, its color. He walked over to the shelves
where the sails had been folded. They did not feel like canvas.

“We washed it,” Ginny said.

“It can’t have been in the ground long.”

“I can’t believe anybody buried it while I was living here.”
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He looked at her. That went back a few years. “What’s inside
it? You find any bodies in there?”

“We thought the same thing. No, no bodies. And no drugs.”

“How about an identification number? There ought to be
something that would allow you to trace the previous owner.”

“If there’s anything like that, we haven’t been able to find it.”
She stayed close to him. “Max,” she said, “it also doesn’t have
an engine.”

“That can’t be. It has a propeller.” He noticed that the shaft
was broken off. “Or at least it had one.”

“I know. The propeller tied into a little green box. We can’t
open the green box, but it doesn’t look much like an engine.”

She turned the lights back on. Max cupped his hand over the
running light and watched it fade.

“Scares me silly,” said Ginny. She folded her arms over her
breast. “Max, what is this thing?”

It didn’t look like any boat that Max had seen before. “Let’s
go back to the house,” he said.

He was happy to be away from the boat. Ginny insisted her two
sons bring their bedding down to the living room. Jerry was
delighted by the opportunity to camp downstairs, and anyhow
he was jittery, too. Will didn’t really mind, although he preten-
ded to be annoyed. “Humor your mother,” Max told him, adopt-
ing the just-us-guys mode from the airport.

The kids complied, and they all bunked together. Ginny left
lights on all over the house.



... Glides through misty seas
With its cargo of time and space...

—Walter Asquith, Ancient Shores

Mazx did not sleep well. He had put on a show of good-natured
amusement at Ginny'’s fears and her insistence they stay together,
as if some demonic spirit had come in off the plains and invaded
the barn. But it was he who suggested they leave a few lights
on outside. Best that the glow leaking in through the windows
be coming from GE sixty-watt bulbs rather than from the whatsis.
But he felt a degree of pride that she had turned to him for
support.

It was not the presence in the barn, however, that caused his
restlessness. It was rather the sense of home, of a family drawing
together. He had known this kind of atmosphere as a child but
never as an adult. Lasker occasionally joked about the assorted
pleasures of Max’s social adventures. Never the same woman
twice. And Max played along, because it was expected. But he
would have traded it all to get a Ginny in his life.

In the morning they located Tom. The previous evening’s
alarms now seemed overblown, and if Ginny had a difficult time
explaining why she had summoned help, Max felt uncomfortable
at his presence in the
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rambling farmhouse. “I wouldn’t want you to think I was
nervous,” she told her husband over the phone. “But it was really
spooky here. I'm in favor of getting rid of the damned thing.”

Lasker was on the speaker. He couldn’t believe that the lights
had come on, and he kept asking whether she was sure. Finally
he seemed satisfied, although Max knew he would not believe
it until he’d seen it for himself. As for getting rid of it: “I don’t
think we want to make any quick decisions,” he said. “Let’s find
out what we've got first. We could throw some canvas over it,
if you want. That way you wouldn’t be able to see the damn
thing.”

Ginny looked at Max. “I don’t think that’s going to make me
feel much better, Tom.”

“Max,” he said, “what do you think about this? Does it make
any sense to you?”

“No,” said Max. “I have no idea. But I'll tell you one
thing—that boat hasn’t been in the ground any length of time
at all.”

There was a long pause on the other end. “Okay,” Lasker said
at last. “Look, I'm on later this morning. I'll do my stuff and
leave right after. Be home this afternoon.”

It was a cold, gray, dismal day, threatening rain or snow.
During breakfast a few people arrived and banged on the front
door. Could they see the boat? Ginny dutifully unlocked the
barn, hitched the trailer to an old John Deere, and pulled it out
into a gray morning. Signs posted on the trailer requested people
not to touch anything.

“Why do you bother?” asked Max, deeply engrossed in a plate
of pancakes and bacon. “Leave it in the barn and all this will
stop.”

“I’d do it in a minute,” she said. “But Tom thinks it would be
unneighborly. He thinks if people come all the way from Win-
nipeg or Fargo to see this thing, they should get to see it.” She
shrugged. “I don’t
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really disagree with that, but it is getting to be a hassle.” More
cars came while Max was finishing breakfast. “We figure they’ll
get bored soon. Or frozen. Whichever.” Ginny’s cool blue eyes
touched him. She was still frightened, even in the daylight. “Max,
I'd like very much to be rid of it.”

“Then sell it.” He knew she could have her way with her hus-
band.

“We will. But it’s going to take a while. I don’t even know
whether we have a free claim to it.”

Max finished off his pancakes and reached for more. He usu-
ally tried to be careful about overeating, but Ginny’s cooking
was too good to pass up. “I wonder,” he said, “if there’s anything
else buried here.”

She looked momentarily startled. “I hope not.”

Max was trying to piece together a scenario that would account
for the facts. He kept thinking about the Mafia. Who else would
do something this weird? Maybe the boat was a critical piece
of evidence in a Chicago murder case.

Someone knocked at the kitchen door.

Ginny opened it to a middle-aged woman wrapped in furs,
accompanied by a stolid, gray-haired chauffeur. “Mrs. Lasker?”
she asked.

Ginny nodded.

The woman came in, unbuttoned her coat, and saw Max.
“Good morning, Mr. Lasker,” she said.

“My name’s Collingwood,” he said.

Her only reaction was a slightly raised eyebrow. She turned
back to Ginny. “I'm Emma McCarthy.” She had sharp, inquisit-
orial features and the sort of expression one gets from a lifetime
of making summary judgments. “May I inquire, dear, whether
your boat is for sale?” She closed the door behind her, leaving
the chauffeur outside on the step.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” said Ginny. “My husband’s quite fond
of it. We’re planning to use it ourselves this summer.”
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McCarthy nodded and lowered herself into a chair. She
signaled Max for coffee. “I understand perfectly. I'd feel the same
way. It is a lovely boat.”

Ginny filled a cup and handed it to her.

“You do want to explore your options, dear,” she continued.
“But I can assure you no one will offer a better price. I wonder
if you’d be willing to let me look at it a little more closely. I'd
like to see the cabins. And the motor.”

Ginny sat down across the table from her. “I must tell you in
all honesty, Ms. McCarthy—"

“Mrs.,” she corrected. “My husband, George, God rest him,
would never stand for it if I abandoned him now.”

“Mrs. McCarthy.” Ginny smiled. “I'll be happy to show you
around the yacht. But I'm not ready to entertain an offer just
now.”

Mrs. McCarthy pushed her coat off and let it fall back over
the chair. Let’s talk turkey, she seemed to be saying.

Max excused himself and went to pack. It was time to go back
to Fargo. With Tom coming in and the crowd wandering the
premises, he could see no reason why he was needed. From the
living room, Max watched cars continue to arrive. Rain was
beginning to fall. Beyond the driveway, the fields were gray and
bleak and rolled on forever.

Where had the yacht come from?

No serial number. No plates of any kind.

Sails that had to have been in the ground, Ginny insisted, for
more than twenty years. Crazy. He knew that wasn’t true.

He dropped his bag at the front door and went back out to
the barn to look at them. They were neatly stacked in plastic
sheaths. He opened one and removed the fabric. It was bright
white. And soft. More like the texture of a shirt than a sail.

When Ginny returned, he didn’t have to ask how it had gone.
She looked ecstatic.
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“She’s in your business, Max,” she said. “Do you believe that?
Except that she restores boats.” She held out a business card.
Pequod, Inc., it read. Mrs. George McCarthy, director. Boating
as It Used to Be.

“I take it she made an offer?”

Ginny’s eyes grew big and round. “Yes!” she said, and her
voice escalated to a squeal. “Six hundred thousand!” She grabbed
Max and hugged him so hard she knocked him off balance.

A van pulled into the driveway and opened its doors. Its pas-
sengers, who appeared to be a group of retired people, hesitated
about getting out into the rain.

Max shook his head. “Don’t jump too quickly,” he said.

“What? Why not?”

“Because it’s probably worth a lot more. Look, Ginny, boats
are not my specialty. But it’s never prudent to rush into a deal.”
He screwed his face up into a frown. Damned if he could figure
this out. “I don’t think you stand to lose much by waiting. And,
depending on what it turns out to be, you might have a lot to
gain.”

Ginny put on her jacket and walked outside with Max, where
they stood on the porch with five or six tourists. The rain wasn’t
much more than a light drizzle, but it was cold. “Ginny,” he said,
“do you have any pictures? Of the yacht?”

“Sure.”

“May I have a few? And one other thing: I'd like to make off
with a piece of sail. Okay?”

She looked at him uncertainly. “Okay,” she said. “Why*?”

“I"d like to find out what it’s made from.”

“It feels like linen,” she said.

“That’s what I thought.”

She smiled. “Sure,” she said. “Let me know what you find out.”
A curtain of hard rain was approaching from the west. “I better
put it away.” She jumped down
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off the porch, climbed into the tractor, and started the engine.
Most of the visitors, seeing the sky, decided to get out while they
could and ran to their cars.

She had to back the boat into the barn. It was about halfway
in, and she was turned around in the operator’s seat, trying to
ease between stalls, when she stopped and stared. “Max.” She
waved him forward. “Look at this.”

“It’s raining out there,” he protested.

But she waited for him. He sighed, jammed his hands into
his pockets, and walked across the squishy lawn. “What?” he
said. The rain got heavier. It drove against him, drilled him,
took his breath away.

She was pointing at the prow, paying no attention to the
downpour. “Look.”

He looked. “I don’t see anything.”

“I don’t think,” she whispered, “it’s getting very wet.”

A haze had risen around the boat, much the way it will on a
city street during a downpour. Max shrugged. “What’s your
point?”

“Look at the tractor.”

No mist.

Well, maybe a little. The tractor had been recently polished.
It shimmered, and large waxy drops ran down its fenders.

But the boat: The rain fountained off the hull and was shot
through with rainbow colors. It was almost as if the water was
being repelled.

An hour later the P—38] rolled down the runway at Fort Moxie
International Airport and lifted into a gray, wet sky. Max
watched the airstrip fall away. The wind sock atop the lone
hangar was around to the southeast at about twenty knots. North
of the airport, frame houses and picket fences and unpaved
streets mingled with stands of trees and broad lawns. The water
tower,
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emblazoned with the town’s name and motto, A Good Place to
Live, rose proudly above the rooftops. The Red River looked
cold.

He followed Route 11 west, into the rain, flying over wide
fields of wilted sunflowers waiting to be plowed under. Only a
farm truck, and a flock of late geese headed south, moved in all
that vast landscape. He cruised over Tom'’s place. The driveway
was almost empty now, and the barn was shut against the ele-
ments. He turned south.

The rain beat on his canopy; the sky was gray and soupy. He
looked over at his starboard tail boom, prosaic and solid. The
power plant consisted of two 1,425-horsepower liquid-cooled
Allison engines. White Lightning had been manufactured sixty
years ago by the Lockheed Aircraft Corporation of Seattle. It
was magic, too, like the boat. But this was real; it was magic
held aloft by physics. There was no room in the same world for
a P—38]J and a buried yacht with working lights.

None at all.

He climbed to seventeen thousand feet, his assigned altitude,
and set course for Fargo.

Max dropped the fragment of sail off at Colson Laboratories,
asking that they determine the composition of the material and,
if possible, where it might have been manufactured. They
promised to get the results back to him within a week.

Stell Weatherspoon was his executive assistant. She was an
overweight, bright-eyed, matronly type with three kids in high
school and an ex who was constantly delinquent with his pay-
ments. Her prime responsibility at Sundown was to handle the
administrative details of the operation. She wrote contracts,
scheduled maintenance, hired subcontractors. She was also a
born conservative who understood the difference between risks
and gambles, and who thereby exercised a restraining
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influence on Max’s occasional capricious tendencies. Had she
been along, Kerr would have had his Lockheed Lightning, no
questions asked. “Don’t get emotionally involved with the
planes,” she warned him now and then. “These are business
ventures, not women.”

She greeted him on his arrival at the Sundown offices with a
disapproving stare. “Hello, Max.”

“He wasn’t the right guy for the P—38,” he said.

Her eyes drifted shut. “Our business is to restore and sell air-
planes. Not find homes for them.”

“He was a jerk,” Max said. “No good comes from that kind of
money.”

“Yeah, right. Max, the world is full of jerks. If you're not going
to sell to them, we are going to eliminate most of the popula-
tion.”

“The male population,” said Max.

“You said it; I didn’t.”

Max picked up his mail. “I was up on the border last night.”

“Really?” she said. “Doing what?”

“I’'m not sure. Tom Lasker dug up a yacht on his farm.”

“I saw it on TV,” she said. “That’s Lasker’s place? I didn’t
realize that.”

“It is. I spent the night up there.” Max drew a chair over beside
her and sat down. “I need your help, Stell.” He opened his
briefcase. “Ginny gave me some pictures.” He handed over six
nine-by-twelve glossies.

“It’s in pretty good condition,” she said, “for something that
was buried.”

“You noticed that, huh? Okay, look, what I'd like you to do
is find out who made the damned thing. There’s no ID on it of
any kind. Fax these around. Try the manufacturers, boat dealers,
importers. And the Coast Guard. Somebody’ll be able to tell us
something.”

“Why do we care?” she asked.

“Because we're snoops. Because your boss would like to know
what the hell’s going on. Okay?”
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“Sure. When do you want it?”

“Forthwith. Let me know what you find out.” He went into
his office and tried to call Morley Clark at Moorhead State.

“Professor Clark is in class,” said his recorded voice. “Please
feel free to leave a message at the beep.”

“This is Max Collingwood. Morley, I'm going to fax you some
photos. They’re of a yacht, and there’s a piece of writing on the
hull. If you can identify the language, or better yet get a transla-
tion, I'd be grateful.”

Everett Crandall came out personally to usher Lasker into his
office. “I saw your boat the other day, Tom. You're a lucky man,
looks like to me.” Ev was more or less permanently
rumpled—both he and his clothes.

“That’s why I'm here,” said Lasker.

“What's going on? Whose boat is it?”

“Don’t know.”

“Come on, Tom. You must have some idea.”

Ev’s office was packed with old law books, framed certificates,
and photos, most of which had been taken during his tenure as
county prosecutor. Prominently displayed on his desk was a
picture of Ev and Senator Byron Glass at last year’s Fourth of
July celebration.

Lasker sat down. “Ev,” he said, “I've got a prospective buyer.”

“For the boat?”

“Yes. Is it mine to sell?”

Ev nodded, but his dark eyes said no. He took off his glasses,
wiping them with a wrinkled handkerchief. “Hard to say,” he
said.

“It’s on my property. That should make it mine, right?”

Ev’s hands were in his lap. He looked down at them. “Tom,
if I left my RV over at your place, would it be yours?”

“No. But this was buried.”
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“Yeah.” Ev considered that. “If I chose to hide my family silver
by burying it out back of your house, would it be yours?”

“I don’t know,” said Tom. “I don’t guess it would.”

“Have you heard from anyone? I mean, has anybody put in
a claim for the boat?”

“No. Nobody.”

“Have you exhausted reasonable means to establish owner-
ship?”

“Is that my responsibility?”

“Who else’s? Listen, for all we know it could be stolen. The
thieves hid it in your ground. For whatever reason. In that case,
it would belong to the original owner.” Ev was a careful man,
a model of caution. He took pride in not committing to a view
until all the facts were in. Which meant, of course, that he was
never quite on board. Or in opposition. “The question here, as
I see it, is one of intent. Was the property abandoned? If so,
then I think your claim to ownership would be valid. And I be-
lieve that claim would be substantiated in court, if need be. If
someone challenged it.”

“Who would challenge it?”

“Oh, hard to say. A relative might claim the owner was not
competent when he, or she, abandoned the boat. Burying it
might constitute a sound argument in that direction.”

“So how do I establish ownership?”

“Let me research it, Tom. Meantime, it would help if we could
find out how it came to be where it was.”



Antiquities are remnants of history which have casually
escaped the shipwrecks of time.

—Francis Bacon, The Advancement of Learning, 11

Stell pursued her mission for three days. No one could identify a
manufacturer. There were two more or less similar models of
yachts, but nothing identical. Max asked her to keep at it.

Morley Clark had no idea whatever about the symbols on the
hull. In fact, Max found it impossible to convince him he was
serious. “These characters,” Clark told Max, “are not part of any
language of any industrialized society.” There were eleven of
them, presumably the name of the craft. They were cursive,
rendering it difficult to be sure of the exact shape of an individual
character. Max recognized an O but nothing else.

They were sitting in Clark’s office on the campus of Moorhead
State. Outside, the sun was shining, and the temperature was a
balmy forty degrees. “That can’t be right, Morley,” he said. “You
must have missed something.”

Clark smiled tolerantly. He was lanky, broad-shouldered,
athletic. A softball nut. “I agree, Max. But I can’t see where.
Maybe the data banks aren’t as complete as they're supposed
to be. But as a practical matter, I think we have damned near
everything. Your
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stuff won’t make a match. Well, a couple of the symbols do.
One’s Hindustani, another’s Cyrillic. Which means it’s pure
coincidence. You put a few lines and loops together and you
have to come up with something.” He looked down at the photo
on his desk. “Max, it’s a joke.”

Max thanked Clark and drove back to Chellis Field wondering
who was the joker and who the jokee. He was by turns mystified
and irritated. It had to be some kind of gang thing. Had to be.

He was up on I—29 when Stell reached him on his cellular
phone. “You got a call from Colson Laboratories. Can you take
it?”

Already? It was only two days. “Okay,” he said. “Put them
through.”

“Roger. And Max?”

“Yes?”

“They sound excited.”

The phone clicked. “Mr. Collingwood?” A woman’s voice.
And Stell was right: She sounded as if she’d just run up two
flights of stairs.

“Yes, this is Max Collingwood. Can I help you?”

“My name’s Cannon. I'm calling for Colson Labs. About the
samples you left the other day.”

“Okay.”

“I assume you're not at your office now?”

“I'll be there in ten minutes,” said Max. “What have you got?”

“Can I meet you there?” she asked.

She was black, slender, in her mid-thirties. Her business card
indicated she was a lab director for Colson. Good smile, high
cheekbones, and an aura of barely-suppressed excitement. She
wore a navy blue business suit and carried a leather briefcase.
“Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Collingwood,” she said, extending
her hand. “I'm April Cannon.”
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Max took her coat. “I didn’t expect results quite so soon.”

Her smile implied there was a secret between them. She sat
down, keeping the briefcase on her lap, and looked at him
sharply. “I'll admit we don’t usually do home delivery, Mr.
Collingwood,” she said. “But you and I both know you’ve got
something very unusual here.”

Max nodded as if that was all very true.

Her eyes cut into him. “Where did you get it?”

Max wondered briefly whether he should keep the source
quiet. But what the hell, it’d been on TV. “It was buried up on
the border.”

“The boat? The one they found on the farm?”

Max nodded.

“The boat. I'll be damned.” Her eyes lost their focus. “May I
see it?” she asked.

“Sure,” he said. “Everybody else has been up there.” She
seemed to be drifting away from him. “What exactly can you
tell me?”

“Let me ask you something,” she said, as if he had not spoken.
“Did you drop any samples off anywhere else?”

“No,” said Max.

“Good.” She released the snaps on the briefcase, withdrew a
folder, and handed it over. “How’s your chemistry?”

“Shaky.”

“That’s okay. Listen, Mr. Collingwood—"

“I think this’ll go quicker if you call me Max.”

“Okay, Max.” She smiled. Max had the feeling that she wasn’t
really seeing him. “Colson’s a small operation. I did the lab work
myself. Nobody else knows.”

“Knows what?”

She pointed at the folder.

Max opened it and glanced over a one-page form.

“I wonder if you’d translate it for me.”

She looked around the office. “Can we be overheard?”

That startled him. “No,” he said.
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“Okay. The material’s a fiber. It’s very fine, and it’'s woven.”
Her voice dropped almost to a whisper. “It has an atomic number
of one-sixty-one. It’s a transuranic.”

“What's a transuranic?”

“An artificially-created element.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Max, this is a transuranic in spades. We’ve got one out there
now so new it hasn’t even been named yet. It has an atomic
number of one-twelve. That’s the top of the chart. Or it used to
be. This stuff—" She shook her head. “It shouldn’t exist.”

“So what are we saying here?”

Her features were tense. “Nobody has the technology to
manufacture this kind of stuff. Even if we did, the element should
be inherently unstable. And hot.”

“Hot? You mean radioactive?” Max began reviewing how
much time he’d spent close to the sails.

“Yes. That’s what it should be.” She produced what remained
of the sample, and held it up to a lamp. “But it’s okay. Maybe
at those levels, elements lose their radioactivity. I don’t know.
Nobody does.”

“Are you sure about this?” he asked.

“Yes. Of course I'm sure.”

Max got up and walked to the window. A Cessna was just
touching down. “I don’t think I understand what you're telling
me.”

She did not answer for a long time. “Somebody,” she said at
last, “somewhere, has made a technological leap over the rest
of us. A big one.”

“Okay,” he said. “So is it important?”

“Max, I'm not talking about a moderate advance. I'm talking
light-years. This shouldn’t be possible.”

Max shrugged. “Obviously it is.”

She got that faraway look again. “Apparently,” she said.

“So, what are the implications? Is there a commercial advant-
age to it?”

“Oh, I would think so. The electrons are extremely
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stable. Extremely. I've already done some tests. It does not inter-
act with other elements.”

“I'm still not following.”

“It’s virtually indestructible.”

Max knew better. “That can’t be right,” he said. “The sample
I sent you was cut with a pair of scissors.”

She shook her head. “I don’t mean that kind of indestructibil-
ity. Obviously you can cut it. Or crunch it. But it won’t decay.
It won’t fall apart on its own.” She was watching him closely,
trying to decide, he thought, whether he knew more than he
was saying. “Do you think if I drove up there, they’d let me see
it tonight?”

“Sure,” he said. “I'll make a call for you, if you like.” Something
that had been floating in the back of his mind suddenly took
form. “You said it won’t decay. How old is the sample?”

“No way to know,” she said. “It’s hard to say how you’d date
this kind of thing. I'm not sure you could.” She was on her feet.

“Would it wear out?” Max asked.

“Oh, sure. Everything wears out. Eventually. But this stuff
would be pretty tough. And it’d be easy to clean because other
elements won’t stick to it.”

Max thought about the haze with its rainbow effect.

“Why don’t I go with you?” he said. “I'll fly you up.”

A light blue government car pulled into Lasker’s driveway, swung
around the gravel loop at the front of the house, navigated past
a couple of parked cars, and stopped. A middle-aged, thick-
waisted man got out. He slid a worn black briefcase out of the
trunk, quickly surveyed the scene, and made for the front door.

“Jeffrey Armbruster,” he announced when Lasker opened up,
“Internal Revenue Service.” He produced credentials so smoothly
that they appeared to come out of his sleeve.

Lasker swallowed. “Is there a problem?” he asked.
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“No, no,” Armbruster said easily. “No problem at all.”

Lasker stood away from the door, and Armbruster thanked
him and came in.

“Cold day,” said Lasker, although by local standards it wasn’t.

“Yes. Yes, it is.” Armbruster unbuttoned his coat. “I understand
you've recently had a piece of good fortune, Mr. Lasker?”

Tax implications. He had never thought of that. “You mean
the boat,” he said.

“Yes.” Armbruster nodded. Their eyes met briefly. It occurred
to Lasker that this was not a man who enjoyed his work. “Yes,
that’s right. You’ve begun proceedings to establish your claim.”

Lasker offered a chair by the coffee table. “That’s true,” he
said. “T have.”

“If that happens, Mr. Lasker, please be aware that the item
will be taxable as ordinary income.”

“How much?”

“I really can’t say. The first step in the process would be to
get an appraisal.” He opened his briefcase. “You should complete
these.” He pushed some forms across the table.

Lasker looked at the documents.

“No hurry,” said Armbruster. “However, if you do acquire title
to the boat, you will be required to make an estimated payment.”
He produced a card. “Call me anytime, and I'll be happy to ad-
vise you.”

Out in the laundry room Ginny started the washer, and the
house began to vibrate. “I'm surprised,” said Lasker, “that you
were on top of this so quickly. I hadn’t even thought about
taxes.”

“It’s my job, Mr. Lasker.” He closed his case and got up.

There was a sadness in the man’s manner. Lasker wondered
what it was like to have a job that probably involved continual
confrontation. “How about some coffee?” he asked.
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Armbruster looked pleased. “Yes,” he said. “If you have it
ready. I wouldn’t want to put anyone to any trouble.”

“It’s no trouble.”

The tax man followed him into the kitchen, where they were
joined by Ginny. She put on a fresh pot and broke out a cherry
cheesecake. Armbruster told them how much he admired the
house.

“My father built it,” said Lasker proudly. “I was about twelve.”

It was spacious, with hardwood floors, a big wraparound
porch, and thick carpets that Ginny had bought in St. Paul. The
living room had a cathedral ceiling, rare in that harsh climate.
They sat for almost an hour, talking about the yacht. Armbruster
thought it was no coincidence that it had been found a mile
south of the border. “Somebody trying to get away with some-
thing,” he said. But he couldn’t explain what they might be trying
to get away with.

Eventually the conversation turned to Armbruster’s job.
“People usually get nervous when they find out who my employer
is,” he observed. “My wife doesn’t tell anyone who I work for.”
He smiled.

Tax collectors have no friends, thought Lasker. Except other
tax collectors.

“Nobody is as abused as tax collectors,” Armbruster continued.
“It’s always been that way. But by God, we are the people who
held Rome together. And every other place that was ever worth
a damn.”

With that he looked momentarily embarrassed. Then he
thanked them both, swept up his briefcase and coat, made his
good-byes, and strode out the door.

Minutes later Will pulled up out front with Max and April
Cannon. Max did the introductions, but the woman had a hard
time keeping her eyes off the boat.

“You wanted to take a look, Dr. Cannon?” said Ginny.
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“Please. And call me April.”

“What’s going on?” said Lasker. “What did we find out?”

Mazx, who enjoyed playing with a mystery as much as anyone,
suggested that Ginny give April the tour while he brought Tom
up to date. The men went inside and threw another log on the
fire.

The women were gone almost an hour, and they looked half
frozen when they came back. Lasker poured a round of brandy.

“Well, April,” said Max, “what do you think?”

April sipped her drink. “You really want to know? I don’t see
how anyone could have built that yacht.”

Max listened to the fire and watched April struggle with her
thoughts.

“I know how that sounds,” she said.

“What exactly do you mean?” asked Max.

“It’s beyond our technology. But I knew that before I came
here.”

“Our technology?” said Lasker.

“Way beyond.”

“So you're saying, what?” said Max. “That the boat was built
in Japan? Or on Mars?”

“Maybe Mars. Or a pre-Native American super-high-tech
civilization in North Dakota.”

Max glanced at Ginny to see how she was reacting. She looked
skeptical but not surprised. They’d had at least part of this con-
versation outside.

“That’s crazy,” said Lasker.

“Crazy or not, nobody alive today could duplicate the materials
in that boat.” She finished off her drink. “I don’t believe it,
either.”

“It looks like an ordinary yacht to me,” said Ginny.

“I know. Maybe if it didn’t look so ordinary—" She shook her
head.

“April,” said Max, “think about it. Do you really believe they’d
manufacture sailboats like that on Mars?”

“The fire feels good.” She dragged her chair closer.
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A log broke, and sparks flew. “Look,” she said, “it wouldn'’t really
matter whether you were building it out at Alpha Centauri. There
are only a few designs for a practical sailboat. Somebody
somewhere built this, and I can guarantee you it wasn’t anyone
we’ve ever heard of.”

The wind sucked at the trees. A couple of automobile engines
started. “I wish I could have seen it before you took it out of the
ground,” said April. “Before it got washed.”

“Why?” asked Lasker.

“We might have been able to make some inferences from the
clay. But maybe it won’t matter.” She took a white envelope out
of her pocket.

“From the mooring cables,” Ginny explained to Max and her
husband. “We found some splinters.”

“What good will that do?” asked Max.

April got a refill of her brandy. “I usually go pretty light on
this kind of stuff,” she said. “But today I feel entitled.” She turned
to Max. “Each of the cables has a loop at one end and a clip at
the other. The clips still work, by the way. I don’t know much
about yachts, but this part is simple enough. When you’re tying
up, you secure the loop over one of the cleats on the boat. And
you tie the other end, the end with the clip, to the pier.”

“So what does it tell us?” asked Max.

“We should be able to figure out what it’s been tied to. And
maybe that’ll tell us where it’s been.” She put the envelope back
and looked at Lasker. “Tom, was the boat upright when you
found it?”

“No,” he said. “It was lying on its starboard side. And angled
up.”

“How much?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe thirty degrees.”

“Okay.” April seemed pleased. “The slope of the ridge is close
to thirty degrees.”

“Which means what?” asked Max.
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“Probably nothing,” she said. “Or maybe that’s where it came
to rest.”

“Came to rest?” Lasker was having trouble following the
conversation.

“Yes,” said April. “When it sank.”



Where lies the final harbour, whence we unmoor no
more?

—Herman Melville, Moby Dick

April had almost changed her mind about flying with Max when
he showed her the P-38 he intended to use. Although designed
as a single-seat fighter, the Lightning could accommodate a
second seat behind the pilot. Many of the aircraft purchased by
collectors after the war had been modified in this way. White
Lightning was among these.

Now, on the return trip, she was too excited even to think
about the plane, and she climbed in without a murmur. Max
taxied out onto the runway, talking to Jake Thoraldson, who
was Fort Moxie’s airport manager and air traffic controller. Jake
worked out of his office.

“Max?” she said.

He turned the plane into the wind. “Yes, April?”

“I"d like to take a look at something. Can we go back over the
Lasker farm?”

“Sure.” Max checked with Jake. No flights were in the area.
“What did you want to see?”

“I’m not sure,” she said.

When they were in the air, he leveled off at three thousand
feet and headed west. The day was beginning
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to turn gray. He had a strong headwind, and the weather report
called for more rain or possibly sleet by late afternoon. Probably
rain along the border and snow in the south, if the usual patterns
held.

The fields were bleak and withered. They had been given up
to the winter, and their owners had retired either to vacation
homes in more hospitable latitudes or to whatever other occupa-
tions entertained them during the off-season.

It was impossible to know precisely where the Lasker property
began. “Everything north of the highway for several miles belongs
to him,” Max explained. Usually houses were set more or less
in the middle of these vast tracts of land. But when Lasker’s
father had rebuilt, he’d opted for a site at the southwestern edge
of the property, near the highway, and in the shadow of the
ridge in which Tom had found the yacht. The idea had been to
gain a degree of protection from the icy winds that roared across
the prairie.

Beyond the ridge the land flattened again for several miles
and then rose abruptly to form the Pembina Escarpment.

The escarpment consisted of a spine of hills and promontories
and peaks. Unlike the surrounding plain, they were only very
lightly cultivated. Their tops were dusted with snow, and they
ran together to form a single, irregular wall. There were occa-
sional houses along the crests and narrow dirt roads that tied
the houses to one another and to Route 32, which paralleled
the chain along its eastern foot.

“Ten thousand years ago,” April said, “we’d have been flying
over water. Lake Agassiz.”

At her direction, Max banked and followed the chain south.
She was looking alternately at the crumpled land and at the
valley, which was flat all the way to the horizon.

“Where was the other side?” asked Max. “The eastern shore?”
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“Out toward Lake of the Woods,” she said. “A long way.”

Max tried to imagine what the world had been like then. A
place of liquid silence, mostly. And Canada geese.

“It only lasted about a thousand years,” she continued,
“scarcely an eyeblink as such things go. But it was here. That’s
all lake bottom below us. It’s why Tom can raise the best wheat
in the world.”

“What happened to it?” asked Max.

“The glaciers that formed it were retreating. They finally
reached a point where they unblocked the northern end.” She
shrugged. “The water drained away.”

They were beginning to run into a light drizzle.

“Some of it is still here,” she continued. “Lake of the Woods
is a remnant. And lakes Winnipeg and Manitoba. And a lot of
the Minnesota lakes.”

Max’s imagination filled the prairie with water, submerging
Fort Moxie and Noyes in the north, Hallock over on Route 75,
and Grand Forks and Thief River Falls and Fargo to the south.

“You can find all kinds of evidence in the soil if you look.
Remains of shellfish, plankton, whatever.” Her eyes were far
away. “I suppose it might come back, for that matter. During
the next ice age.”

It suddenly occurred to Max where this was leading. “You
think the boat is connected with the lake, don’t you?”

She was silent.

April arrived at Colson Laboratories toward the end of the after-
noon, in a downpour. She was met at the front doors by a swarm
of employees headed out. “Let’s go,” Jack Smith told her, taking
her arm and turning her around. “You need a ride?”

Ride where? It took her a few moments to recall: retirement
party for Harvey Keck.
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She liked Harvey, but she didn’t want to go. Her samples
were all she cared about at the moment. She could claim she
had a rush assignment. Had got behind. Wasn'’t feeling well.
But she owed a lot to Harvey.

Damn.

She locked her samples in the safe, told herself it would be
just as well to tackle it in the morning when she was fresh, and
went back downstairs to her car. Forty minutes later she pulled
into the parking lot at the Goblet.

Celebrations were encouraged at Colson. When a big contract
came in, when someone won a major award, when somebody
found a better way to do things, they celebrated. The Goblet
was more or less traditional for these kinds of affairs. It was a
midpriced family restaurant with a good bar. They called it
Colson West, and for each event they hung corporate logos and
banners around its Delta Room. On this occasion, a blowup of
Keck’s management philosophy, which advocated taking care
of the help as well as the customers, was mounted behind the
lectern. Also adorning the front of the room were his potted
rubber tree and a hat rack on which hung the battered Stetson
he’d worn during most of the last three decades.

Most of the employees were there when April arrived, and a
substantial number were already well into the mood.

She picked up a rum and Coke and sat down with several of
her friends. But the routine conversations, detailing struggles
with kids, complaints about one or another of the bosses,
problems with reports coming back from various subcontractors,
seemed extraordinarily dull on this night. She had a major
mystery on her hands, and she was anxious to get working on
it.

Everyone liked Harvey. It looked as if the entire work force
had turned out for his farewell. He was stepping down as asso-
ciate director, a post that April had set her sights on. She wasn’t
in position yet. The
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new AD would be a temporary appointment, Bert Coda, who
was himself close to retirement. As things now stood, April
would have the inside track when Coda retired. The position,
if she got it, would mean a salary increase of $25,000; and she
would still be young enough to aspire to the top job. Not bad
for a kid who had started out washing dishes.

But tonight she just didn’t care. Compared to what she had
in her safe, the directorship was trivial. It was all she could do
not to seize the lectern and announce what she had found. Hey,
listen up. We’ve been visited. And I've got proof!

When she’d first come to the Dakotas, as an undergraduate
at the University of North Dakota, April had attempted a
weekend automobile tour that was to include the Black Hills.
But western states tend to be a lot bigger than eastern states,
and she’d run out of patience with the endless highways. She’d
circled back and encountered the Sioux reservation along the
south shore of Devil’s Lake. (The north shore was occupied by
a prosperous prairie town named for the lake.)

Subsequently she became interested in the tribe, made some
friends, and in time acquired what she liked to think of as a
Sioux perspective: I would live where the sky is open, where
fences are not, and where the Spirit walks the earth.

One of the friends was Andrea Hawk, a Devil’s Lake talk show
host, who captured for April the sense of a people bypassed by
history. April was saddened by the poverty she saw on the reser-
vation and by Andrea’s frustration. “We live too much on the
largesse of the whites,” Andrea had told her. “We have forgotten
how to make do for ourselves.” Andrea pointed out that Native-
American males die so young, from drugs and disease and viol-
ence, that the most prosperous establishment on many reserva-
tions is the funeral home.

April’s own life was hedged in by fences. A marriage had gone
sour. She wanted both family and
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career but had been unable to balance the needs of a husband
with the long hours her job required. She was in her mid-thirties
now, and she had no sense of satisfaction from all the activity.
Accomplishments, yes. But if she died tonight, her life would
not have counted for anything. She would leave nothing behind.

At least, that was how she had felt until running the test on
Max Collingwood’s piece of cloth. Curiously, she had been only
vaguely aware of her dissatisfaction until the test results came
in and she realized what she had in her hand.

The tributes for Harvey were moving. Several people described
how much they had enjoyed working for him, how he had in-
spired them, why he was a good boss. Two former employees
of Colson who had gone on to greater things attributed their
success to his inspiration. The first principle of his credo, said
one, had carried her through dark days: Do the right thing, re-
gardless of consequences. That was Mary Embry, who had be-
come an operations chief with Dow. “It’s not always a path to
promotion,” she said. “But it made me realize that I had to be
able to respect myself before others would.” She smiled warmly
at Harvey, who looked embarrassed.

The director added his own praise. “Forty years is a long time,”
he said. “Harvey always said what he thought. Sometimes I
didn’t want to hear it.” Laughter. “Sometimes I really didn’t
want to hear it.” Louder laughter. “But you never ducked, Harv.
And I'm grateful for that.” Applause.

“I'll add this for everyone in the room who wants to be a
manager: Look for someone like Harvey on your staff, to tell
you what you need to hear. Treat him well. Make him your
conscience.”

They cheered, Harvey stood, and April actually saw tears
around her. He beamed in the rush of affection. When things
subsided, he symbolically dragged the lectern to one side. (His
refusal to use a lectern was part of the body of corporate myth.)
He thanked his
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coworkers for their kindness and, as he always did, spoke to
them about themselves. “In some ways,” he said, “this is the
finest moment of my life. I'd like to think that Colson Laborat-
ories has a more solid foundation than it had before I came, and
that its employees and customers are better off. If that’s true,
and if I can claim some credit for that, I'd feel that my years here
have been successful.”

April suspected she had never seen him this happy. Not during
her twelve years with Colson Labs. And she thought how very
sad that was.

The associate director had devoted his life to the success of
the company and its employees. He had refused to settle for
anything less than excellence. And now, addressing his colleagues
on this final night, he was saying it again. “Never confuse perfec-
tion with production. People who don’t make mistakes aren’t
doing anything.”

His subordinates loved him.

She watched him now as he thanked the rank and file. He
was walking into the dark. At the end of this celebration he
would go back to his office for the rest of the week, and then it
would be over.

In some ways, this is the finest moment of my life.

My God, was that all it had come to? A few dozen people at
a dinner party, teary-eyed for the moment, but who would dis-
perse soon enough to their own lives and leave Harvey Keck to
find his way as best he could?

Surreptitiously she wiped her eyes.

Nothing like this was going to happen to her. She would make
sure her life counted for something more than being a nice per-
son down at the office. And Tom Lasker’s enigmatic yacht was
going to be her passport.



The distant roar of receding time...

—Walter Asquith, Ancient Shores

Lasker had been out working on his tractor all morning, replacing
a leaky cylinder and a drive belt. He’d just come back into the
house and was headed for the shower when the doorbell rang.
It was Charlie Lindquist and Floyd Rickett.

Charlie was a three-hundred-pounder, about six-three, amiable,
a man who thought the world could be had by figuring out what
people wanted to hear and telling it to them. Actually, Charlie
had done fairly well with that philosophy. He’'d built half a
dozen businesses in Fort Moxie, and now owned Intown Video,
the Tastee-Freez (which was, of course, closed for the winter),
and four duplexes over near the library. Charlie was director of
the Fort Moxie Booster Association and president of the city
council.

Floyd also sat on those esteemed bodies. He was tall, gray,
sharp-nosed, pinched-looking. A postal clerk, he had strong
opinions and a strong sense of the importance of his time. Get
to the bottom line, he was fond of saying, jabbing the air with
three fingers. Floyd did a great deal of jabbing: He jabbed his
way into conversations, jabbed through political opposition on
the council, jabbed
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through conflicting opinions of all kinds. Life is short. No time
to waste. Cut to the chase. At the post office he specialized in
sorting out problems caused by the general public. Floyd disap-
proved of sloppy wrapping, of clumsy handwriting, of people
who failed to use zip codes properly.

Not surprisingly, Charlie and Floyd did not get along.

They shook hands with Lasker, heartily in Charlie’s case,
prudently in Floyd’s. “Still got people coming by to see the yacht,
I see,” said Charlie, trying to be casual. He thought of himself
as a man of considerable subtlety.

“A few. Depends a lot on the weather.” He led them into the
living room, where they gathered around the coffee table. “It’s
getting old, I think.”

“Getting cold, too,” said Floyd. His hand chopped through a
brief arc to emphasize the point.

“We've been noticing it in town,” said Charlie. “We aren’t
seeing as many people as we did.” He shook his head. “Pity it
didn’t happen in the spring.”

“Doesn’t matter,” said Lasker. “We’ve about had it with this
donkey drill, anyway. I'm tired of hauling it in and out of the
barn every day. I'm going to lock it away and that’ll be the end
of it.”

“Wish you wouldn’t, Tom,” said Charlie in an easy tone that
suggested the action was selfish and ill-conceived.

Floyd nodded. “Bad for business,” he said. “The folks that
come out here, a lot of them, eat in town. They do some shop-
ping. Some even stay overnight.” He sat back and crossed one
leg over the other. “Fact is, we could use more stuff like this.”

“You have to understand,” Charlie said, “that a lot of the
people downtown are depending on you.”

“Charlie,” said Lasker, “it’s only a boat.”

“That’s where you're wrong,” said Floyd. “It’s a national news
story. And it’s sitting right here in Fort Moxie.”

“It is not a national news story,” said Lasker. “We've
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been on one TV show. And anyhow, most of the people who
come out here think I buried the boat myself. They think the
whole thing’s a scam.”

Floyd looked shocked. “There’s no truth to that, is there,
Tom?”

Lasker glared at him, and Floyd subsided.

“Listen.” Charlie was a picture of magnanimity. “All of this is
beside the point. There’s a lot of money to be made, and it oc-
curred to us you haven’t been getting your share, Tom. Now,
what we propose to do is to organize this in a more businesslike
way.”

“How do you mean?”

“First thing,” said Floyd, “is to get the attraction off the trailer.
I mean, no offense, but what we have here feels like a garage
sale. I can understand why people don’t take it very seriously.”

“The attraction?” said Lasker. “It’s an attraction now?”

“No offense, Tom.” Charlie shifted his weight and his chair
sagged. “We just thought it would be a good idea to put it on
a platform.”

“Ed’s volunteered to make the platform,” said Floyd. That
would be Ed Grange, who usually took charge of parades and
other ceremonials. “He’ll do a good job, don’t worry.”

“We'll put a tent over it,” continued Charlie, “and install some
heaters.”

Lasker made a face. “I don’t want a tent on my front lawn,”
he said.

“We know that.” Charlie’s benign expression signified that
everything was under control. “We wouldn’t do that to you,
Tom. We thought it would look better over where you dug it
up, anyhow.” His eyes suddenly clouded. “You haven’t filled in
the hole, have you?”

“Sure I have. We filled it in the day we got the damned thing
out of the ground.”

“That’s too bad,” said Floyd. “Shouldn’t have done that.”
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“Why not? The hole was thirty feet deep. If somebody’d fallen
in there, they would have got a terrible bruise.”

“Well, it’s too late now,” said Charlie. “Wish we’d thought of
that right away.” He rapped his fingers against the table. “Any-
way, we’ll put up the shelter. We know where we can get an
old circus tent. Old, but in good shape. But don’t you worry,
that’s only temporary.”

“What do you mean, temporary?”

“The bottom line on this,” said Floyd, “is that we might have
a permanent draw here if we play our cards right. We need to
think about a museum.”

Lasker’s head was beginning to hurt.

“Well, not right away,” said Charlie. “Look, we’re going to
do a publicity push. We'll start charging an admission fee. You'll
get a cut, of course. And we’ll see how it goes.”

“Wait a minute. You can’t charge for this.”

“Why not?” Charlie was into his take-charge mode. “You want
people to react seriously, you have to make them pay something.
Not a lot. But something. I bet we’ll double the crowds the first
week. We were thinking thirty percent for you; the rest goes to
the town. Okay? It’ll all be pure profit for you. Cost you noth-
ing.” He nodded at Floyd, and Floyd nodded back. “The city
will pay for everything. Now, we’ve got a T-shirt design. Let me
show you—"

His eyes found Floyd, and Floyd produced a folder. He opened
it and pulled out several drawings. All featured the boat, in
various aspects. But there were several legends. The Devil’s Boat,
read one. And My Folks Visited Fort Moxie, ND, and All I Got
Was This Lousy T-shirt. Another featured a map of the upper
Red River, with the location of the “devil’s boat” site marked
with an inset.

“What's this ‘devil’s boat’ routine?” asked Lasker.

“It was Marge’s idea,” said Charlie. Marge Peterson was the
town clerk. “Part of the public-relations initiative.”
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“I think it’s a little overboard.”

“Listen,” said Charlie, “people love that kind of stuff. And this
whole business does have a kind of Twilight Zone flavor. Right?”

“And it lights up, doesn’t it?” said Floyd. “You find the power
source yet?”

Lasker shook his head.

“Good. No known power source. We need to push that,
Charlie. And the markings. The markings are good.”

“Yeah.” Charlie reached for his coat. “Listen, enjoyed talking
with you, Tom. We've already started the ball rolling on this
thing. Couple of the boys’ll be out tomorrow to get it going.
You just relax. You won’t have to do anything except sit back
and watch the money roll in.”

They were up and headed for the door. “Oh, one more thing.”
Charlie stopped, and Floyd almost collided with him. “A rest
room. We'll need a rest room.”

“No,” said Lasker.

“It’s okay. We'll set something up outside. Put it back in the
trees. Out of sight.”

They shook his hand, opened the door, and looked out. There
were maybe twenty visitors, and two more cars were pulling up.
“See what I mean?” Charlie said.

April held the packet where the light from the window could
shine through it. “What we have here,” she said, “are a few fibers
taken from the mooring lanyards. The fibers are wood. They’re
from spruce trees.” She passed it over.

Max squinted at the samples. “What does that tell us? There
aren’t any spruce trees around here.”

“Not anymore. But there used to be. At one time they were
quite common, as a matter of fact.”

“When?”

“When the lake was here.”
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They were in a steakhouse. Max listened to the murmur of
conversation, the clink of silverware. “You're sure?”

“I'm sure.”

Max’s insides churned. A waitress arrived, and he settled for
a Caesar salad rather than the club sandwich he’d been planning.
“So what we're saying is that we've got a ten-thousand-year-old
boat up there?”

April squirmed. “I'd rather not jump to conclusions, Max.
Let’s just stick with the facts for now. One, the boat will not rot,
rust, or decay over extremely long periods of time. Two, the
lanyards that are in the Lasker barn were once tied up to a piece
of wood that was cut from a spruce tree. The tree that the wood
fibers came from was alive ten thousand years ago.”

“But the boat,” said Max, “is new.”

“The boat will always look new, Max. You could put it back
in the ground and dig it up to celebrate your sixtieth birthday,
and it would look exactly as it does today.”

“That doesn’t sound possible.”

April nodded. “T know. Look, it’s outside our experience. But
that doesn’t make it irrational.” Her voice dropped. “I'm not
sure what kind of alternative explanation might fit the facts. The
age of the wood fibers is not in dispute. Neither is the composi-
tion of the original samples. I think somebody was here. A long
time ago somebody with advanced technology went sailing on
Lake Agassiz. They tied up at least once to a tree or a pier.”

“So who was it?” asked Max. “Are we talking UFOs? Or
what?”

“I don’t know. But it’s a question worth asking.”

Diet Cokes came. Max took a pull at his while he tried to get
his thoughts in order. “It doesn’t make much sense,” he said.
“Assume for a minute you’re right. Where does that leave us?
With the notion that people came here from another world to
go sailing? I mean, are we seriously suggesting that?”
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“It’s not out of the realm of possibility. Try looking at the big
picture, Max. And I mean big. How many water lakes are there,
I wonder, within a radius of, say, twenty light-years? Agassiz
might have looked pretty good to a load of tourists.” She smiled.
“Look, let’s stay away from the speculation and concentrate on
what we know. What we know is that we have an artificial ele-
ment that’s unique in the world.”

“How do we know that?” asked Max.

“[ guarantee it.”

“You guarantee it. April, I hate to say this, but a couple of
days ago I wouldn’t have known who you were. No offense,
but maybe you’re wrong.”

“Maybe I am. In the meantime, Max, consider this: If I do
know what I'm talking about, the boat is literally beyond value.”
She realized she was getting too loud; she leaned closer and
lowered her voice. “Look. You’d like a second opinion. I know
we don’t need one. Get a second opinion, and we get a second
chemist. I'd just as soon keep this as exclusive as we can. We
are sitting on a monumental discovery, and we are all going to
be on the cover of Time. You. Me. The Laskers.” Her dark eyes
filled with excitement. “There’s another reason to keep this close
for the time being.”

“What's that?” asked Max.

“There might be something else out there.”

Lisa Yarborough had launched her professional career as a
physics teacher in a private school near Alexandria, Virginia.
But she had been (and still was) an inordinately striking woman
who just flat-out enjoyed sex. While she discussed energy and
resistance by daylight, she demonstrated after dark a great deal
of the former and hardly any of the latter.

Lisa discovered early that there was profit to be made from
her hobby. Not that she ever stooped to imposing tariffs, but
men insisted on showing her a
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substantial degree of generosity. Furthermore, indirect advantages
could accrue to a bright, well-endowed young woman who had
never been shackled by either inhibition or an undue sense of
fair play. She left the Alexandria school in the middle of her
second year amid a swirl of rumors to take a lucrative position
with a firm doing business with the Pentagon; her new company
thought she could influence the military’s purchasing officers.
She proved successful in these endeavors, using one means or
another, and moved rapidly up the corporate ladder. If it was
true that, in her own style, she slept her way to the top, she
nevertheless refrained from conducting liaisons with men in her
own chain of command, and in that way maintained her self-
respect.

Eventually she developed an interest in government and took
a position as executive assistant to a midwestern senator who
twice sought, without success, his party’s presidential nomina-
tion. She moved over to lobbying and did quite well for the to-
bacco industry and the National Education Association. At the
law firm of Barlow and Biggs, she functioned as a conduit to
several dozen congressmen. She received a political appointment
and served a brief tour as an assistant commissioner in the De-
partment of Agriculture. And eventually she became a director
in a conservative think tank.

It was in the latter role that Lisa discovered a facility for writ-
ing. She had kept scrupulous diaries since she was twelve, a
habit that began around the time she’d first retired into the
backseat of her father’s Buick with Jimmy Proctor. Jimmy had
been her first real connection, so to speak, and she’d found the
experience so exhilarating that she’d wanted to tell someone.
But her girlfriends at the Chester Arthur Middle School weren’t
up to it. And her parents were Baptists.

Lisa should have been a Baptist, too. She had been exposed
to the full range of ecclesiastical activities.
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She’d gone to youth group meetings on Tuesdays and Thursdays,
services on Wednesdays and Sundays. But by senior year she’'d
slept with half the choir.

While she was at the think tank helping demolish Dukakis’s
bid for the White House, she’d decided to use her diaries to
write an autobiography. Her promise to go into delicious detail
about an array of prominent persons throughout government
and the media produced a seven-figure advance. The think tank
had promptly fired her because she did not confine herself to
prominent Democrats.

Old paramours and one-night stands had come to see her,
pleading for selective amnesia. When persuasion and bribes
didn’t work, they resorted to tears and threats, but she went
ahead with the project. “If I don’t tell the truth,” she told a TV
talk show host, “what will people think of me?”

The book was Capitol Love. It became a best-seller and then
a TV movie, and Lisa bought a chain of autoparts stores with
the proceeds. The rest, as they say, is history.

Lisa had first met April Cannon while Lisa was working at
the Department of Agriculture. She’d gone to a dinner hosted
by an environmental-awareness group. Her date had been one
of the speakers, a tall, enthusiastic stag burdened with the con-
viction that the loss of forests had already exceeded the limits
from which recovery might be possible. He also believed that
women in general and Lisa in particular could not resist his
charms. Lisa, who had planned to cap the evening in her usual
style, changed her mind. April had been unimpressed with her
date as well, and the two had fled together into the Washington
night.

They had been close friends since.

Lisa was therefore not surprised when April called and asked
to see her. Her interest grew when her friend refused to state the
reason for the meeting.

The day after the phone call, April arrived with a non-
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descript individual in tow. “Lisa,” she said, “this is Max
Collingwood.”

The women knew each other too well to indulge in small talk.
April quietly explained what had been happening at Tom Lask-
er’s farm. When she had finished, Lisa was slow to respond.
“You're certain?” she asked. “How about fraud?”

“There’s no mistake. And fraud is not possible.” April slid a
manila envelope onto the table, opened it, and took out a
handful of photos. They were pictures of the yacht. Interior.
Exterior. Sails. Close-ups of rails and stanchions. And the
markings.

“They are odd,” Lisa agreed. “And there’s no language match?”

“None that we can find,” said April.

Lisa continued to study the pictures, but her mind shifted to
April. The information was so outrageous that she drew back
to reassess her old friend. She knew what was coming, and she
had to ask herself whether this was an effort to con her. April
wouldn’t do it, she was sure. But what about this Collingwood?

“So what are your conclusions?” she asked. “Where did the
element, the boat, come from?”

April smiled wearily. “Everything’s guesswork beyond what
we’ve told you. We have no conventional explanation.”

“Do you have an unconventional one?”

“Yours is as good as anybody'’s,” said April.

Lisa nodded, walked over to her desk, and took out a check-
book. “Where do you go from here?”

“We want to take a close look at the area. See if there’s any-
thing else buried up there.”

“What do you need to do that?”

“A ground-search radar. We can rent one at a reasonable
price.”

“But what could you possibly find? Another boat?”

“Maybe,” said Max.

“But you've already got one. I can understand that
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two is better than one, but in what way would a second boat
advance your knowledge?”

“There might be remains,” said April.

“Ah. After ten thousand years? And some of it in the water?
I hardly think so. You'd do better to think about where they
might have stopped for hot dogs.”

The chemist leaned forward, and their eyes locked. “Lisa, they
had to have a way to get here. There’s a possibility they never
went home.”

Lisa listened to everybody breathe. “How much do you need?”

When GeoTech’s ground-search radar unit showed up to begin
its probe, Max was there. He and the Laskers assumed that if
anything was actually still in the ground, they would find it right
away. If they found nothing, that would be the end of it.

Max did not like being associated with UFOs. Didn’t look
good for him or for Sundown Aviation, and he resolved to keep
a low profile. But on the other hand, if there was anything to
it, intense media coverage and maybe a lot of money was not
out of the question.

The GeoTech team consisted of three people working out of
a large sand-colored van. The crew chief was an energetic, rather
precise young woman who made the company jumpsuit look
pretty good. Her name was Peggy Moore, and she opened the
conversation by asking Max what they were looking for. “The
work order’s a little vague on that point,” she added.

“Anything unusual,” said Max.

That was not a satisfactory reply. Moore had intense eyes, a
quick frown, and a schedule that kept her far too busy to cope
with someone who wanted to mess around. “Try me again,” she
said in a tone that bordered on hostility.

“We’re not sure what we’re looking for,” Max explained. “We
think there may be some artifacts
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buried in the area. We’d like you to tell us what’s in the ground.
If anything.”

“What, generally, are we talking about here, Mr. Collingwood?
Arrowheads? Indian burial ground? Old oil cans? It makes a
difference in the way we proceed.”

“They dug up a boat last month.”

“I saw that on TV. This is the place, huh?”

“Yeah. We’d like to know if there’s anything else down there.”

“All right. It saves time,” she said, “when you tell us what we
need to know.”

“Okay,” said Max.

“We already found a rake. While we were calibrating.”

The van was lined with computers, printers, display screens,
and communications gear. The radar unit itself was mounted
on a small tractor. “The images are relayed to the van by radio
link,” Moore explained. “It goes up on the main screen. We’ll
be watching for shadows, unusual coloring, anything that sug-
gests a formation that isn’t obviously natural.”

It was by then mid-November, and the day on which the
GeoTech crew started was miserably cold. Snow threatened
throughout the afternoon, although only a few flakes fell.

The other two technicians were Charlie Ramirez, a somber-
looking man who drove the tractor and ran the radar, and Sara
Winebarger, the communications specialist. Sara was stick-thin
with straight blond hair.

Because of the extreme cold, Moore and Charlie rotated as-
signments on the tractor. Charlie did not like cold weather, and
he talked a lot about Nevada. “Only reason I'm here is because
they eliminated my job on the southern border. Soon as it opens
up again, I'm out of here.”

Max’s fascination with the project worked on him, and he
asked if he could watch from inside the van. “It’s against the
rules,” said the crew chief.

“I wouldn’t create a problem.”
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“I'm sure you wouldn’t, Mr. Collingwood. But there are insur-
ance implications.” Her demeanor was as cold as the weather.
“You understand.”

They laid out a search pattern, and Charlie took off, headed
for the top of the hill. He plunged through the windbreak,
mounted the ridge and, at a range of about a hundred yards
from the site of the original find, executed a sharp right turn.
Eventually he completed the first of a series of overlapping rec-
tangles.

Max went into the farmhouse and took over the Laskers’ din-
ing room, near a window. Outside, the tractor rumbled method-
ically through the long afternoon.



This antique coast,
Washed by time...

—Walter Asquith, Ancient Shores

During the course of the afternoon, the GeoTech team found
nothing. When at last they quit for the day, Max exchanged re-
assurances with the Laskers, and flew home. The second day of
the search, a Friday, also produced no results, and the operation
shut down for the weekend.

April had encouraged Max and the Laskers to say as little as
possible about the find. She had followed her own advice and
revealed nothing to her colleagues at Colson. But she needed
someone to talk to. Max’s enthusiasm matched her own, and
so, during the succeeding days, while the radar unit searched
Tom Lasker’s property without result, they found themselves
meeting after hours for dinner and drinks and long intense con-
versations.

These conversations had the effect of fortifying their hopes
and creating an informal alliance. However, they rarely produced
specifics about what those hopes really were: hers, that a way
might be found to master transuranic technology; his, that there
had indeed been unearthly visitors, and that proof might lie
nearby. But

69
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Max suspected that a more mundane explanation would eventu-
ally surface, that April had to have overlooked something. Nev-
ertheless, she could usually, over beer and pizza, allay those
doubts. For a time.

For her part, April had no one to lean on. She considered
herself rock-solid, not the sort to be carried away by passion or
gulled by ambition. Nevertheless, she would have liked a second
opinion, some confirmation from one of the experts in the field.
But the stakes were so high that she knew where premature
disclosure might lead: The heavyweights would move in and
Cannon would be pushed aside.

She needed someone to talk to. The Laskers, sitting on what
might turn out to be the discovery of the ages, seemed to look
on the entire business with a degree of complacency that irritated
her. They were interested, the possibilities intrigued them, and
yet they lacked fire. It was her impression that had Tom Lasker
been informed there was a crashed UFO on his land, he’d go
look at it, but only after feeding the horses.

Max was different. And during this difficult period, he became
her sole support.

They tended to approach the more electrifying possibilities
obliquely: They joked about the effects they would have on their
personal lives. April conjured up an image of Max on the cover
of Time, stepping down from the cockpit of the Lightning, his
flying jacket rakishly open. Man of the Year.

And he speculated about a Nobel for the woman who had
given the world the lifetime automobile guarantee.

Meantime, the days passed without tangible result from the
ground-radar unit, and Max’s conviction returned that it was all
just too good to be true. April pointed out that the search was
a long shot, but even if they found nothing else, they already
possessed an artifact of incalculable value. “Nothing is ever going
to be the same,” she said, adding that she had written a paper
revealing her findings. “Which I will not publish
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until we can be reasonably sure there’s nothing else out there.
We don’t want to start a treasure hunt.”

“I agree,” said Max. They were sitting in a food court in the
mall at the intersection of the two interstates in Fargo, splitting
a pepperoni pizza. “If there really is something out there, what
would you think our chances are of finding it?”

Her eyes fluttered shut. “Almost nil. There’s too much lake
bottom.” She stirred a packet of artificial sweetener into her
coffee. “We're talking about substantial pieces of the U.S. and
Canada. For that matter, there could be something here.” She
indicated the floor. “The Fargo area was underwater, too, for a
while. Who knows?”

Max looked down at the tiles. “I wonder what the yacht is
worth?”

“If it is what we think it is, Max, you couldn’t put a price on
it.” She watched a mother trying to balance a squalling child
and an armload of packages. “I hope we can actually get some
answers to the questions. Truth is, I have a bad feeling that we're
likely to be faced with a mystery no one will ever solve.”

“It would be nice,” he said, “to find something that would help
pin down who owned the boat.”

“Remains,” she said. “What we need are remains.” Her manner
was so intent that two kids trooping past with balloons turned
to stare. “Look. They left the boat. That suggests something
unexpected might have happened. A storm. Maybe they were
attacked by natives.”

“Or,” suggested Max, “maybe they just never came back for
it.”

“It’s a nice boat,” said April. “I'd sure take it with me when I
left. I wouldn’t just leave it somewhere. No, I think there’s a
good chance something went wrong.” Her voice softened, be-
came very distant. “Oh, Max, I don’t know. I hate to speculate
about this thing.” She took a bite of pizza and chewed very de-
liberately before continuing. “If something did go wrong, there’s
a
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decent chance their means of transportation is still here.”

Max should have been feeling good. The Vickers Museum in
South Bend was expected to get a substantial grant, an award
that opened serious possibilities for the company. In addition,
there had been two good offers for a Catalina flying boat on
which Max had an option, and Popular Aviation had notified
him they wanted to do an article on Sundown. The company’s
condition looked strong enough that he was toying with the
possibility of keeping White Lightning.

Nevertheless, he was restless. The ground-search radar was
approaching the western limits of Tom Lasker’s farm with no
indication of anything untoward. April had hinted at a vehicle.
But maybe they were looking in the wrong place. After all, a
vehicle wouldn’t have gone into the lake.

Maybe they hadn’t thought this out too well. What was it Lisa
Yarborough had said? Think about where they might have stopped
off for hotdogs.

The weather stayed cold. He took to watching the Ben at Ten
news team out of Grand Forks, which came in on cable. Ben at
Ten was covering the Fort Moxie story as a kind of light windup
feature each evening. First there was the “devil’s boat” T-shirts.
Then there had been footage of angry citizens warning the city
council that more people would be frightened away than attrac-
ted to Fort Moxie by talk of a devil. They interviewed a man
who claimed to have unearthed an intact 1937 Chevrolet in a
rock garden in Drayton. They reported on the reactions of out-
of-state visitors: The boat was a sign of the last days; it had fallen
out of an aircraft; it was a publicity stunt by a boat manufacturer;
it was an attempt by the American government to entice Cana-
dian visitors.

Tom complained on the phone that the tent smelled of ele-
phants and that for the first time in his life he was
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grateful the wind rarely blew out of the south. April was almost
frantic that the boat was not locked away securely and not even
kept away from the public, but Tom felt a responsibility to his
lifelong neighbors to keep it on display. He also sent along a
brochure and a T-shirt with a picture of the yacht and the slogan
I Had a Devil of a Time in Fort Moxie. The artwork for the bro-
chure wasn’t bad: The boat lay atop its ridge, silhouetted by a
full moon with a devilish aspect. The story of the discovery was
told in a few terse lines, below a Gothic leader proclaiming that
“scientists are baffled.” There were also photos of the Lasker
farmhouse and downtown scenes prominently displaying the
Prairie Schooner, Clint’s Restaurant, and the Northstar Motel.

Max kept thinking they were looking in the wrong place. On
the day that the T-shirt and brochure arrived, he decided to in-
vestigate the possibility.

The main branch of the Fargo library is located downtown,
at the intersection of First Avenue and Third Street. It’s a square
two-story structure, wedged into an area of weary stone-and-
brick buildings, softened by trees and occasional shrubbery.

It was midafternoon, just before rush hour, when Max passed
the police station and pulled into a parking place in front of the
civic center. The temperature had risen, the snow that had been
falling since lunchtime had turned to rain, and the asphalt
glistened in a cold mist. The streetlights were on, creating a
spectral effect, and a heavy sky sagged into the rooftops. He
climbed out of the car, pulled his jacket around him, and hurried
the half-block to the library.

High-school kids crowded the stacks and tables, and the air
was thick with the smell of damp cotton. He went back into the
reference section, pulled out all the atlases he could find, and
dragged them to a table.

Lake Agassiz had been the largest of the many Pleistocene
lakes of North America. It was a sea in every sense of the word,
covering at its maximum expanse a
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surface area of 110,000 square miles. It had formed from the
meltwaters of the continental ice sheet near the end of the last
ice age. But within a few thousand years those same glaciers,
retreating north, had uncovered access to Hudson Bay, and
Agassiz had drained.

The ancient lake lived on in Lake of the Woods, the
Assiniboine River, Rainy Lake, Red Lake in Minnesota, the Red
River of the North, Lake Winnipeg. But in the days of its great-
ness, the water had filled the valley to a depth of more than
three hundred feet.

He checked the dates on Native Americans. They had been
here early enough to have seen Agassiz. What else had they
seen?

The spruce fibers in the loops of the mooring cables indicated
that the boat had been tied up rather than simply anchored.
That implied a harbor. Where within a reasonable range of Tom
Lasker’s farm had there been a sheltered harbor?

Where, along the shores of Lake Agassiz, would you build a
pier?

The size of the coastline was dismaying. It stretched from
north-central Saskatchewan to St. Anthony’s Falls in Minneapolis.
Probably ten thousand miles of shore. Hopeless. But there was
a fair chance that the boat had been moored, that it had broken
loose, and that it had been driven onto a reef or sunk by a storm
shortly afterward. Not a tight chain of reasoning. But it was
possible. If so, then the mooring place lay in the neighborhood.
Say, along the western coastline between Fargo and Winnipeg.

He looked a long time at the maps.

What did a good harbor need? Obviously the water had to
be at the right level. That made it a problem of altitude. Okay,
he could check that out. It would have to provide shelter from
current and wind. And enough depth to tie up without grounding
during low tide. That meant no shallow slopes. There couldn’t
be too many places like that.

He hoped.
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Max lifted off, climbed into a clear sky, and turned west, looking
for the shoreline. He didn’t find it. The Red River Valley rises
in the south, and the escarpment, which is so pronounced near
the border, sinks to invisibility. From offshore, the coast would
have looked flat. That meant there could have been no deep-
water approaches.

He turned north, flying over a snow-covered landscape marked
by silos and occasional towns connected by long, quiet two-lane
roads. The ancient coast did not appear until he crossed into
Cavalier County.

Near Herzog Dam, Route 5 passes through a cut. He went
down to four thousand feet for a better look. The snowfields
had been abandoned to winter, and nothing moved in all that
landscape save a lone pickup, approaching from the east. It was
possible the cut disguised an ancient harbor, and he flew over-
head several times without coming to a firm conclusion. Unfor-
tunately, if this was it, he doubted there would be much left to
look at. He photographed it and flew on.

He found another potential landfall south of Walhalla, off
Route 32.

And another candidate in Canada.

Three possibilities in all.

The site at Walhalla was closest to the Lasker farm. That one
first, he thought, turning east.

He called April from the plane. “No big thing,” he said. “But it’s
a possibility.”

“Sure.” She didn’t sound particularly enthusiastic. “Anything’s
better than what we're doing now. Who owns the land?”

“I can find out, if you want me to pursue it.”

“Yes,” she said. “Go ahead. Get us permission to look around.”
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Tom met him at Fort Moxie International. He was equally
unimpressed, but he shrugged and took the same tack. “We can
ride over now, if you want,” he said.

They drove west on Route 11, past the farm, and out to the
edge of the Pembina Escarpment, where they turned south on
Route 32. The hills and ridges on the west side of the road
formed a solid chain, with clumps of forest scattered across their
summits and piles of rock at ground level. Walhalla nestled in
this section, a prosperous prairie town of frame houses,
lumberyards, and feed stores.

Ten minutes south of town, the trees parted, and they were
looking into a horseshoe canyon.

“Johnson’s Ridge,” said Lasker.

The canyon walls were rocky and almost sheer on the south
and west. The northern slope rose more gradually toward the
summit. It was heavily wooded, as was the valley floor. Two
men were stopped just off the road, cutting firewood, stacking
it in the back of a pickup.

The canyon was two hundred yards wide at its mouth and
maybe twice as deep. It narrowed by about a third toward the
rear wall. An access road left the highway, plunged into the
trees, and climbed the northern ridge in a series of hairpin turns.

Lasker pulled over and stopped. The sun was sinking toward
the top of the western promontory, which was lower by fifty to
a hundred feet than the summits on either side. “Where was the
water level?” he asked.

“Depends on which period you're talking about. It was never
high enough that the southern side could have served conveni-
ently as a harbor. But for a long time you could have taken a
boat up there”—he indicated the rear wall—“tied up at your dock
or whatever, and stepped out onto dry land.”

Lasker squinted through the sunlight. A squadron of birds,
too far away for him to see clearly, cruised
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over the summit. “Could be,” he said. “I think it belongs to the
Indians,” he added.

Arky Redfern’s law offices were located in a professional building
on the outskirts of Cavalier, the county seat. He was flanked by
an orthodontist and a financial advisor. The building was flat
gray slate with maybe twenty parking places, about half of which
were filled when Lasker pulled in and found an open slot next
to the handicapped space.

Inside, a brisk young woman looked up from a computer ter-
minal. “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” she said. “Can I help you?”

She took their names and picked up a phone. Fifteen minutes
later they were ushered into an interior office dominated by a
mahogany desk, leather furniture, and an array of glass-door
bookcases. The walls to either side were crowded with plaques
and certificates; the one behind the desk was conspicuously re-
served for a hunting bow and a spread of five arrows.

Arky Redfern was a lean young man in a gray tweed jacket.
He was of about average height, with dark, distant eyes, copper
skin, and thick brown hair. Just out of law school, Max thought.
Redfern came through an inner door, greeted Lasker with easy
familiarity, asking about his family, and shook Max’s hand.

“Now,” he said as they settled down to business, “what exactly
is it you gentlemen want to do on Johnson’s Ridge?”

As they’d agreed, Lasker took the lead. “We’d like to have
permission to conduct a ground-radar search. To look for arti-
facts.”

The lawyer cocked his head as if he hadn’t heard correctly.
“Really? Why? What would you expect to find?”

Lasker said, “It’s a general survey. We want to see if there’s
anything up there. And we’d agree not to remove anything.”
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Redfern took a pair of spectacles from his jacket pocket and
fitted them carefully over his eyes. “Why don’t you tell me
straight out what you’re looking for? Is there another yacht up
there, Tom?”

Lasker looked at Max. “We're looking at places all over the
area, Mr. Redfern,” Max said. “You can never tell where you
might find something.”

Lasker mouthed, “Trust him,” and Max sighed. Trust a lawyer?
It flew in the face of his most cherished principles.

Redfern was apparently not satisfied with Max’s answer. He
seemed to be still waiting for a response.

“We think,” said Max, “there might be some objects left over
from the Paleolithic.”

The lawyer’s eyes narrowed, and he turned toward Lasker.
“This is connected with the boat, Tom? Right?”

“Yes,” said Lasker. “There’s an outside possibility, and that’s
all it is, that something might be buried on top of Johnson’s
Ridge. It’s a long shot.”

Redfern nodded. “Why don’t you tell me exactly what you
know about the yacht?” he said.

“It’s been in the newspapers,” said Max.

“Nothing’s been in the newspapers. Old boat dug up on a
farm. It’s in very good condition, suggesting that it hadn’t been
in the ground more than a week. And it lights up at night.” He
stared across at the two men. “You want access to Johnson’s
Ridge? Tell me what’s going on.”

“Can we get a guarantee of confidentiality?” asked Lasker.

“I would like to be free to confer with the chairman if need
be. But I can assure you that otherwise what you tell me will go
no farther.”

“Who’s the chairman?” asked Max.

“The head of the local Sioux,” said Lasker. “Name’s James
Walker.”

“The head of the Sioux is a chairman?”

“Movie Indians have chiefs,” said Redfern. “Now tell me about
the boat.”
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Max nodded. “It might be a lot older than it looks.” A tractor-
trailer went by and shook the building. Max described April’s
findings, watching Redfern while he talked, expecting at every
moment to be dismissed as a crank.

Instead he was heard without comment or visible reaction.
When he’d finished, Redfern sat silently for a few moments.
“You're suggesting,” he said, “someone sailed a yacht on Lake
Agassiz?”

When people put it like that, it always sounded dumb. “We’re
not sure,” Max said. “It’s possible.”

“Okay.” Redfern opened a drawer, and took out a piece of
memo paper. “How much are you willing to pay for the priv-
ilege?”

Lasker pushed back in his chair. “Since we won’t be doing
any damage to the land, Arky, we’d hoped you’d just let us look
around.”

Redfern nodded. “Of course. And I hope you understand,
Tom, that if it were up to me, I’d say yes without hesitation. But
the tribal council has its rules, and I have no alternative except
to abide by them.” He looked at his visitors.

“I guess we’d be prepared to invest a hundred,” said Max.

Redfern nodded yes, not yes to the offer, but yes to some
hidden impression of his own. “How exactly do you intend to
conduct the search?”

“We'll be using a ground-radar unit,” said Max.

Redfern wrote on his sheet of paper. His brow wrinkled, he
made additional notes. Then he looked up. “It’s hard for me to
see how I can accept less than a thousand.”

Max got to his feet. “That’s ridiculous,” he said.

“It’s customary,” said Redfern. He let the statement hang, as
if its validity were obvious. Max thought it over. There were
other places to look, but Johnson’s Ridge was an ideal harbor.
If the boat had been housed anywhere in the area, it would have
been there.
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“We can’t manage a thousand,” he said. “But you might want
to consider that if we do find something, everyone will benefit.”
“I'm sure of that,” said Redfern. He sighed. “Okay. I tell you
what I'll do. Let me speak with the chairman. He might be
willing to make an exception and come down for a worthy cause.
What kind of figure can I offer him?” He smiled politely at Max.

“How about five hundred?”

Redfern’s eyes slid momentarily shut. “I suspect he’ll consider
that a bit tightfisted. But I'll try.” He wrote on the paper again.
“I’'ll draw up a contract.” He smiled. “Of course you understand
that any Native-American artifacts you might find will remain
the property of the tribe. Anything else of value, we will share
according to usual conditions.”

“What are those?” asked Max.

Redfern produced another piece of paper. “In this case,” he
said, “section four would seem to apply.” He handed the docu-
ment to Lasker. “These are our standard guidelines for anyone
applying to do archeological work on tribal land.”

“I think,” said Max, “we need a lawyer.”

Redfern looked amused. “I always recommend that anyone
entering into a legal transaction seek counsel. I'll draw up the
agreement, and you can come by later this afternoon and sign,
if you like.” He rose, business apparently concluded. “Now, is
there anything else I can do for you?”

Max had been admiring the bow. “Have you ever used it?”

“It was my father’s,” he said, as if that answered the question.

Peggy Moore had grown up in Plymouth, New Hampshire, in
the shadow of the White Mountains. She’d gone to school in
New York, left three marriages
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in her wake, and had little patience with people who got in her
way. She handled a wide range of duties at GeoTech, and run-
ning a ground-search radar team was what she most preferred
to do. Not because it was challenging, but because it could yield
the most satisfying results. There was nothing quite like sitting
in front of a monitor and spotting the rock formations that
promise oil. Except maybe the Nebraska find that had been the
highlight of her career: a mastodon’s bones.

She had assumed that the hunt on Lasker’s farm had been for
another boat. But now, without explanation, her team had been
sent to the top of Johnson’s Ridge. What in hell were they
looking for?

It was a question that had begun to keep her awake nights.
Moore suspected there was something illegal going on. Nothing
else explained the compulsive secrecy. Yet Max (who reminded
her of her first husband) seemed too tentative to be a criminal,
and the Laskers were clearly up-front types. She was not sure
about April Cannon, with whom she’d spent little time. Cannon
possessed a streak of ruthlessness and was probably not above
bending the law, given the right reason. But that still did not
answer the basic question. What were they looking for? Hidden
treasure? Buried drugs? A lost cache of nerve gas?

She watched Sara track the input from Charlie’s radar. The
weather had moderated somewhat, warmed up after the last few
days, and Charlie was cutting his pattern across the top of the
ridge. The scans were fed into the system and translated into
images of rock and earth.

They’d had a couple of days of unseasonable warmth, and
the snow cover had melted. The ground was consequently wet
and dangerous, so Moore had drawn the survey course carefully,
keeping Charlie safely away from the edge of the precipice. She
kept a close eye on his progress and occasionally warned him
back in, sacrificing coverage to safety.
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The ground-search unit was giving them reasonable imagery
to about a hundred feet. For archeological purposes—assuming
that was the real reason they were here—that would be more
than adequate.

The western section of Johnson’s Ridge, the summit of the
rear wall, was grassy and flat, a long plateau about two thousand
yards north to south and a hundred fifty yards across the spine.
On the south, a ravine split it off from the rising hills on its flank.
The north side ended in a wall of trees.

“Concentrate along the rim,” Max had said.

“Slower,” she told Charlie, who was still uncomfortably close
to the edge.

“Roger,” said Charlie. He was wearing an outsized lumberjack
coat and a woolen hat with its earflaps pulled down.

Moore wanted to find something. Not only because she wanted
to know what was going on, but because she was a professional
and intended to deliver a product to the customer even when
he made the project unnecessarily difficult. Still, it was irritating
that Max and his associates wouldn’t trust her. Nobody was
going to steal their beads and arrowheads, or whatever. And
that was another aspect of this that pointed toward a geological
motif: These did not seem like people who would be interested
in digging up old cookpots. But she had explained that if they
wanted to find, say, gold, they had to tell her about it if they
expected to get results.

She was seated with her feet on one of the work-benches,
sipping coffee, when a very peculiar picture worked its way onto
the bank of screens. “Son of a bitch,” she said, freezing the image
on her personal display.



For the moonlit places where men once laughed
Are now but bones in the earth...

—Walter Asquith, Ancient Shores

Mazx was in Tucson to bid on a Halifax bomber when the call
came in.

“I think we got it right out of the box.” April’s voice, hushed.
“Something’s buried on the lip of the ridge.”

“What? Another boat?” Max was standing near a window in
the lone terminal of a small private airport. The Halifax was out
on the runway, surrounded by the competition.

“No. This is a lot bigger. About a hundred fifty feet across.
And it’s right where you thought it might be. On the brink of
the summit.”

“Damn.”

“Max,” she said, “it’s round.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

The word brought a long, pregnant silence at both ends.

83
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On the radar printouts, it looked like a roundhouse with a bubble
dome. “I'm damned if I've ever seen anything like it,” Moore
said. “It’s not a ranger station and it’s not a silo. And it sure
isn’t a farmhouse.” She looked suspiciously at Max. “I assume
you know what it is.”

Max knew what he was hoping for. But the trace image didn’t
look aerodynamic. He contented himself with shaking his head.

“What else can you make out?” April asked.

“Nothing. Nada. It’s just a big, round building. About five
hundred feet in circumference.”

“How high is it?”

“Twenty feet at the perimeter. Thirty feet or so at the top of
the bubble.” They were in the GeoTech van, which was parked
uncomfortably close to the cliff edge, directly over the object.
The wind pushed against the side of the vehicle. “Now here’s
something else that’s strange,” Moore said. “The top of the
summit is mostly rock, with a few feet of dirt thrown on top.
Okay? But this thing is built inside a cut in the rock. Look, see
these shadows? That’s all granite.”

April asked her to enlarge the image.

“The cut is also round,” Moore said. “Uh, I would have to say
it was made specifically to accommodate the roundhouse.”

Max and April exchanged glances.

“Here’s something else,” said Moore. She pointed at dark
shadings below and in front of the object. (If, that is, one could
assume that the front was at the lip of the cliff.) “This is a channel
cut through the rock.” It passed from a point directly under the
structure out to the edge of the precipice.

“What’s the roundhouse made of?” April asked.

“Don’t know. I can tell you it isn’t rock, though.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Quality of the return. It almost reads like glass.” Moore tapped
her fingers against the top of her work table. “I just can’t imagine
what anything like this is doing
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up here. If we were down on the plain, I'd say it was an aban-
doned storage facility. It’s big enough. But why would anyone
put a storage building up here? It almost looks like a place where
people came to sit on the front porch and look out over the
valley. Right?” She looked hard at Max. “But this thing doesn’t
have a front porch.” Max squirmed under her irritation and was
tempted to blurt everything out. But what was he going to tell
her? That he thought she’d just found a flying saucer?

They climbed out of the van and stood looking down into the
ground as if, by sheer will, they could see what lay beneath. It
had snowed during the night, but the wind had been blowing
hard all day and had swept the summit clear. It was just after
sunset, and the temperature was dropping fast.

The radar tractor crisscrossed the ground at a distance, looking
for other objects. The periodic roars of its engine knifed through
the still air. Far below, a pair of headlights moved south along
Route 32, and a couple of farmhouses lit up the gathering gloom.
The landscape was fading, becoming intangible.

April surprised him. She put her arm through his and walked
him along the brink, away from Moore. “The channel,” she said.
“Are you thinking what I am?”

He nodded. “It was for the boat.”

She shivered with excitement. “I think we’ve hit the jackpot.”

“I think so,” said Max.

Neither spoke for a time. Max was savoring his feelings.

“Do you think,” she said, “the Sioux will agree to our digging
up the area?”

“Sure. They stand to profit from this, too.”

They turned their backs to the wind and looked out over the
void. “I don’t like the idea,” she said, “of putting this on a profit-
and-loss footing. I wish we could just sneak in here and do this
without saying anything to anybody. But we’re talking about a
major project now.”
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Max agreed. “An excavation’s not going to be easy. This thing
is a lot bigger than the boat.” The ground crackled beneath his
feet. “I wonder whether we shouldn’t wait for spring.”

“No.” April’s jaw tightened. “I am not going to sit on this for
six months. We can get a small army of volunteers out here
pretty quickly. When we show Lisa what we've got, I'm sure
she’ll fund us. There’ll be no problem there.” She snuggled down
into her coat. “We can post ads at UND and get some student
workers. There are a lot of people in Fort Moxie, Cavalier, and
Walhalla with not too much to do this time of year. I don’t think
we’ll have any trouble assembling a workforce. First thing we
need is to get some heavy equipment up here.” Her eyes were
shining. “What do you think, Max? Have we got one?”

She was warm and vulnerable. Like Max, she was reluctant
to give too much credence to the find until they knew for sure.
“I don’t know,” he said.

Toward the east, the Red River Valley stretched away to the
stars.

Lisa Yarborough had spent a pleasant evening with a half-dozen
friends watching Cats, after which they had retired to the Thai
Lounge. At about 1:30 she pulled into her garage. She let herself
into the house, bolted the door, and checked her calls.

April’s voice said: “When you can, call me.”

She debated waiting until morning, but there had been a note
in the voice that excited her curiosity.

April picked up on the second ring.

“What’ve you got?” said Lisa.

“Something’s buried on the ridge. We don’t know what it is
yet, but it shouldn’t be there.”

“Is it connected with the boat?”

“We won’t know until we dig it up. I don’t want to make
promises. Maybe somebody started to put a silo
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in up there. I just don’t know. But it’s big. And round. Lisa, I'm
not objective about this anymore. But the present owners have
had the property since the 1920s. They say there shouldn’t be
anything there.”

“Okay. How much do you need?”

They fell quickly into the habit of creating prosaic explanations
for the roundhouse. There were, after all, any number of things
it might have been. A sanitarium for people who had needed to
get away. A government test facility of one kind or another. A
forgotten National Guard training installation. But there was a
distinct division between what they said and what they were
thinking.

Max took charge of getting a steam shovel up to the site. The
night before the Northern Queen Construction Company was
to start, Max, April, and the Laskers gathered under Christmas
lights at the Prairie Schooner for a celebration that was ostensibly
connected with the season but which somehow touched on
Max’s hunt for a harbor and its possibly successtul conclusion.
To add to the mood, which was simultaneously exuberant and
tentative, Redfern delivered congratulations from the tribal
chairman.

They sat at a corner table, watching couples lit by electric
candles moving slowly to Buck Clayton’s “Don’t Kick Me When
I'm Down, Baby.” The music caught at Max, made him feel
sentimental and lonely and happy. Too much wine, he thought.

A man he had never seen before invited April to dance. She
smiled and went off with him. He was blond and good-looking.
About thirty. “His name’s Jack,” said Lasker. “He works over at
the depot.”

Max was irritated to observe that she seemed to enjoy herself.

The important thing, she said a few minutes later, was that
whatever happened up on the ridge, they still had the yacht.
They had, in her opinion, indisputable
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evidence of the presence of an advanced technology. “But,” she
added, “T can’t wait to get a close look at the roundhouse.” Her
eyes glowed.

When Max asked Lasker almost offhandedly what he intended
to do with the boat, the big man looked surprised. “Sell it,” he
said. “As soon as I can get a handle on how much it’s worth.”

“It’s priceless,” said April.

“Not for long,” he said. “I'm anxious to be rid of the damned
thing.”

This shocked April. “Why?” she asked.

“Because I'm tired of the circus tent and the T-shirts. I'm tired
of being made to feel I'm not doing enough for the town. No,
I'm going to cash it in at my first reasonable opportunity.”

Max relished the prospect that he might really be instrumental
in finding a UFO. He pictured himself showing the president
onto its flight deck. This would have been the navigational system,
Mr. President. And here, on your right, is the warp drive initiator.
No, there would not be a warp drive. It would be, what, hyper-
light? Quantum? We estimate Alpha Centauri in eleven days at
cruising speed. Yes. That was a line he would like very much to
deliver.

He anticipated a TV movie and speculated who would play
Max Collingwood. Preferably somebody both vulnerable and
tough. He pictured himself among Esquire’s most eligible bach-
elors. Interviewed by Larry King. (He wondered whether he
would get nervous when the TV cameras rolled.) If things went
well, he decided, he would keep the Lightning and construct a
warbird museum in which it would be the centerpiece.

The Collingwood Memorial Museum.

They were trying not to draw attention to themselves, but as
the liquor flowed and spirits picked up, it became more difficult.
They drank to one another, to Lisa Yarborough, to the ground-
radar crew, to Lake Agassiz, and to Fort Moxie (“the center of
American culture west of the Mississippi”).



ANCIENT SHORES / 89

“I think what we need here,” said Max, “is an archeologist.
Seems to me we could hire one to direct the dig. That way we
avoid the screwups we’ll make if we try to do it on our own.”

“I disagree,” said April.

“Beg pardon?”

“We don’t want an archeologist.” She studied her glass in the
half-light of the electric candles. “We don’t want anybody else
involved if we can help it. Bring in an archeologist and he’ll tell
us we're amateurs and try to take over the operation. Eventually
he’ll wind up getting the credit.” Her expression suggested she
knew about these things and Max should trust her. “You have
to understand about academic types. Most of them are predators.
They have to be to survive. You let any of them in and they’ll
never let go.” She took a deep breath. “Look, let’s be honest.
This is not a standard archeological site. Nobody knows any
more about this stuff than we do.”

“You mean,” said Max, “you’re the only scientific type associ-
ated with this, and you’d like to keep it that way.”

She looked exasperated. “Max, this is our baby. You want to
bring in some heavy hitters? Do that, and see how long we keep
in control of things.”

The Northern Queen Construction Company supplied a baby
steam shovel and a crew. The steam shovel had trouble negoti-
ating the switchback that ran up the escarpment, but once it ar-
rived its operators went to work single-mindedly.

“You're sure you guys won’t damage this thing, right?” asked
Max.

“We'll be careful,” said the crew chief, a gray-haired, thickset
man bundled inside a heavy coat. He’d been told the object was
an old grain storage facility in which several major works of art
were thought to be hidden. (Max was becoming creative.) “Of
course,” he
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continued, “you understand we only get you close to the thing.
Afterward there’ll be a lot of digging to do, and that’s going to
be up to you.”

They used stakes and string with pieces of white cloth fluttering
in the wind to mark out the target area. Peggy Moore was
standing just outside the radar van, her arms folded over a
Boston Red Sox jacket (the weather had warmed up), while the
Northern Queen crew moved into position. A few yards away,
Charlie was posted on the radar tractor.

In the van, the atmosphere was electric. April had assumed a
post near the main screen (the rule that noncompany people
had to stay out of the van had been long since forgotten), from
which she was directing the excavation. Max was losing confid-
ence now that the moment of truth was near and had become
convinced that they were going to unearth a silo or a long-for-
gotten Native-American habitation. April’'s Martians were light-
years away.

The steam shovel lined itself up just outside the markers and
stopped. The man in the cab looked at a clipboard, got on his
walkie-talkie, and then rolled the engine forward a few yards.
The jaws rose, opened, and paused. They plunged into the earth,
and the ground shook.

The operator moved levers and the jaws rose, trailing pebbles
and loose dirt, and dumped their load off to the side. Then they
swung back. The plan was to dig a broad trench around the
target. Tomorrow April’s volunteers, who were mostly farmers
without too much to do at this time of year, would begin the
actual work of uncovering the roundhouse.

A few snowflakes drifted down from an overcast sky.

Peggy Moore had a video camera and was recording the oper-
ation. The woman was no dummy. Max realized he should have
thought of it himself. The videos might be worth a lot of money
before this was over.

In fact, they were going to have to break down soon
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and call a press conference. How long would it take before the
media figured out something was happening on Johnson’s
Ridge? But there was a problem with a press conference: What
did you tell them? You couldn’t talk about UFOs and then dig
up an old outhouse.

By sundown a twelve-foot-wide, thirty-foot-deep trench had been
driven into the promontory. Like the canyon, it was shaped like
a horseshoe, enclosing the target area on three sides, within
about fifteen feet of the object. They laid ladders and planking
in the ditch and threw wooden bridges across. “You'll want to
be careful,” the crew chief explained. “There’s a potential for
cave-ins, and if you dig around the bridges, which you will
probably have to, you’ll want to make adjustments so they don’t
collapse. I suggest you get a professional in, somebody that
knows what they're doing.”

“Thanks,” said April. “We’ll be careful.”

He held out a document for her to sign.

April looked at it.

“It explains about hazards, safety precautions, recommends
you get somebody.”

“It’s also a release,” said April.

“Yeah. That, too.” He produced a clipboard.

She glanced across the document and signed it. The crew chief
handed her a copy. She folded it several times and slid it into a
pocket.

The steam shovel began to move away, rolling toward the
access road through a light wind that blew a steady stream of
snow over the summit. The crew chief surveyed his work with
satisfaction. “Good night, folks,” he said. “Be careful.”

When he had left, they walked slowly around the trench,
poking flashlight beams down into it. “That’s going to be a lot
of digging,” said Max.

April nodded. “We’ve got a lot of people.”
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Shopkeepers, students, government officials, farmers,
Ordinary men and women, they came,
And were forever changed...

—Walter Asquith, Ancient Shores

In the morning, a horde of volunteer workers crowded into the
auditorium at the Fort Moxie City Hall. The press was represen-
ted by Jim Stuyvesant, the town’s gray eminence and the editor
and publisher of the weekly Fort Moxie News. Stuyvesant didn’t
know much about why there had been a call for workers, other
than that there was going to be an excavation on Johnson’s
Ridge, but in a town where the news was perpetually slow, this
was front-page stuff.

At eight sharp April tapped her microphone, waited for the
crowd to quiet, and thanked everyone for coming. “We don’t
know much about this structure,” she said. “We don’t know how
durable it is, and we don’t know how valuable it is. Please be
careful not to damage anything. We aren’t in a hurry.” Stuyves-
ant, who was his own photographer, took some pictures. “If you
find anything that’s not rock and dirt, please call a supervisor
over.”

“Is it Indian stuff?” asked a man in a red-checked jacket up
front.

92
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“We don’t know what it is.” April smiled. “After you help us
find out, we’ll let you know. Please stay with your team. Tomor-
row you can report directly to the work site. Or come here if
you prefer. We'll have a bus leaving at eight and every hour
after that, on the hour, until two P.M. We’ll quit at four-thirty.
You can quit when you want, but please check out with your
team leader. Unless you don’t care whether you get paid.”

The audience laughed. They were in a good mood—unexpec-
ted Christmas money was coming, and the weather was holding.

“Any questions?”

“Yeah.” One of the students. “Is there going to be something
hot to drink out there?”

“We’ll have a van dispensing coffee, hot chocolate, sand-
wiches, and hamburgers. Hot chocolate and coffee are on the
house. Please be careful about refuse. There’ll be containers; use
them. Anyone caught littering will be asked to leave. Anything
else?”

People began buttoning parkas, moving toward the doors.

They poured out of the old frame building and piled into buses
and cars and pickups. Stuyvesant took more pictures and waited
for April. “Dr. Cannon,” he said, “what actually is on the ridge?”

“Jim,” she said, “I honestly don’t know, and I don’t want to
speculate. It’s probably just an old storage facility from the early
part of the century. Give me a few days and you can come look
at it.”

Stuyvesant nodded. The Fort Moxie News traditionally reported
stories that people wanted to see printed: trips to Arizona, family
reunions, church card parties. He was therefore not accustomed
to people who dodged his questions. He had an additional
problem that daily newspapers did not: a three-day lead time
before the News hit the street. He was already past the deadline
for the next edition. “I can’t believe anybody
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would put a storage shed on top of a ridge. It’s a little inconveni-
ent, don’t you think?”

“Jim, I really have to go.”

“Please bear with me a minute, Dr. Cannon. You're a chemist,
aren’t you?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Why is a chemist interested in an archeological site?”

April had not expected to be put under the gun. “It's my
hobby,” she said.

“Is there an archeologist here somewhere? A real one? Direct-
ing things?”

“Well, as a matter of fact, no. Not really.”

“Dr. Cannon, several weeks ago somebody dug up a yacht in
the area. Is this project connected with the yacht?”

“I'just don’t know,” April said, aware that she was approaching
incoherence. “Jim, I'm sorry. I have to go.” She saw Max, waved,
and started toward him.

But Stuyvesant kept pace. “There’s a rumor it’s a UFO,” he
said.

She stopped and knew she should think before she said any-
thing. She didn’t. “No comment,” she blurted out.

It was, of course, among the worst things she could have said.

They rented three vans: one to use as a kitchen, the second to
serve as a control center, and the third to be a general-purpose
shelter. They also erected a tent in which to store equipment.

Max had established himself at the Northstar Motel in Fort
Moxie. He called Stell to tell her he’d be staying near the site
for several days and asked her to arrange to get his car delivered
so he would have local transportation.

Lasker agreed to take over the administrative aspects of the
dig. He wasted no time designing an over-
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all plan, appointing supervisors, devising work teams and assign-
ing them rotating responsibilities, and putting together a
schedule that allowed the workers almost as much time in shelter
as exposed to the elements.

He also thought nothing of throwing a few spadefuls of earth
himself. His attitude caught on, especially when April and Max
joined in. Consequently, things happened quickly. And on the
same day that the Fort Moxie News hit the stands with its UFO
story, Lem Hardin, who worked part-time at the lumberyard,
broke through to a hard green surface.

UFO ATOP JOHNSON'’S RIDGE?
SCIENTISTS: “NO COMMENT” by Jim
Stuyvesant

Fort Moxie, Dec. 17—

Dr. April Cannon, who is directing an excavation effort
on Johnson’s Ridge, refused today to deny escalating ru-
mors that she has found a flying saucer.

Cannon heads a workforce of more than two hundred
people who are trying to unearth a mysterious object,
which was found recently after an intensive radar search.
Archeologists at the University of North Dakota commen-
ted that Johnson’s Ridge is an unlikely site for Native-
American artifacts, and they are at a loss to explain the
reasons behind the Cannon initiative.

The story was picked up immediately by the major wire ser-
vices.

Max’s first intimation of the breakthrough came with a loud
round of distant cheers. He got up from his desk
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and was reaching for his coat when the phone rang. “The roof,”
Lasker told him.

The word passed quickly around the site, and people
scrambled up ladders and dropped wheelbarrows to hurry over
to see. What they saw, those who could get close enough, was
a small emerald-colored patch protruding out of the dirt at the
bottom of a ditch.

April was already there when Max arrived. She was on her
knees, gloves off, bent over the find. Max climbed down beside
her.

“Feels like beveled glass,” she said. “I think I can see into it.”
She took out a flashlight, switched it on, and held it close to the
patch. But the sun was too bright. Dissatisfied, she removed her
jacket and used it to create shade.

“What is it?” asked one of the workers.

“Can’t tell yet.” April looked at Max. “The light penetrates a
little bit.”

“You're going to freeze,” he said. But he put his head under
the spread jacket. He could see into the object.

April produced a file, took off a few grains, and put them in
an envelope. Then she looked up and spotted Lasker. “Be care-
ful,” she said. “We don’t want any spades near it. I don’t care
if it takes all year to get the dirt out. Let’s not damage this thing.”
She put her jacket and gloves back on and climbed out of the
hole. “Don’t know, but that doesn’t look to me like the roof of
a shed. Maybe we've really got something.” The envelope was
the self-sticking kind. She sealed it and put it in a pocket. “Max,”
she said, “I need a favor.”

“Name it.”

“Fly me back to Colson?”

“The action’s here.”

She shook her head. “Later it will be. But this afternoon the
action will be at the lab.”
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April never understood how the media found out so quickly.
The Ben at Ten TV news team arrived before she and Max could
get off the escarpment, and they were quickly joined by some
print reporters.

“No,” she told them, “I don’t know anything about a UFO.”

She told them she had no idea how the story had got started,
that they weren’t looking for anything specific, that there’d been
reports of a buried object atop the ridge, and that they had found
some thick glass in the ground. “That’s it,” she said. “It’s all I
can tell you for now.”

Carole Jensen from Ben at Ten pressed for a statement.

“How about tomorrow morning?” said April. “Okay? Nine
o’clock. That’ll give us a chance to try to figure out what we’ve
got. But please don’t expect any big news.”

Max flew them back to Chellis Field. April wasted no time
jumping into her car, declining his invitation for lunch. “I’ll call
you when I have something,” she promised.

Max checked in at the office, ordered pizza, and turned on
his TV just as the noon news reports were coming on. And it
was not good. There he was, standing beside April and looking
foolish, while she transparently dodged questions. Worse, the
reporter identified him as the owner of Sundown Aviation.

The anchor on The News at Noon referred to the delusions
often associated with UFO bulffs, and cited a gathering two weeks
earlier on an Idaho mountaintop to await the arrival of other-
worldly visitors. “Is the Fort Moxie dig another example?” he
asked. “Stay tuned.”

In midafternoon the clips showed up on CNN, which lumped
Johnson’s Ridge in with a report on the crazy season. They in-
terviewed a visibly deranged young man who maintained there
was a power source within the Pembina Escarpment that allowed
people to get in touch with their true selves. In Minnesota a
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group of farmers claimed to have seen something with lights
land in the woods near Sauk Centre. There were stories of alien
abductions in Pennsylvania and Mississippi. And a man in
Lovelock, Nevada, who’d crashed into a roadside boulder and
tested positive for alcohol, swore he was being chased by a UFO.

“Max, you're a celebrity,” Ceil told him. He hadn’t seen her
standing in the doorway. She was wearing an immaculately
pressed Thor Air Cargo blazer, dark blue with gold trim. Her
hair was shoulder-length, and it swirled as she pulled the door
shut.

Max sighed. “On my way to fame and fortune,” he said.

She sat down opposite him. “I hope you make it.” Her expres-
sion was set in its whimsical mode. “I was down looking at the
Zero today.”

“And?”

“If you really have a UFO up there, the rest of this stuff is go-
ing to look like pretty small potatoes.”

He grinned. “Don’t bet the mortgage on it.”

“I won’t, Max.” She smiled. Max felt warmth flood through
him. “Listen, I'm going up to Winnipeg. You busy?”

He shook his head. “Just waiting for a phone call. How long
are you going to be there?”

“Up and back. I'm delivering a shipment of telecommunica-
tions parts.” Her eyes went serious. “Max, is it really there?”

“I doubt it,” he said.

She looked disappointed. “Pity. Anyhow, why don’t you come
along? You can show me where you're digging.”

Max saw himself coming out of a Washington studio after an
interview with Larry King. Ceil would be waiting, but as she
approached he would wave her away. “Talk to you later,” he’d
say. “I'm on my way over to do the Tonight show.”

“Max?” she said.
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“Yeah. Sure, I'll go.” He did want to hear April’s results as
soon as they became available. “Which plane?”

“Betsy.”

“Okay. Let me finish up here and I'll meet you outside.”

He called April, got her answering machine, and told her how
to raise the C—47. Then he left a note for Stell (who was at
lunch), pulled on his jacket, and wandered out onto the runway.

Ceil was already on board. He could see her up in the cockpit,
going through her checklist. The C—47 still carried its original
insignia. The only external concession to its real mission was
the corporate mallet and the legend Thor Air Cargo tucked away
on the tail.

Max climbed in through the cargo door and closed it. The
interior was filled with packing cases. He threaded his way
through to the cockpit. Ceil, talking to the tower, raised a hand
to acknowledge his presence. Max took the copilot’s seat.

The engines were turning slowly.

“What's the big rush on the telephones?” he asked. Usually
he would have expected a shipment like this to go by land.

“Somebody screwed up. Production is waiting. So I get the
assignment. Most of my business comes from picking up the
pieces when people get things wrong.” She grinned. “I'll never
lack for work.”

She taxied out onto the north runway. A few clouds floated
in a gray sky. Snow tonight, Max thought. He liked the feel of
the C—47. It was a durable and exceptionally stable aircraft. If
you were going to haul cargo through hostile skies, this would
be the plane you’d want to have.

“On our way,” she said. She gunned the engines, and the
(C—47 rolled down the tarmac and lifted into the early afternoon.

Max had discovered more than a year earlier that romance
with Ceil wasn’t going to happen. Once that
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had been got out of the way, he found her easy to talk to. She
was a good listener, and he trusted her discretion absolutely.
“What scares me,” he said, “is that all this is becoming so public.
The whole country now thinks that we think there might be a
UFO up there. It makes us look like kooks.”

“What do you think?”

“That it’ll turn out to be something else.”

“Then why are you going to all this expense?”

Max thought about it. “On the off chance—"

Her laughter stopped him. “See? You are kooks. Anyhow, I
wouldn’t worry about it. You'll be fine if you really do have a
UFO.” It was cold in the cabin, and she turned up the heat. “If
it’s there, Max, I want to ride in it.” She looked at him, and he
laughed and gave her a thumbs-up.

She climbed to fourteen thousand feet and turned north. Life
was good in the cockpit of the C—47, where the sun was shining
and everything was peaceful. “Who would own it?” she asked.

“I guess it would belong to the Sioux.”

“The Sioux?”

“It’s on their land.” The thought of the Sioux winding up with
the world’s most advanced spacecraft amused him. “I wonder
what the Bureau of Indian Affairs would say to that.”

“You can bet your foot,” she said, “that the Sioux wouldn’t be
allowed to keep it.”

They picked up the Maple River near Hope and followed it
north. When they were over Pleasant Valley, the phone rang.
Ceil picked it up, listened, and handed it to Max.

It was April. She sounded out of breath. “It’s one-sixty-one,
Max,” she said.

“Just like the boat?” He squeezed the phone and caught Ceil’s
eye. “You're sure?”

“Yes, Max. I'm sure.” She made no effort to suppress her de-
light.
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“Congratulations,” said Max. Ceil was watching him curiously.

“You, too. Listen, we should go back up.”

“Actually, I'm more or less there now. I'm on my way to
Winnipeg. I'll be back this evening, and we can fly up tonight.
Okay?”

“Sure. That’s fine. Call me when you get here.”

Max said he would. “Have you thought about the press con-
ference tomorrow?”

“Yes,” she said. “I've thought about it.”

“Seems to me we have no reason to keep it quiet anymore.”

“What?” asked Ceil, forming the word with her lips.

Max could almost hear the wheels go round in April’s head.
“I"d feel better,” she said, “if we waited until we have the thing
dug up.”

“You probably won’t have that luxury.”

“I take it,” Ceil said moments later, “you have a UFO.”

“No, the news is not that good. But it is good.” He explained.

She looked at him, and her eyes grew round and warm. “I'm
happy for you, Max,” she said.

Johnson’s Ridge was coming up. Max looked down on the
flanking hills, smooth and white in the afternoon sun, and the
saddle, low and flat and emptying off abruptly into space.

“You've got a lot of people down there,” said Ceil.

Too many, as a matter of fact. There were people everywhere,
and the parking lot overflowed with vehicles. “I guess we’ve got
some sightseers,” he said.

Ceil banked and started a long, slow turn. “It’s probably just
the beginning,” she said. “You might want to start thinking about
crowd control and security.” She extracted a pair of field glasses
from a utility compartment and raised them to look at the ridge.
“I don’t think your people are getting much work done.”
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Max reached for the phone, but she touched his wrist. “Why
don’t we do it in person?” she said. “I'd like to see it for myself,
anyhow.”

She put the glasses down and pushed the wheel forward. The
plane began to descend. “You aren’t going to land down there,
are you?” Max asked. “There’s an airport a few miles east.”

She pointed down. “Is that the road?”

The two-lane from Fort Moxie looked like stop-and-go traffic.
“That’s it.”

“We don’t have time to negotiate that. Look, Max, I'd love
to see a UFO up close. You've seen the ground. Any reserva-
tions?”

The top of the escarpment was about two thousand yards
long. It was flat, treeless as long as she stayed away from the
perimeters, marked with occasional patches of snow. “You've
got a pretty good crosswind,” he said.

She looked down, and her expression indicated no sweat. “It’s
less than twenty knots. No problem for Betsy.”

“Whatever,” he said.

She laughed. “Don’t worry, Max. If anyone complains, I'll
tell them you protested all the way down.”

Ten minutes later she set the big plane on the ground without
jostling the coffee. Everyone turned to watch as they taxied close
in to the site. Lasker was waiting when Max opened the door.

“I should have known it was you,” he said. Before he could
say anything else he saw Ceil, and he got that same goofy ex-
pression that seemed to aftlict every man she got close to.

“Ceil,” Max said, “this is Tom Lasker. Our straw boss.”

They shook hands.

Tourists and sightseers were everywhere. They engaged
workers in conversation, blocked bridges, and generally got in
the way. Many were standing on the
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edge of the excavation, others were dangerously close to the
precipice. “We need to do something,” Max said.

Lasker sighed. “I had some people trying to keep them away.
But they're aggressive, and there are just too many to control.
Anyway, nobody up here has any real authority.”

Max watched an unending stream of cars approaching across
the top of the plateau. “Okay,” he said, “we’ll ask the police to
establish some controls on the access road. Maybe limit the
number of tourists they allow up here at any one time.”

“They don’t want to do that.”

“They’re going to have to. Before somebody gets killed. We’ll
need to make up ID cards for our people.”

“What do we do in the meantime? We're almost at dead stop
here.”

Max took a deep breath. “Send everyone home early.” He
looked at the swarms of people. “Who’s the chief of police?”

“Emil Doutable.”

“Do you know him?”

“Yeah. We don’t run in the same social circles, but I know
him.”

“Call him. Explain what’s happening and ask for help. Tell
them we’ve been forced out of the excavation, and ask him to
send some people to clear the area.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

“Meantime,” Max said to Ceil, “I guess you’d like to see the
whatsis?”

“Yes,” she said. “If you don’t mind.”

They crossed a wooden bridge over the main trench. In the
inner area, heaps of dirt were thrown up everywhere, and several
other ditches had been dug. Max peered into each as they ad-
vanced. Finally he stopped. “Here,” he said.

The excavation was wider than it had been in the morning.
And the green patch had also grown. “It looks like glass,” Ceil
said.
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Several minutes later, Lasker rejoined them. “Cops are com-
ing,” he said.

“Good. By the way, Tom, April says this is more of the same
stuff. Maybe we’ve really got ourselves a UFO.”

Lasker shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

Max had been careful not to allow himself to get carried away
by his hopes. But Lasker’s comment, and something in his tone,
disappointed Max. “Why not?” he asked.

Lasker looked pained. “Follow me,” he said.

He led the way back to the main ditch and descended one of
the ladders. Max and Ceil followed. It was cold and gloomy in
the trench. Boards had been laid along the ground. People were
digging everywhere. Others hauled dirt away and loaded it into
barrels. The barrels were lifted by pulley to the surface, where
they would be dumped.

“Here,” said Lasker. He pointed at a curved strut that emerged
from the earthen wall about five feet over his head and plunged
into the ground. “There are several of these,” he said. “The upper
end is connected to the outside of the object. This end,” he ad-
ded, pointing to the lower section, “is anchored in rock.
‘Whatever else this thing might be, it sure as hell wasn’t meant
to go anywhere.”
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The entire macroindustrial system is predicated on a
persistent and statistically predictable level of both dis-
solution and waste. That is, on major components of
what is normally defined as use. A significant reduction
in either of these two components could be relied on to
produce immediate and quite volatile economic disrup-
tions.

—Edouard Deneuve, Industrial Base and Global
Village, third edition

“I'd like to start by putting an end to the flying-saucer rumor.”
April spoke directly into the cameras. She was flanked by Max,
who would just as soon have been somewhere else but was trying
not to look that way. A state flag had been draped across the
wall behind them. “I don’t know where that story came from,
but it didn’t originate with us. The first I heard about it was in
the Fort Moxie News.” She smiled at Jim Stuyvesant, who stood
a few feet away, looking smug.

They were in the Fort Moxie city hall. Max had been shocked
at both the number and the identities of the journalists who had
turned up. There were representatives from CNN and ABC, from
the wire services, from several major midwestern dailies, and
even one from the Japan Times. Mike Tower, the Chicago
Tribune’s

105



106 / Jack McDevitt

celebrated gadfly, was in the front row. For at least a few hours,
the little prairie town had acquired national prominence.

April and Max had made a decision the previous evening to
hold nothing back but speculation. If they were going to show
up on CNN, they might as well do it with a splash. April had
rehearsed her statement, and Max had asked every question they
could think of. But doing it with the live audience was different.
April was not an accomplished speaker, and there were few
things in this life that scared Max more than addressing any kind
of crowd.

April pulled a sheaf of papers out of her briefcase. “But we do
have some news. These are lab reports on a sample of sail found
with the Lasker boat and on a sample of the exterior of the object
on the ridge. The element from which these objects are made
has an atomic number of one hundred sixty-one.”

Photojournalists moved in close and got their pictures.

“This element is very high on the periodic chart. In fact, it
would be safe to say it is off the chart.”

Several hands went up. “What exactly does that mean?” asked
a tall young woman in the middle of the room.

“It means it is not an element we have seen before. In fact,
not too long ago I would have told you this kind of element
would be inherently unstable and could not exist.”

More hands. “Who’s capable of manufacturing this stuff?”

“Nobody I know of.”

Cellular phones were appearing. Her audience pressed for-
ward, holding up microphones, shouting questions, some just
listening. April asked them to hold their questions until she
completed her statement. She then outlined the sequence of
events, beginning with the discovery of the yacht. She named
Max and Tom Lasker, giving them full credit (or responsibility)
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for the find on the ridge. She described in detail the test results
on the materials from the boat and from the excavation site.
“They will be made available as you leave,” she said. She con-
fessed an inability to arrive at a satisfactory explanation. “But,”
she added, “we know that the object on the ridge is a structure
and not a vehicle of any kind. So we can put everyone’s imagin-
ation to rest on that score.” She delivered an engaging smile. “It
looks like an old railroad roundhouse.”

Hands went up again.

The Winnipeg Free Press: “Dr. Cannon, are you saying this
thing could not have been built by human technology?”

CNN: “Have you been able to establish the age of the object?”

The Grand Forks Herald: “There’s a rumor that more excava-
tions are planned. Are you going to be digging somewhere else?”

She held up her hands. “One at a time, please.” She looked at
the reporter from the Free Press. “Nobody I know can do it.”

“How about the government?”

“I wouldn’t have thought so. But you’ll have to ask them.”
She turned toward CNN. “The element doesn’t decay. I don’t
think we’ll be able to date it directly. But it appears that the
builders did some rock cutting to make room for the roundhouse.
‘We might be able to come up with a date when the rock cutting
took place. But we haven’t done that yet.”

A woman to her left was waving a clipboard. “Do you have
some pictures?”

April signaled to Ginny Lasker, who was standing beside a
flip chart. She lifted the front page and threw it over the top,
revealing a sketch of the roundhouse. “As far as we can tell,”
April said, “the entire outer surface is made of the same material.
It feels like beveled glass, by the way.”

“Glass?” said ABC.
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“Well, it looks like glass.”

More hands:

“What'’s inside?”

“Are you sure you haven’t made a mistake here somewhere?”

“Now that we have this material, will we be able to reproduce
it?”

And so on. April responded as best she could. She had no
idea what lay within. She had arranged to have the samples
tested by a second lab, and the results were identical. And she
had no idea whether anyone could learn to manufacture the
material. “If we could,” she added, “we could make sails that
will last a long time.”

“How long?” asked the Fargo Forum.

“Well.” She grinned. “Long.”

They had the security problem under control. ID badges were
passed out to workers, and police kept tourists from wandering
onto the excavation site.

The press conference, if nothing else, had alerted Max to the
nature of the beast he was riding. He gave several interviews
but was careful not to go beyond the limits they’d set. What is
really happening here? Who built the roundhouse? Max refused
to be drawn in. We don’t know any more than you do. He was,
he said, content to leave the speculation to the media.

Journalists at the excavation outnumbered the workforce. They
took pictures and asked questions and stood in several lines to
look at the translucent green surface, which had now been
reached in several locations.

Just before noon Tom Lasker caught up with Max in the con-
trol van. The phones were ringing off the hook, but they'd
brought a few people in from the dig to help out. “They’ve
broken in on the networks with this story, Max,” he said. “Bul-
letins on all the stations. By the way, Charlie Lindquist called.
He loves us.”

“Who’s Charlie Lindquist?”
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“President of the Fort Moxie city council. You know what he
said?”

“No. What did he say?”

“He said this is better than Nessie. So help me.” Tom’s grin
was a foot wide. “And the wild part of it is that it’s true, Max.
This is the biggest thing in these parts since Prohibition. Cavalier,
Walhalla, all these towns are going to boom.” There were raised
voices outside. Max looked out the window and saw April
trading one-liners with a contingent of reporters. “I think they
like her,” he said.

“Yeah, I think they do. She gave them one hell of a story.”

The door opened, and April backed in. “Give me an hour,”
she shouted to someone, “and I'll be glad to sit down with you.”

“We're into my childhood now,” she said, safely inside. “Some
of them want to turn this into another story about how a
downtrodden African-American makes good.” She sighed, fell
into a chair, and noticed Lasker. “Hi, Tom. Welcome to the
funny farm.”

“It’s like this at home, too,” he said. “Huge crowds, unlike
anything we've seen before, and an army of reporters. They were
interviewing the kids when I left this morning.”

April shrugged. “Maybe this is what life will be like from now
on.”

“I can deal with it.” Max was enjoying himself.

“Hey,” she said, “I'm hungry. Have we got a sandwich here
anywhere?”

Max passed over a roast beef and a Pepsi from the refrigerator.
April unwrapped the sandwich and took a substantial bite.

“You were good out there,” Max said.

“Thanks.” Her lips curved into a smile. “I was a little nervous.”

“It didn’t show.” That was a lie, but it needed to be said.
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Someone knocked. Lasker leaned back and looked out. He
opened the door, revealing a thin, gray-haired man of extraordi-
nary height.

The visitor looked directly at April, not without hostility. “Dr.
Cannon?”

“Yes.” She returned his stare. “What can I do for you?”

The man wore an air of quiet outrage. His hair was thin but
cropped aggressively over his scalp. The eyes were watery behind
bifocals that, Max suspected, needed to be adjusted. His glance
slid past Lasker and Max as if they were furnishings. “My name’s
Eichner,” he said. “I'm chairman of the archeology department
at Northwestern.” He looked down at April from his considerable
height, which his tone suggested was moral as well as physical.
“I assume you’re in charge of this—" He paused. “—operation?”
He coated the term with condescension.

April never took her eyes from him. “What’s your business,
Dr. Eichner?” she said.

“My business is preserving the past, Dr. Cannon. You'll forgive
me for saying so, but this artifact, this whatever-it-is that your
people are digging at, may be of great value.”

“We know.”

He flicked a cool glance at Max, as if challenging him to dis-
agree. “Then you ought to know that the possibility of damage,
and consequently of irreparable loss, is substantial. There are
no controls. There is no professional on site.”

“You mean a professional archeologist.”

“What else might I mean?”

“I assume,” said Max, “you’re interested in the position.”

“Frankly,” Eichner said, still talking to April, “I'm far too busy
to take over a field effort just now. But you have an obligation
to get somebody up here who knows what he, or she, is doing.”
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“I can assure you, Dr. Eichner,” said April, “that we are exer-
cising all due caution.”

“All due caution by amateurs is hardly reassuring.” He pro-
duced a booklet and held it out for her. The legend National
Archeological Association was printed on the cover. “I suggest
you call any university with a reputable department. Or the
Board of Antiquities. Their number is on page two. They’ll be
happy to help you find someone.”

When she did not move, he dropped the booklet on the table.
“I can’t prevent what you're doing,” he said. “I wish I could. If
it were possible, I would stop you in your tracks this moment.
Since I cannot, I appeal to reason.”

April picked up the booklet. She slipped it into her purse
without glancing at it. “Thank you,” she said.

He looked at her, looked at the purse. “I'm quite serious,” he
said. “You have professional responsibilities here.” He opened
the door, wished them all good day, and was gone.

Nobody spoke for a minute. “He’s probably right,” said
Lasker.

Max shook his head. “No,” he said. “Not a chance. The arche-
ology department at Northwestern doesn’t know any more about
digging up this kind of thing than we do.”

“I agree,” said April. “Anyhow, Schliemann was an amateur.”

“Didn’t I read somewhere,” said Lasker, “that he made a mess
of Troy?”

Everything April had hoped for was on track. She was living the
ultimate scientific experience, and she was going to become
immortal. April Cannon would one day be right up there with
the giants. And she could see no outcome now that would deny
her those results. She was not yet sure precisely what she had
discovered, but she knew it was monumental.
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They made all the networks that evening and were played
straight, without the crazy-season motifs. The NewsHour with
Jim Lehrer produced a panel of chemists who generally agreed
that there had to be an error or misunderstanding somewhere.
“But,” said Alan Narimoto of the University of Minnesota, “if
Dr. Cannon has it right, this is a discovery of unparalleled signi-
ficance.”

“How is that?” asked Lehrer.

“Setting aside for the moment where it came from, if we are
able to re-create the manufacturing process and produce this
element—" Narimoto shook his head and turned to a colleague,
Mary Esposito, from Duke, who picked up the thread.

“We would be able,” she said, “to make you a suit of clothes,
Jim, that would probably not wear out before you did.”

ABC ran a segment in which April stood beside the round-
house with a two-inch wide roll of cellophane tape. “Ordinary
wrapping tape,” she said. She tore off a one-foot strip, used it
to seal a cardboard box, and then removed the tape. Much of
the box came with it. “Unlike cardboard, our element interacts
very poorly with other elements,” she continued. She tore a
second strip and placed it against the side of the building, pressed
it down firmly, loosened the top, and stood clear. The tape
slowly peeled off and fell to the ground. “It resists snow, water,
dirt, whatever. Even sticky tape.” The camera zeroed in on the
green surface. “Think of it as having a kind of ultimate car wax
protection.”

The coverage was, if cautious, at least not hostile. And April
thought she looked good, a model of reserve and authority. Just
the facts, ma’am.

Atomic number way up there. Over the edge and around the
corner and out of sight. This element is very high on the periodic
chart. In fact, it would be safe to say it is off the chart. The science
writer from Time had positively blanched. What a glorious day
it had been. And tonight
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researchers across the country would be seeing the story for the
first time. She hadn’t published yet. But that was all right, be-
cause she had proof. And she was, as of now, legend. It was a
good feeling.

There was no bar at the Northstar Motel. April was too excited
to sleep, and, unable to read, she was about to call Max and
suggest they go out and celebrate some more (although they
both had probably already had too much to drink at a rousing
dinner in Cavalier with the Laskers) when her phone rang.

It was Bert Coda, the associate director at Colson. Coda had
been around since World War II. He was a tired, angry, frus-
trated man who had substituted Colson Labs for wife, family,
God, and country a long time ago.

His greeting was abrupt. “April,” he said, “have you lost your
mind?”

That caught her attention. “What do you mean?”

“You talked to all those cameras today.”

“And?”

“You never mentioned the lab. Not once.”

“Bert, this had nothing to do with the lab.”

“What are you talking about? Last time I noticed, you were
working for us. When did you quit? Did you pack it in when I
wasn’t looking?”

“Listen, I was trying to keep the lab out of it.”

“Why? Why on earth would you want to do that?”

“Because we're talking UFOs here, Bert. Maybe little green
men. You want to be associated with little green men? I mean,
Colson is supposed to be a hardnosed scientific institution.”

“Please stop changing the subject.”

“I’'m not changing the subject.”

“Sure you are. This is about publicity. Tons of it. And all free.
I didn’t hear much talk out there today about UFOs.”

“You will.”

“I don’t care.” It was a dangerous rumble. “April,
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you are on every channel. I assume that tomorrow you will be
in every newspaper. You, April. Not Colson but Cannon.” He
took a long breath. “You hear what I'm telling you?”

“But it’s bad publicity.”

“There is no such thing as bad publicity. When they line up
again in the morning, as they assuredly will, please be good
enough to mention your employer, who has been overpaying
you for years. Do you think you can bring yourself to do that?”

She let the seconds run. She would have liked to defy the son
of a bitch. But the truth was that he intimidated her. “Okay,”
she said. “If that’s what you want.”

“Oh, yes. That’s what I want.” She could see him leaning back
with his eyes closed and that resigned expression that flowed
over his features when he confronted the world’s foolishness.
“Yes, I would like that very much. By the way, you might men-
tion that we’re especially good in environmental services. And
listen, one other thing. I'll be interested in hearing where you
were and whose time you were on when this business first came
to your attention.”
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A little gleam of time between two eternities; no second
chance to us forever more!

—Thomas Carlyle, Heroes and Hero Worship, V

Temperatures fell to minus twenty on the Fahrenheit scale the day
after the press conference. The ground froze, people came down
with frostbite, and Mac Eberly, a middle-aged farmer who’d
brought half his family with him to the ridge, suffered chest
pains. During the holidays the weather deteriorated further, and
April reluctantly gave up and closed the operation for the season.
She paid a generous bonus and announced they would restart
the project when they could. In the spring, she added.

The following day a blizzard struck the area. And the wind-
chill factor on New Year’s Eve touched a hundred below. The
story quickly dropped out of the newspapers, shouldered aside
by the run-up to the Super Bowl, a major banking scandal in-
volving lurid tales of sex and drugs, and a celebrity murder trial.

April published her findings, and, in accordance with tradition,
the new element was named cannonium in her honor. The
NAACP awarded her its Spingarm Medal, and the National
Academy of Sciences hosted a banquet in her honor. She was,
of
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course, ecstatic. But nevertheless the long delay weighed on her
spirits.

Max returned to Fargo, resumed his life, and proceeded to
cash in on his newfound fame. People who were interested in
buying, selling, or restoring antique warplanes were making
Sundown their preferred dealer. Furthermore, Max found he
was now in demand as a speaker. He’d never been comfortable
speaking to groups of people, but offers were in the range of a
thousand dollars for a half-hour. He took lessons in public
speaking and learned that, with experience, he was able to relax
and even became good enough to command interest and get a
few laughs. He talked at Rotary Club affairs, business luncheons,
university award presentations, and Knights of Columbus gath-
erings. When he found out April was getting an average of six
thousand per appearance, he raised his price and was surprised
that most groups were willing to meet it.

He spent a weekend with his father. The colonel was delighted.
For the first time in Max’s memory, his father seemed proud of
him and was anxious to introduce him to friends.

April, meantime, became a regular dinner companion. Some-
where during this period Max recognized a growing affection
for her and made a conscious decision to maintain a strictly
professional relationship. He told himself that the Johnson’s
Ridge project was potentially too important to risk the complic-
ations that might come out of a romantic entanglement with the
woman who had emerged as his partner in the venture. Or it
might have been more complicated, a mix of race and Max’s
reluctance to get involved and a fear that she might keep him at
arm’s length. She had, after all, done nothing to encourage him.
But when she introduced him to a police lieutenant she was
dating and confided to Max that she really liked the guy, he was
crushed.
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Occasionally they took out the Lightning and flew over the
escarpment. The blowing snow had filled in most of the excava-
tion; only heaps of earth remained as evidence of the frenetic
activity on the ridge. It was almost as if they had never been
there. On one occasion, a cold, frozen day in late January, she
asked him to land.

“Can’t,” he said.

“Why not? Ceil landed here.”

“I don’t know how deep the snow is. Ceil had an inch. We
might have a foot. And there’s probably ice underneath.”

“Pity,” she said.

Unseasonably warm weather arrived in February. After several
successive days in the fifties, April drove to Fort Moxie, picked
up Tom Lasker, and toured the excavation with him. It was too
early in the year to start again, and they both knew it. But she
could not bear the prospect of waiting several more weeks.
“Maybe we’ll get lucky,” she said. “When it gets cold, we can
work around it.”

Lasker said he didn’t think it was a good idea. But April
cleared it with Lisa Yarborough, and the spring drive got under-
way.

The weather held for eight days. The excavation teams returned
and took full advantage of their opportunity. They dug the snow
out of the trenches and dumped it into the canyon. They attacked
the hard ground with a will and methodically uncovered a wide
area of roof. They worked their way down the front of the
structure, exposing a curved wall of the same emerald-green
color and beveled-glass texture. To everyone’s disappointment,
no doorway or entry was visible.

They had assumed that the front, the portion that looked out
over the edge of the precipice, would provide an entrance. But
its blank aspect was disappointing.
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There was considerably more work to be done, and because it
was on the lip of the summit, the effort would be both slow and
unsafe.

The roundhouse curved to within three feet of the void, from
which it was separated by a shelf of earth and loose rock. This
shelf covered the channel they’d seen on the radar printouts.
The channel might provide a quick entrance but its proximity
to the edge of the cliff rendered it dangerous. Before April would
consent to excavating the channel, she wanted to dig out the
rest of the structure. Surely somewhere else they would find a
door.

They also erected several modular buildings to serve as storage
and communications facilities.

The workers had got into the habit of bringing flashlights with
them, which they periodically used to try to peer into the can-
nonium shell. Several swore they could see through, and a couple
even claimed that something looked back. The result was that
the ridge began to acquire a reputation that at first lent itself to
jokes and later to an inclination by many to be gone by sunset.

On Washington’s birthday, the weather went back to normal.
The Red River Valley froze over, and Max celebrated his own
birthday on the twenty-third with April and the Laskers during
a driving snowstorm. But the winds died during the night, and
the morning dawned bright, clear, and cold. So cold, in fact,
that they were forced by midafternoon to send everyone home.

By then they had almost freed the roundhouse from its tomb.
Earth and rock still clung to it, but the structure was attractive
in its simplicity. The wall was perfectly round and, like the
bubble roof, it glistened after it had been washed.

Max was watching the first cars start down the access road
when he heard shouting and laughter out of sight around the
curve of the roundhouse.



ANCIENT SHORES / 119

A small group was gathered near the rear of the building. Two
men were wiping the wall. Others were shielding their eyes
against the sun to get a better look. Several saw Max and waved
excitedly.

They had found an image buried within the wall.

A stag’s head.

It was clear and simple: a curved line to represent a shoulder,
another to suggest an antler. Here was an eye, and there a
muzzle.

The image was white, contrasting sharply with the dark can-
nonium shell. Like the structure itself, its most compelling char-
acteristic was its clean fluidity. There was no flourish. No pre-
tense.

April unslung a camera from her shoulder and studied the
roundhouse in the failing light. “Perfect,” she said. Snow drifted
down through the somber afternoon.

She snapped the shutter, changed her angle slightly, and took
a second picture.

The snow whispered against the wall. “It’s lovely in the storm,”
she said. They walked slowly around the perimeter while she
took more pictures. “In our whole history,” she continued, “this
is only going to happen once.” She shot the roundhouse, the
stag’s head, the surrounding hills, the parking lot. And Max.
“Stand over here, Max,” she told him, and when he demurred,
she laughed and dragged him where she wanted him, told him
to stay put, and took more pictures. “All your life, you're going
to remember this,” she said. “And there’ll be times when you
would kill to be able to come back to this moment.”

Max knew it was true.

And he took her picture with the great building crouching
behind her like a prehistoric creature. “Good,” she said. “That’s
good.”

And when he least expected it, she fell into his arms and kissed
him.
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The TV crews returned in force the next day. They interviewed
everybody and showed particular interest in the stag’s head.
Max stayed late on the summit that evening, working. There
was still some light on the escarpment when Tom Brokaw led
into the final feature of the evening news broadcast, which was
traditionally chosen to leave a positive impact. “In North Dakota,
a team of researchers has begun digging again at the site of a
very mysterious object,” he said. Aerial and ground pictures of
the excavation site and the roundhouse appeared. “The object
you are looking at was discovered several months ago a few
miles from the Canadian border. The people who are directing
the excavation aren’t talking much, but persons close to the effort
think it may have been left by extraterrestrial visitors. Was it?”
Brokaw smiled. “Carole Jensen, of our affiliate KLMR-TV in
Grand Forks, has the story.”

Closeup. Jensen stood in front of the curving wall, wrapped
in a stylish overcoat. She was wearing no hat, and the wind
played havoc with her hair. She looked cold. (It was hard to
believe that elsewhere in the country pitchers and catchers were
reporting to spring training.) “Tom, we’ve heard a lot of specu-
lation about this site since we first found out about it last No-
vember. Experts across the country are saying that the test
samples that were taken from the object they call the roundhouse
should not be possible. They are also saying that they have no
idea how such an element could be manufactured. But it’s here.
And a small group of amateur archeologists has begun digging
again. Before it’s over, we may have the first convincing evidence
of a visit by extraterrestrials.”

Yeah, thought Max. That’s good. As long as we’re not the
ones saying it.

The other networks took the same approach. They were all
cautious. But it was a great story, and the
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media, once they were reasonably assured that nothing was
amiss, would be trumpeting it.

Max pulled on his coat and went outside. Moonlight fell on
the excavation, illuminating the roundhouse, throwing shadows
across the circular cut in which it stood. Peggy Moore’s theory
that the cut was artificial, that someone had sliced a piece out
of the rock to accommodate the structure, now seemed beyond
question. The rocky shore had been too high above water level,
Max thought, visualizing the ancient lake. So they’d removed a
piece, installed their boathouse, and cut a channel through the
last few feet.

Eventually the inland sea had gone away, leaving the thing
high and dry. And over ten thousand years the wind had filled
everything back in.

Might it be possible to find the piece they had taken out? He
walked close to the edge and peered down.

Harry Ernest was Fort Moxie’s lone delinquency problem. He’d
acquired a passion for spray-can art in Chicago and had come
to North Dakota to live with relatives when his mother died.
(Harry never knew his father.)

Harry’s major problem was that in a place like Fort Moxie,
no free spirit can hide. He was the only known vandal north of
Grand Forks; and consequently when an obscene exhortation
showed up on the water tower or on one of the churches or at
the Elks hall, the deputy knew exactly where to go to lay hands
on the culprit.

To his credit, and to his family’s dismay, Harry was dedicated
to his art. But since he knew he would inevitably have to pay
the price, he learned to choose his targets for maximum impact.
‘When the roundhouse showed up on TV, Harry experienced a
siren call.

Tom Brokaw had hardly signed off before Harry
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was collecting the spray paint he’d hidden in the attic. Gold and
white, he thought, would contrast nicely with the object’s basic
color.

He gave a great deal of consideration to the appropriate
message and finally decided that simple was best. He would
express the same sentiments he’d left on countless brick walls
in and around Chicago. Harry’s response to the world.

At around eleven o’clock, when the house had settled down,
he took the car keys from the top of his uncle’s bureau, climbed
out his bedroom window, and eased the family Ford out of the
garage. A half-hour later he discovered that a police presence
had been established at the access road. He therefore drove past
and parked a half-mile beyond. From there he cut through the
woods, intercepted the access road, and walked up.

The roundhouse was a dark cylindrical shadow cast against
subdued starlight. It overlooked the valley, and whatever he
wrote would be spectacularly visible from Route 32 when the
sun hit it.

Several temporary buildings had been erected around the
thing. He noted lights in one and somebody moving inside.
Otherwise the area was deserted.

He strolled across the summit, whistling softly, enjoying
himself. In the shadow of the roundhouse he paused to check
his spray cans. It was getting cold again, but they worked okay.
Satisfied, he stood for a minute letting the wind blow on him.
Yeah. This was what life was about. Wind in your hair. Snow
coming. And sticking it to the world.

He smiled and walked out onto the narrow strip of rock across
the front of the roundhouse. The void beside him did not touch
his sensibilities. He reached the center, turned to survey his
canvas, and backed up until his heels ran out of shelf. Fortu-
nately, the wind was coming from the west, so the structure
protected him. That was important if you were trying to work
with a spray can.
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He was relieved to note that the wall was made of beveled
glass. There had been some disagreement on the TV about that.
But people had been talking about glass, so he’d brought enamel.

He pointed his flashlight at the wall, and the beam seemed
to penetrate. He moved in close, tried to see inside. It occurred
to him that there might be no inside, that the object might be
solid.

He shrugged and took out his spray can.

He would do the first word in gold. He looked up and meas-
ured his target with his eye. The angle wasn’t so good because
he was too close. But there was no help for that.

The only sounds were the wind and a far-off plane.

He aimed and pressed the nozzle. Paint sprayed out of the
can in a fine mist, and the satisfying sense of changing pressures
flowed down his arm.

But unlike water towers and churches, the roundhouse tended
to resist interaction with the world. The mist did not cling. Some
of it liquefied and dribbled down the face of the wall. Some very
little of it lodged in chinks and seams. But the bulk of it skimmed
off into the air and formed a golden cloud.

The cloud held its shape only briefly and then began to dis-
solve and descend.

Harry could not have understood what was happening. He
knew only that his face was suddenly wet. And his eyes stung.

He dropped the can, cried out, and fell to his knees. His fists
were in his eyes, and he scraped his arm against something in
the dark, and he knew where he was, could not forget where he
was. Then the ground was gone and he was falling. In his office
a hundred yards away, Max heard the scream, poked his head
out the door, and assigned it to an animal.
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In all that vast midnight sea,
The light only drew us on....

—Walter Asquith, Ancient Shores

Searchers found Harry by noon. His family reported him missing
at eight o’clock, his car was discovered at nine-thirty, and
workmen found an enamel spray can and a flashlight on the
shelf in front of the roundhouse at a little after ten. The rest was
casy.

Max was outraged to think that anyone would want to damage
the artifact. He found it hard to sympathize until he stood at the
brink in the middle of the afternoon and looked down.

Arky Redfern appeared near the end of the day. He examined
the shelf with Max and shook his head. “Hard to believe,” he
said.

Max agreed.

“There is the possibility of a lawsuit,” he added.

The remark startled Max. “He came up here to vandalize the
place,” he said.

“Doesn’t matter. He was a child, and this is a dangerous area.
A good lawyer would argue that we failed to provide security.
And he would be right.”

Max’s breath hung in the sunlight. It was a cold, crisp day,
the temperature in the teens. “When do we
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reach a point where people become responsible for their own
actions?”

Redfern shrugged. He was wearing a heavy wool jacket with
the hood pulled up over his head. “There’s not much we can do
now for this kid, but we’ll act to ensure there’s no repetition.
That way, at least, we can show good faith if we have to.” He
directed Max’s attention toward the parking area. A green van
was just emerging from the trees at the access road. “I want you
to meet someone,” he said.

The van parked and the driver’s door opened. A Native
American wearing a blue down jacket got out, looked toward
them, and waved. He was maybe thirty years old, average height,
dark eyes, black hair. Something about the way he looked
warned Max to be polite. “This is my brother-in-law,” said Red-
fern. “Max, meet Adam Kicks-a-Hole-in-the-Sky.”

The brother-in-law put out his hand. “Just Sky is good,” he
said.

“Adam will direct the security force,” Redfern continued.

“What security force?” asked Max.

“It came into existence this morning,” said the lawyer.

Sky nodded. “My people will be here within the hour.” He
surveyed the escarpment. “We're going to need a command
post.”

“How about one of the huts?” suggested Redfern.

“Yes,” he said. “That would do.”

Max started to protest that they didn’t have space to give
away, but the lawyer cut him off. “If you want to continue oper-
ations here, Max, you’ll have to provide security. I recommend
Adam.”

Sky shifted his weight. He looked at Max without expression.
“Yeah,” Max said. “Sure. It’s no problem.”

“Good.” Sky took a business card from his wallet and gave it
to Max. “My personal number,” he said. “We’ll be set up here
and in business by the end of the day.”
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Max was beginning to feel surrounded by con artists. What
were Sky’s qualifications? The last thing they needed was a
bunch of gun-toting locals. Redfern must have read his thoughts.
“Adam is a security consultant,” he said. “For airlines, railroads,
and trucking firms, primarily.”

Sky looked at Max and then turned to gaze at the roundhouse.
“This is a unique assignment,” he said. “But I think I can assure
you there’ll be no more incidents.”

Within an hour a pair of trucks and a work crew had arrived
to begin putting up a chain-link fence. The fence would be
erected about thirty feet outside the cut and would extend com-
pletely around the structure. Anyone who wanted to fall off the
shelf now would have to climb eight feet to do it. “There’ll be
no private vehicles inside the fence,” Sky explained.

That was okay by Max. He was still wondering how the young
vandal had managed to spray paint in his own eyes. He was
aware that a rumor was circulating that the kid had used his
flashlight to look through the wall. And had seen something.

The fence went up in twenty-four hours. Sky’s next act was to
set up a string of security lights around the perimeter of the cut.
He mounted cameras at five locations.

Uniformed Sioux guards appeared. The first that Max met fit
quite closely his notion of how a Native American should look.
He was big, dark-eyed, and taciturn. His name was John Little
Ghost, and he was all business. Max’s views of Native Americans
were proscribed by the Hollywood vision of a people sometimes
noble, sometimes violent, and almost always inarticulate. He
had been startled by his discovery of a Native-American lawyer
and a security consultant. The fact that he was more at ease with
John Little Ghost than with either Sky or Redfern left him
paradoxically uneasy.
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The police investigation of Harry Ernest’s death came and
went. Forms got filled out, and Max answered a few questions.
(He had been on the escarpment until midnight, he said, and
he didn’t think there had been anyone else here when he left.
He had completely forgotten the “animal” cry he’d heard.) It
was an obvious case of accidental death resulting from intended
mischief, the police said. No evidence of negligence. That’s what
they would report, and that would be the finding.

Max went to the funeral. There were few attendees, and those
seemed to be friends of the boy’s guardians. No young people
were present. The guardians themselves were, Max thought, re-
markably composed.

The next day Redfern informed him that no legal action ap-
peared likely.

Tourists continued to arrive in substantial numbers. They were
allowed onto the escarpment, but they were required to remain
outside the fence. Police opened a second access road on the
west side of the escarpment and established one-way traffic.

No one had yet found a door.

The security fence ran unbroken across the front of the
roundhouse. Now that the area had been rendered safe, workers
began to excavate the channel.

With TV cameras present, they brought in a girl in a wheel-
chair from one of the local high schools to remove the first
spadeful of dirt. She was a superlative science student, and she
posed for the cameras, smiling prettily, and did her duty. Then
the work teams got started.

They knew it would be a drawn-out process because of the
confined space. Only two people could dig at a time. Meanwhile,
the sky turned gray and the temperature rose, a sign of snow.
Around the circumference of the
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building, an army of people wielding brooms was clearing off
the walls and the half-dozen braces that anchored the structure
to its rocky base. April and Max watched through a security
camera in the control module.

This was to be the last week for all except a few designated
workers. The rest would be paid and thanked and released.
Charlie Lindquist was planning an appreciation dinner at the
Fort Moxie city hall, and he’d arranged certificates for the
workers which read I Helped Excavate the Roundhouse. (At about
this time, the structure acquired a capital R.) Media coverage
was picking up, as was the number of visitors. Cars filled Route
32 in both directions for miles.

Periodically April went out, climbed down into the excavation,
and strolled along the wall. She liked being near it, liked its feel
against her palms, liked knowing that something perhaps quite
different from her had stood where she now stood and had
looked out across the blue waters of the long-vanished glacial
lake.

But today there was a change in the wall. She stood at the
rear, near the stag’s head, looking past the long, slow curve at
the wooded slope that mounted to the northern ridge, trying to
pin down what her instincts were telling her. Everything appeared
the same.

She touched the beveled surface. Pressed her fingers to it.

It was warm.

Well, not warm, exactly. But it wasn’t as cold as it should
have been. She let her palm linger against it.

The west grew dark, and the wind picked up. Max watched the
storm teams assemble and begin distributing tarpaulins. The
digging stopped, and workers rigged the tarps around the excav-
ation to prevent it from being filled with snow. When that was
completed, they sent everyone home.
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No one wanted to be caught on the road when the storm hit.
Including Max. “You ready?” he asked April.

“Yes,” she said. “Go ahead. I'm right behind you.”

Max put on his coat. The wind was beginning to fill with
snow. Visibility would soon go to near zero.

“Hey,” he said, “how about if I stop and get a pizza?”

“Sure. I'll see you back at the motel.”

Max nodded and hurried out the door. The wind almost took
it out of his hands.

He walked to the gate and was greeted by Andrea Hawk, one
of the security guards. She was also a radio entertainer of some
sort in Devil’s Lake, Max recalled, and she was extremely attract-
ive. “Good night, Mr. Collingwood,” Andrea said. “Be careful.
The road is treacherous.”

“How about you?” he asked. “When are you leaving?”

“We'll stay here tonight, or until our relief comes. Whichever.”

Max frowned. “You sure?”

“Sure,” she said. “We're safer than you.”

Whiteouts are windstorms, gales roaring across the plains at
fifty miles an hour, loaded with dry snow. The snow may accom-
pany the storm, or it might just be lying around on the ground.
It doesn’t much matter. Anyone trying to drive will see little
more than windshield wipers.

April resented the delay caused by the storm. She seldom
thought about anything now other than the Roundhouse. She
was desperate to know what was inside and who the builders
were, and she spent much of her time watching the laborious
effort to clear the channel.

The day she’d seen Tom Lasker’s boat, she had begun a
journal. Chiding herself for an attack of arrogance, she had
nevertheless concluded that she was
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embarked on events of historic significance and that a detailed
record would be of interest. During the first few days she’d sat-
isfied herself with accounts of procedures and results. After Max
had found Johnson’s Ridge, she’d begun to speculate. And after
she had closed the operation down for the winter, she had real-
ized that she would eventually write a memoir. Consequently,
she’d begun describing her emotional reactions.

The stag’s head intrigued her. It seemed so much a human
creation that it caused her to doubt her results. Somehow,
everything she had come to believe seemed mad in the face of
that single, simple design. She had spent much of the afternoon
trying to formulate precisely how she felt and then trying to get
the journal entry right. Important not to sound like a nut.

She put it in a desk drawer and listened to the wind. Time to
go. She signed off the computer, and headed out into the storm.
She was about ten minutes behind Max.

At the entrance, John Little Ghost forced the gate open against
the wind and suggested that maybe she should stay the night.
“Going to be dangerous on the road!” he said, throwing each
word toward her to get over the storm.

“I'll be careful,” April said.

She was grateful to get to her car, where she caught her breath
and turned the ignition. The engine started. There was an accu-
mulation of snow on the rear window. She got her brush out of
the trunk and cleared that off, and then waited until she had
enough heat to keep the snow off the glass. Then she inched out
of the lot and turned toward the opening in the trees that con-
cealed the access road. She drove through a landscape in motion.
The storm roared around her.

Maybe Little Ghost had been right.

She turned left, toward the western exit. It was a long run
across the top of the escarpment, several hundred yards during
which she was exposed to the full
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bite of the storm. But she kept the wheel straight and opened
the driver’s door so she could see the ruts other cars had made.
The wind died when she arrived finally among a screen of elms
and box elders.

She passed an abandoned Toyota and started down.

Snow piles up quickly in a sheltered section, and one has to
maintain speed to avoid getting stuck. It obliterates markers and
roadsides and hides ditches. To make matters worse, this was
the second road, just opened by police, and April wasn’t used
to it.

She struggled to keep moving. She slid down sharp descents
and fought her way around curves. She gunned the engine
through deep snow, but finally lost control and slid sidewise
into a snowbank. She tried to back out, but the car only rocked
and sank deeper.

Damn.

She buttoned her coat, opened the door cautiously against
the wind, and put one foot out. She sank to her knee. Some of
the snow slid down inside her boot.

An hour and a quarter later, scared and half frozen, she
showed up at the security station. “Thank God for the fence,”
she told her startled hosts, “or I'd never have found you.”

Andrea Hawk was a talk show host on KPLI-FM in Devil’s Lake.
She’d worked her way through a series of reservation jobs, usu-
ally exploiting her considerable Indian-maiden charm to sell
baskets, moccasins, and canoe paddles to well-heeled tourists.
She’d done a year with the reservation police before discovering
her onair talents, which had begun with a series of publicservice
pleas to kids about drugs and crime. She was still selling auto-
mobiles, deodorants, CDs, and a host of other products to her
dewy-eyed audience. Along the shores of Devil’s Lake, everybody
loved the Snowhawk.

She was twenty-six years old and hoping for a chance to move
up. Two years ago a Minneapolis pro-
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ducer had been in the area, heard her show, and made overtures.
She’d gone to the Twin Cities thinking she had a job, but the
producer drove his car into a tractor-trailer, and his replacement,
a vindictive middle-aged woman with the eyes of a cobra, did
not honor the agreement.

Andrea was planning to do several of her shows on the scene
from Johnson’s Ridge. It was clear to her that she was sitting
on a big story, and she planned to make the most of it. She’d
got Adam’s permission, worked out her schedule so that it would
not conflict with her air time, and stocked the security module
with equipment.

It was cold inside, despite the electric heater. The modular
buildings were well insulated, but they weren’t designed to
withstand winter conditions atop a North Dakota escarpment.
The wind blew right through the building. Andrea sank down
inside her heavy woolen sweater, wishing for a fireplace.

She wondered whether she’d be able to keep her teeth from
rattling when she went on at nine o’clock via her remote hookup.
As was her habit, she had begun makin